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AIRPORT COOPERATIVE RESEARCH PROGRAM

Airports are vital national resources. They serve a key role in 
transportation of people and goods and in regional, national, and 
international commerce. They are where the nation’s aviation sys-
tem connects with other modes of transportation and where federal 
responsibility for managing and regulating air traffic operations 
intersects with the role of state and local governments that own and 
operate most airports. Research is necessary to solve common oper-
ating problems, to adapt appropriate new technologies from other 
industries, and to introduce innovations into the airport industry. 
The Airport Cooperative Research Program (ACRP) serves as one 
of the principal means by which the airport industry can develop 
innovative near-term solutions to meet demands placed on it.

The need for ACRP was identified in TRB Special Report 272: 
Airport Research Needs: Cooperative Solutions in 2003, based on 
a study sponsored by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).  
The ACRP carries out applied research on problems that are shared  
by airport operating agencies and are not being adequately 
addressed by existing federal research programs. It is modeled after 
the successful National Cooperative Highway Research Program 
and Transit Cooperative Research Program. The ACRP undertakes 
research and other technical activities in a variety of airport subject 
areas, including design, construction, maintenance, operations, 
safety, security, policy, planning, human resources, and administra
tion. The ACRP provides a forum where airport operators can coop-
eratively address common operational problems.

The ACRP was authorized in December 2003 as part of the Vision 
100-Century of Aviation Reauthorization Act. The primary partici-
pants in the ACRP are (1) an independent governing board, the 
ACRP Oversight Committee (AOC), appointed by the Secretary of the 
U.S. Department of Transportation with representation from airport 
operating agencies, other stakeholders, and relevant industry orga-
nizations such as the Airports Council International-North America 
(ACI-NA), the American Association of Airport Executives (AAAE), 
the National Association of State Aviation Officials (NASAO), 
Airlines for America (A4A), and the Airport Consultants Council 
(ACC) as vital links to the airport community; (2) the TRB as program 
manager and secretariat for the governing board; and (3) the FAA 
as program sponsor. In October 2005, the FAA executed a contract 
with the National Academies formally initiating the program.

The ACRP benefits from the cooperation and participation of air-
port professionals, air carriers, shippers, state and local government 
officials, equipment and service suppliers, other airport users, and 
research organizations. Each of these participants has different 
interests and responsibilities, and each is an integral part of this 
cooperative research effort. 

Research problem statements for the ACRP are solicited period
ically but may be submitted to the TRB by anyone at any time. It is 
the responsibility of the AOC to formulate the research program by 
identifying the highest priority projects and defining funding levels 
and expected products. 

Once selected, each ACRP project is assigned to an expert panel, 
appointed by the TRB. Panels include experienced practitioners and 
research specialists; heavy emphasis is placed on including airport 
professionals, the intended users of the research products. The panels 
prepare project statements (requests for proposals), select contractors,  
and provide technical guidance and counsel throughout the life of the 
project. The process for developing research problem statements and 
selecting research agencies has been used by TRB in managing coop-
erative research programs since 1962. As in other TRB activities, 
ACRP project panels serve voluntarily without compensation. 

Primary emphasis is placed on disseminating ACRP results to the 
intended end-users of the research: airport operating agencies, service 
providers, and suppliers. The ACRP produces a series of research 
reports for use by airport operators, local agencies, the FAA, and other 
interested parties, and industry associations may arrange for work-
shops, training aids, field visits, and other activities to ensure that 
results are implemented by airport-industry practitioners.
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FOREWORD

Backcountry airstrips in remote areas support a wide variety of unique aviation activi-
ties. Aviators consider backcountry airstrips under threat, and these airstrips have steadily 
decreased in number over the past several decades. Preserving publicly owned backcountry 
airstrips has gained the attention of many individual pilots, state aviation agencies, and 
aviation associations as airstrips have been closed, restricted, or not maintained. Airstrip 
closures or restrictions on private land are often the result of landowners finding a different 
use for the property, while closures or restrictions on public lands are driven by many fac-
tors. Airstrips in the eastern United States are primarily located on private or state lands and 
in the western United States on federal lands. In Alaska, owing to the physical geography 
of the state, the vast majority of landing areas are backcountry, or bush, airstrips.

