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A trail in Tahoe National Forest. The Forest Service faces a lawsuit over its decision to allow e-bikes in the forest. Wizz4prep@Wikimedia Commons

Outdoor groups launch legal campaign against e-bikes
Rob Hotakainen, E&E News reporter  • Published: Thursday, October 24, 2019

Outdoor groups in California sued the Forest Service yesterday in an attempt to block a plan that would permit 
electric bikes on nonmotorized trails in Tahoe National Forest.

The suit alleges that federal officials violated the Travel Management Rule, which limits motorized transportation 
to certain trails to prevent harm to natural resources.

"Allowing motorized bicycles on nonmotorized trails meant for hikers, backpackers and equestrians poses risks 
and conflicts for the many visitors who enjoy that type of quiet recreation," said Helen Harvey, president of the 
Gold Country Trails Council in Nevada County, one of the plaintiffs in the lawsuit.

The plaintiffs also say the Forest Service — which is part of the Department of Agriculture — did not follow the 
National Environmental Policy Act in assessing the impacts of its decision.

In a statement, the plaintiffs called the move a "dramatic change in trail policy" that was made with no public 
input.

"We believe there is a place for motorized bikes, but nonmotorized trails — by definition — are not the right 
place," said Darrell Wallace, chairman of the Back Country Horsemen of America, another plaintiff in the case.

The lawsuit is certain to be watched closely as the Trump administration moves to permit electric bikes on more 
public lands controlled by the Interior Department.

Interior Secretary David Bernhardt on Tuesday ordered three agencies — the Bureau of Land Management, Fish 
and Wildlife Service, and Bureau of Reclamation — to follow the lead of the National Park Service in allowing 
more e-bikes (E&E News PM, Oct. 22).

"To my knowledge, this is the first lawsuit addressing the issue of e-bike use on nonmotorized trails on federal 
public lands," said Alison Flint, director of litigation and agency policy with the Wilderness Society, another plaintiff 
in the lawsuit.

Flint said the Tahoe decision "violates decades of established laws and policies designed to ensure that decisions 
about where motorized recreation occurs on our shared public lands are subject to public input and environmental 
analysis."

A spokesperson for the Forest Service said the agency does not comment on pending litigation.

Tahoe National Forest touted its plan on its website, saying there would be "extended additional opportunities" for 
e-bikers on nonmotorized trails starting this year.

According to the plaintiffs, Tahoe officials decided to allow e-bikes on more than 130 miles of trails that had been 
developed and managed for hiking and other nonmotorized uses. Tahoe already has roughly 2,500 miles of roads 
and trails that allow motorized uses.
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While opponents fear that allowing e-bikes on nonmotorized trails will lead to the use of more motorized vehicles, 
supporters argue it will let more people gain access to public lands.

"Millions of Americans want to bike on our public lands, and pedal-assist bikes can facilitate the effort of those 
whose age, fitness level or disability limits their interest," Bernhardt said earlier this week.

The Western Environmental Law Center is representing the plaintiffs, which include the Backcountry Horsemen of 
California and Forest Issues Group. The suit was filed in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of 
California.
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