John W. Anderson, T-O Engineers, Inc., Boise, Idaho, collected and synthesized the 
information and wrote the report. The members of the topic panel are acknowledged on 
the preceding page. This synthesis is an immediately useful document that records the 
practices that were acceptable within the limitations of the knowledge available at the time 
of its preparation. As progress in research and practice continues, new knowledge will 
be added to that now at hand.

Airport administrators, engineers, and researchers often face problems for which infor-
mation already exists, either in documented form or as undocumented experience and prac-
tice. This information may be fragmented, scattered, and unevaluated. As a consequence, 
full knowledge of what has been learned about a problem may not be brought to bear on its 
solution. Costly research findings may go unused, valuable experience may be overlooked, 
and due consideration may not be given to recommended practices for solving or alleviat-
ing the problem.

There is information on nearly every subject of concern to the airport industry. Much 
of it derives from research or from the work of practitioners faced with problems in their 
day-to-day work. To provide a systematic means for assembling and evaluating such useful 
information and to make it available to the entire airport community, the Airport Coop-
erative Research Program authorized the Transportation Research Board to undertake a 
continuing project. This project, ACRP Project 11-03, “Synthesis of Information Related 
to Airport Practices,” searches out and synthesizes useful knowledge from all available 
sources and prepares concise, documented reports on specific topics. Reports from this 
endeavor constitute an ACRP report series, Synthesis of Airport Practice.

This synthesis series reports on current knowledge and practice, in a compact format, 
without the detailed directions usually found in handbooks or design manuals. Each report 
in the series provides a compendium of the best knowledge available on those measures 
found to be the most successful in resolving specific problems.

PREFACE
By Gail R. Staba 

Senior Program Officer
Transportation

Research Board
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BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP PRESERVATION

SUMMARY The preservation of publicly owned backcountry airstrips has become a concern to many individual 
pilots, state aviation agencies, and aviation associations, as an increasing number of airstrips have 
been closed, restricted, or not maintained. Backcountry airstrips in the eastern United States are 
primarily located on private or state lands, and in the western United States on federal lands. Air­
strip closures or restrictions on private holdings are often the result of landowners finding a differ­
ent use for the property, while closures or restrictions on public lands are driven by more varied 
factors. In Alaska, because of the generally rugged terrain, the vast majority of landing areas in 
Alaska are backcountry, or bush, airstrips; and they remain a significant element of the state’s over­
all aviation network.

Backcountry airstrips were constructed to provide access to public and private property in a time 
when air travel and transportation proved to be faster and more economical than primitive roadways 
or trails. With the growth of backcountry aviation, ranches were more viable, minerals and timber 
could be explored and extracted, remote public lands could be accessed, and hunting and fishing 
lodges became more available to the general public.

However, there are many contemporary as well as continued benefits derived from backcountry 
airstrips. In addition to providing access to America’s outback, they also provide access for wildland 
firefighting where topography prohibits ground passage, emergency access to remote areas with few 
if any improved roads, alternate landing and flight training facilities, access for land and resource 
management, and access to remote infrastructure.

Information for this synthesis was acquired through a literature review concerning the history 
of backcountry airstrips, legislation protecting the facilities, and past management practices; and a 
survey and potential list of interviewees was developed. Twenty-seven of 28 participants responded 
to the survey, a 96% response rate; and the survey revealed many issues facing backcountry air­
strips today.

Although many of the publicly owned airstrips continue to be used for agency operations, a major 
demand for these airstrips over the past several decades has been related to recreational use by 
private pilots and charter operations. This increased recreational use of backcountry airstrips has 
resulted in expanded membership among pilot associations; and these associations in turn have led 
the effort to preserve and maintain backcountry airstrips for public use. Pilot organizations donate 
labor, materials, and money to airstrip preservation efforts while also investing their personal time in 
building cooperative working relationships with airstrip owners.

Communication between pilot organizations and state and federal authorities has resulted in a 
greater understanding of the issue involved by both agency personnel and the aviation organizations 
advocating for the preservation of backcountry airstrips. As a result, some airstrips previously closed 
have been re-opened; restrictions previously placed on airstrips, which essentially left their usage 
impossible, have been lifted; and in at least one case, a new airstrip has been developed on federal 
land. Airstrip operations and maintenance plans have been developed, providing a documented 
scheme for the long-term operation and maintenance of individual airstrips.
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Neglect and/or lack of maintenance are among the most common reasons airstrips become 
unusable and potentially face closure. While pilot organizations often provide significant 
volunteer labor (see Figure 1) and donations of materials and money to maintain backcountry 
airstrips, states are generally only able to provide limited resources to airstrips that they have 
administrative control over, and federal agencies have even more limited funding available.

Preserving backcountry airstrips is becoming a pressing issue for agencies and their per­
sonnel, as pilot associations work to educate them on the importance of these facilities to the 
overall public use of their lands. All parties have become aware that these airstrips are portals 
to other uses, and that they have a smaller impact on the land than other recreational uses and 
modes of access. However, maintenance, funding, and challenges from other groups opposed 
to aviation in sensitive natural areas will remain a challenge into the future.

Pilot associations and foundations have undertaken a leadership role in preserving back­
country airstrips. Individuals and organizations have found that opening a dialogue about 
what backcountry airstrips are and how they are used is important for others to understand  
the issues concerning successful backcountry airstrip preservation. Further research suggested 
by interviewees includes a synthesis devoted to the role pilot organizations play and how they 
most effectively function, and an investigation of maintenance funding accounts that could 
be used to preserve backcountry airstrips.

FIGURE 1  Volunteer at Thomas Creek Airstrip (ID photo by 
Larry Taylor).
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SCOPE OF THE PROJECT

Backcountry airstrips in remote areas support a wide variety of unique aviation activities. Avia-
tors consider backcountry airstrips a national treasure under threat, as the number of these airstrips 
has steadily decreased over the past several decades. The objective of the study is to inventory the uses, 
benefits, and threats to backcountry airstrips; and to identify useful practices and strategies to manage 
these threats. The principal audience for this synthesis is airstrip users, policy bodies, airstrip owners, 
and other stakeholders.

Leading threats to backcountry airstrips include, but are not limited to:

•	 Lack of an inventory of facilities and status information
•	 Surface degradation and the absence of regular and dedicated maintenance
•	 Liability and risk management
•	 Special interest group pressures
•	 Funding
•	 Inadequacy of relevant public policy
•	 Public unfamiliarity with backcountry aviation.

To help guide the study, a definition for backcountry airstrips is presented.

DEFINITION OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

Backcountry airstrips are usually less than 3,000 feet in length; and generally, but not always, grass, 
dirt, or gravel strips in remote locations where access is otherwise limited to trails, waterways and/or 
primitive roads. They are owned by a variety of public agencies and private parties, and range from 
strips with little or no maintenance to more developed strips with regular maintenance and some 
amenities.

Because these airstrips are usually not paved, and often have departures and approaches requir-
ing significant obstacle clearance, the aircraft that operate at backcountry airstrips are likely to have 
short takeoff and landing capabilities; good propeller-to-ground clearance; fat tires or regular tires,  
depending on operator preference and airstrip conditions; and the capacity to carry loads of up to 
four people and their camping gear. Hence, the more challenging (i.e., more neglected) backcountry 
airstrips may require more advanced piloting skills; while the more regularly maintained strips offer 
access to pilots with less specific backcountry flying skills.

A list of backcountry airstrips emerged from the literature review and survey for this project. Many 
of these airstrips were listed with various state and federal aviation agencies, and some were marked 
and identified on aeronautical sectionals and in various aeronautical facilities directories; but there 
were many more with little official documentation. Each airstrip had a unique story; however, the 
purpose of this synthesis is backcountry airstrip preservation, and while the history of these airstrips 
is indeed interesting, the critical piece is how that history contributes to their survival. A few particu-
lar airstrips are discussed in detail so their preservation success, failure, or uncertain outcome can be 
used as a lesson for future preservation and management practices.

chapter one

INTRODUCTION
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SYNTHESIS METHODOLOGY

A literature review and survey were conducted concerning inventory uses, benefits, threats, and cur-
rent and potential solutions to preserve backcountry airstrips. Information and examples were sought 
to illustrate that while many backcountry airstrips were designated for an initial reason, the current 
use might be significantly different. Where appropriate, evidence of the evolution of benefits of these 
revised uses and users is included.

A list of the literature to be reviewed was approved by the panel of experts; however, as the project 
proceeded, the list expanded significantly. (References and a bibliography follow the report.)

Using information from the literature review, a survey questionnaire was developed to solicit 
information regarding backcountry airstrips. Although the survey was designed so that survey 
participants could provide written responses, the majority of the surveys were conducted through 
telephone interviews. Survey participants included state and federal aviation officials, members 
of pilot organizations, backcountry charter operators, backcountry flight instructors, and indi-
vidual users and owners of backcountry airstrips. To encourage survey participation and maintain 
confidentiality, the majority of the survey responses were aggregated. Twenty-eight (28) persons 
or agencies were contacted to participate in the survey; one person who was asked to participate in 
the survey did not complete the process, for a participation rate of 96%. The survey is reproduced 
in Appendix A.

During conversations with survey participants, additional sources of information were often identi-
fied. Knowledge possessed by the pilots, agencies, and organizations involved in this project provided 
insight into the role of backcountry airstrips as a part of the national aviation system. Many pilots and 
organizations expressed a belief that the airstrips they were associated with were the best airstrips in 
the country, a sentiment that made it challenging to maintain their focus on airstrip preservation as 
opposed to describing the value of the airstrips.

Most survey participants live and fly in the western United States. While they fly into privately 
owned backcountry airstrips, the primary emphasis of their comments concerned publicly owned 
backcountry airstrips. These airstrips are located on land owned by the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, and a few individual states. 
Privately held backcountry airstrips, as well as those in the eastern United States, are not included 
in this synthesis; however, many of the issues discussed can be applied to these airstrips as well.
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chapter two

USES AND BENEFITS OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

BACKGROUND OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

For the purpose of this project, most of the airstrips considered were located on public land or on 
private land with access to public lands. The majority of these lands are under control of the USFS, 
BLM, or the Bureau of Reclamation.

Many of the backcountry airstrips were developed between the 1920s and the 1950s, at a time 
when use of small general aviation (GA) aircraft was expanding in locations that were difficult to 
access by other modes of transportation. Most backcountry airstrips were originally created in sup-
port of an industrial or commercial demand, including mining, mineral production, timber harvest, 
agency access, and ranching. Other remote airstrips were developed to access hunting and fishing 
retreats that previously could only be reached on foot or horseback (Holm 2012). Over time, many 
backcountry airstrips fell into disuse and disrepair because roadways were developed nearby, and it 
was often less expensive to use the roadway system than to fly in. However, Alaska still depends on 
backcountry/bush airstrips to access the majority of the state.

Over time, many ranches became unprofitable, and ultimately were surrounded by federally desig-
nated wilderness or roadless areas. Some of the ranches and other private holdings were purchased by 
agencies such as USFS; others became “inholdings”—still private property but surrounded by areas 
considered by agencies and wilderness advocates to be wilderness areas. Logging and other rural 
paths eventually reached many of the airstrips and the use of these strips diminished, leading to their 
demise. However, the remaining airstrips offer a unique alternative for access to America’s outback 
that has a smaller impact on the surface of the land than other forms of transportation.

LOW-IMPACT ACCESS TO AMERICA’S BACKCOUNTRY

Backcountry airstrips are seen by pilots and aircraft owners as “portals” to the outback. Other users 
of the backcountry access these remote areas by a variety of methods: driving by established roads 
or off-road trails, using pack animals, or hiking. Each of these methods requires them to be in contact 
with and have an impact on the ground for the entire trip. Air access to the backcountry results in no 
physical impact on the land other than at the airstrip site.

As internal trailheads, backcountry airstrips usually occupy only a few acres of land, which makes 
them less intrusive than roads and off-road routes that provide initial access similar to backcountry 
trailheads, hunting and fishing locations; and campsites that use more land than airstrips and also 
require maintenance.

Even foot trails that access similar areas have a larger footprint on the ground than backcountry 
airstrips. Environmental impacts such as erosion, dust, and sediment can be caused by people cutting 
switchbacks, blazing their own trails, and by riding horses.

USES AND USERS OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

The origins of backcountry airstrips can be traced primarily to the 1920s through the 1950s, when 
the roadway system was not as developed as it is today and when small aircraft made extremely 
remote areas more accessible. The synthesis survey asked what stakeholder groups are associated 
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with backcountry airstrips and how the airstrips are presently being utilized. The survey responses 
indicated that backcountry airstrips are now primarily used for recreational flying, but the survey 
also revealed that backcountry airstrips continue to be used for commercial purposes such as min-
eral extraction. Many are used as portals for research agencies, such as state fish and game depart-
ments; and they are often used as staging areas for wildland firefighting activities. Many of the 
public airstrips are used by commercial aircraft operators to transport clients to remote recreational 
areas (Figure 2). Private backcountry airstrips are used for access to lodges and private property.

The survey asked participants to identify the top three benefits that backcountry airstrips offer 
them. The 10 most frequently reported benefits are shown in Table 1.

Recreation Portals

Survey participants from the Recreational Aviation Foundation (RAF), Idaho Aviation Foundation 
(IAA), Utah Backcountry Pilots Association (UBCPA), Arizona Pilots Association (APA), and Air-
craft Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA) responded that at the present time, recreational pilots/
aircraft owners are the most frequent users of backcountry airstrips. Responses indicate that pilots 
use these airstrips as portals or internal trailheads to other recreational activities including camping, 
hiking, fishing, and hunting.

Normally the airstrips are used by pilots as their ultimate destination; however, flying to air-
strips as a primary activity is seen by some pilots as a right, and is no different from such vehicular 

FIGURE 2  Camping at Cabin Creek Airstrip (photo by Larry Taylor).

Backcountry Airstrip Use and Users 
Survey Participants Mentioning 

This Use 
Recreational Portals 25 
Emergency Landings 15 
Law Enforcement Access/Search and Rescue 18 
Emergency/Life Flight Access 20 
Wildland Firefighting 13 
Fishing and Hunting Access 18 
Private Lodge Access 12 
Charter Operations 15 
Access for Land and Resource Management 12 
Research 8 
Commercial/Instructor 6 
State or Federal Agency 7 
Association/Pilot Organization 5 
Private Pilot User 8 

TABLE 1
SURVEY LIST OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP USES AND USERS
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recreation activities as four-wheeling, dirt biking, or snowmobiling. Survey participants involved 
in preserving and opening backcountry airstrips voiced concerns about overuse of airstrips for 
“bagging,” especially at airstrips located in a wilderness area or wilderness study area (WSA). 
(Bagging is discussed in more detail in chapter three).

Emergency Landing Airstrips

Pilots are taught to plan for emergency landings at airports and airstrips that are along their flight 
route. Many backcountry airstrips are depicted on sectional maps and in global positioning system 
databases. Even though mechanical failure may not be as common as it once was, weather is still a 
major flight safety risk for pilots and the smaller aircraft suited to landing at backcountry airstrips. 
Although pilots not familiar with some of the more challenging airstrips should not use them as 
emergency stops, the majority of backcountry airstrips are useable in most such cases. Planning 
for an emergency landing in advance allows pilots to have a level of confidence and a strategy if an 
emergency landing becomes necessary.

Law Enforcement Access/Search and Rescue

Backcountry airstrips are often used by law enforcement agencies for search and rescue support 
and for extraction of lost or injured people. As an example, Arnold Aviation of Cascade, Idaho, flew 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agents into Pistol Creek Airstrip in August 2013 to set up a 
staging area in order to conduct the rescue of a teenage girl who had been abducted and taken to the 
remote Frank Church–River of No Return Wilderness Area. The FBI also used helicopters to insert 
additional extraction team members (Idaho Statesman August 10, 2013). This particular backcountry 
airstrip served a pivotal role in enabling the FBI to rescue the victim. Backcountry airstrips also serve 
as staging areas for search and rescue missions for missing persons and aircraft. In addition, they may 
become staging areas to extract illegal drugs/marijuana crops.

Emergency/Life Flight Access

Due to the remote nature of the backcountry areas, emergency access is extremely limited with few, 
if any, improved roads. Emergency and lifesaving fixed wing aircraft and helicopter equipment fre-
quently use backcountry airstrips to airlift people who are critically injured in the backcountry. In 
some circumstances, this can be a medical evacuation of pilots and or passengers injured in crashes 
at the airstrips or in remote country near an airstrip. Backcountry airstrips are also used as base 
sites for conducting recovery missions for the remains of those who have passed away in the remote 
areas inaccessible by other modes of transportation.

Wildland Firefighting

Many backcountry airstrips are used by wildland firefighters as staging areas and access points for 
conducting wildland firefighting efforts. Smokejumpers and Helitack crews also use these remote 
airstrips as extraction points during firefighting operations. Backcountry airstrips often provide direct 
access for fire crews. During active fire seasons or events, several backcountry strips may be closed 
to the public in order to provide full access for firefighting efforts; in such cases, an FAA Notice to 
Airmen (NOTAM) and other communications are issued so that pilots will know of these activities. 
In August 2013, a public service announcement was posted as on the Idaho Airstrip Network website 
identifying airstrips affected by firefighting activity (see text box).

Bernard is closed until further notice because of a washout. Krassel is closed until further notice for a fire 
fighter camp. Airstrips that had been closed for firefighting (Warm Springs & Slate Creek) have reopened. 
Caution still advised for Johnson Creek due to helicopter traffic. NOTAM August 2013 (http://www.
idahoaviation.com/idahoAirstripNetwork)
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Fishing and Hunting Access

Several survey participants emphasized that flying into backcountry airstrips provides access to fish-
ing and hunting grounds that would be impracticable to approach on foot or horseback. Camping is 
a secondary activity often associated with multi-day fishing or hunting trips. This combination of 
activities—backcountry flying, fishing or hunting, and camping—provides unique opportunities for 
outdoor enthusiasts.

Private Lodge Access

Airstrips located on both public and private land provide access to privately owned lodges, most 
of which make excellent staging points to access a variety of backcountry adventures. Some of the 
facilities with river access are now used as put-in/take-out or stopover destinations for rafting and 
drift fishing trips. Owners and operators of lodges located near backcountry airstrips regularly invite 
visiting pilots to enjoy a meal or extend their visit into an overnight stay.

Charter Operations

During summer months, fishing and rafting charter pilots are common visitors to backcountry 
airstrips. During the fall, hunters of deer, elk, mountain goats, and big horn sheep are the typical 
customers of charter operators. Charter operators also fly in supplies and mail to backcountry users. 
Resupply missions provide private airstrips and nearby cabins and ranches with necessary food and 
materials. Some flights are made to remote public airstrips with neighboring guest ranches, small 
towns, and research stations. In the wintertime, although some outback areas can be accessed by 
snowmobile or jet boat, flying is often faster and more economical when compared to other forms 
of transportation; so some of these airstrips and their adjacent areas are resupplied by aircraft with 
skis. In addition, river or snow conditions may make flying the only viable alternative for access.

Ray Arnold of Cascade, Idaho, flies the last two U.S. Postal Service air mail routes. These “Star Routes” 
pay for a portion of his operating expenses, supplemented by his flying groceries, freight, and passengers 
to backcountry airstrips. Because of budget cuts, the Postal Service has tried to eliminate these last air 
mail routes, without which some customers would be miles, and perhaps months, away from a delivery; 
but public pressure has kept it in place (Ray and Carol Arnold, personal communication, Nov. 2013).

Access for Land and Resource Management

Land managers have used backcountry airstrips for access to wilderness and remote regions since 
the 1930s. Early on, USFS land managers proposed building a network of airstrips to support remote 
guard stations, firefighting, trail maintenance, and resource management. The proposal was met with 
resistance from wilderness advocates within the Forest Service, and ultimately few airstrips were 
constructed because of changing national priorities during WWII. After the war, different land man-
agers had different priorities, and by then numerous airstrips had already been constructed by private 
land owners (Holm, 2012).

Research

Universities use backcountry airstrips to promote educational programs and conduct research stud-
ies. Federal agencies also perform research in order to understand and manage natural resources. 
Taylor Ranch Field Station in Idaho’s remote Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness area, 
now owned by the University of Idaho, uses the airstrip originally constructed for the ranch. When 
the ranch was sold to the university in 1970, it was stipulated that the school would always maintain 
its use as a private airstrip. Today, the field station is used by university students for a variety of 
wilderness and biology studies, and air is the only way to transport people and supplies in and out.
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FLIGHT TRAINING

Instruction regarding the proper procedures to fly in and out of backcountry airstrips goes beyond 
discussions on density altitude and proper approach and takeoff techniques. The UBCPA and the APA 
have stated many of the following principles which they encourage being included in backcountry 
flight training (http://www.utahbackcountrypilots.org) (http://azpilots.org/):

•	 Backcountry airstrips are a fragile asset which should be treated respectfully.
•	 Practice “no trace camping and tread lightly disciplines.”
•	 Backcountry airstrips are a national treasure.
•	 Hikers, horsemen, campers, and boaters share the backcountry and should be treated with 

respect. Be courteous to other users in the area.
•	 Pilots should be especially mindful of their use of wilderness and WSA backcountry airstrips.
•	 Do not use training as a means to say you’ve been to a particular airstrip.
•	 Keep the noise signature of the aircraft to a safe minimum.
•	 Keep your aircraft free of noxious weeds.
•	 Give back to airstrips through volunteer labor and maintenance projects.

Backcountry airstrips are used for a variety of training purposes, including but not limited to the 
following:

Specialized Pilot Training

Flying into backcountry airstrips requires proficiency training and airport familiarity. There are sev-
eral specialized pilot training schools that teach licensed pilots skills tailored to backcountry flying. 
Some schools with multiple instructors offer training in a variety of aircraft, including tailwheel or 
“traildragger” planes (which require additional training and specific tail-wheel endorsements), while 
also leading expeditions to remote airstrips across several regions of the country.

U.S. Department of Defense

The Department of Defense has utilized backcountry airstrips at various locations for specialized 
reasons. For example, between 2010 and 2012, the U.S. Air Force used airstrips at McCall Municipal 
Airport in Idaho to train pilots flying the PZL M28 Skytruck, a twin-engine turbine aircraft capable 
of carrying heavy loads and up to 15 passengers. Other U.S. airstrips in mountainous river canyon 
areas offer piloting challenges similar to those in Afghanistan and other countries where supplies and 
personnel need to reach remote areas without developed airports (Rudder Flutter Fall 2010).

Training for Relief Flights

Mission Aviation Fellowship, headquartered in Nampa, Idaho, flies relief flights into Africa, Asia, 
and South America, often transporting aid packages to less developed areas with poorly maintained 
airstrips. Like the Air Force, the organization often uses backcountry airstrips to train pilots to ensure 
their skills are sufficient to handle the roadways, fields, and rugged airstrips they will likely encounter 
overseas. One of the reasons this organization chose to be based in Nampa was its convenient access 
to backcountry strips in Idaho and the surrounding region (http://www.maf.org/).
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Backcountry airstrips and their users need protection and funding in order to be preserved as part 
of our American heritage (J. McKenna, personal communication, July 2013). This chapter reviews 
threats posed to backcountry airstrips, including those from political or social opposition to their 
existence, lack of maintenance, and some misuse by the pilot community.

ECONOMICS OF BACKCOUNTrY AVIATION

When the majority of backcountry airstrips were constructed, flying was still romanticized, thanks to 
public fascination with the exploits of such pioneers as Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart. Many 
people longed to learn to fly, including veterans who used the G.I. Bill to earn their wings. Many of 
these pilots are the constituents seeking to preserve backcountry airstrips.

Many survey participants brought up the general public misunderstanding of the economic and 
ecological benefits of GA and backcountry airstrips. “Forty is now the average age for more than two-
thirds of aircraft in the GA fleet which were purchased many years ago for a modest price” (Hoffman, 
FAA Safety Briefing). As an example, an older but well maintained Cessna 182 costs about $60,000 
and is capable of flying a family of four with camping gear to most backcountry airstrips. In con-
trast, Table 2 offers examples of two other means for backcountry access—horseback and all-terrain 
vehicles—for approximately the same cost (RAF 2011).

Both airplanes and other vehicles have ongoing costs for maintenance, insurance, and fuel. Horses 
have ongoing costs for feed, shelter, and veterinary care. Backcountry airstrip users reported in the 
survey that they want the general public to understand that they are as mainstream as other users of 
the backcountry.

In a presentation to the House Committee on Small Business, the RAF submitted that, “[C]ompared 
to motor home travel, today you can purchase either a used Luscombe airplane or a Winnebago camper 
for less than $20,000; you can also buy a new Kodiak aircraft or Prevost motor coach for $1.5 million. 
Both forms of recreational vehicle are available for just about any price in between. In this way it was 
emphasized that aviation is not so different from other forms of recreational travel and should not be 
excluded from public lands” (http://theraf.org/ October 3, 2013).

CONCERNS ABOUT AIRCRAFT NOISE IMPACTS ON PEOPLE AND WILDLIFE

People frequently comment on and/or complain about aircraft noise in connection with airports and 
backcountry airstrips. Studies have reviewed noise impacts on humans in outdoor and wilderness 
settings. “As part of AOPA pilot members’ effort[s] to preserve the experience of ground visitors 
and respect the natural quiet that visitors and wildlife enjoy, general aviation pilots currently observe 
a voluntary over-flight minimum altitude of 2,000 feet above ground level” (Boyer 1998). People in a 
wilderness setting have a greater expectation of quiet, and therefore aircraft noise of any type may 
affect them. However, according to a 1992 USFS report to Congress, aircraft noise intrusions did  
not appreciably impair surveyed wilderness users’ overall enjoyment of their visits to wilderness 
areas nor reduce their reported likelihood of repeat visits

In 2013, the RAF received a $10,000 grant from AOPA to fund a scientific study of the impact 
of aircraft noise on wildlife, and will match this amount. The field research will be conducted in 

chapter three
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backcountry airstrip settings, trapping wildlife to collect blood samples and record decibel levels. 
The goal of the study is to develop valid measures of stress-producing corticosteroids in birds and 
mammals attributable to noise from small aircraft in multiple backcountry settings. The study will 
commence in 2014, and researchers hope to publish findings in a peer-reviewed scientific publication 
in 2015. It is anticipated that this research will be valuable to land managers and to the general public 
(http://www.recreationalaviationfoundation.org/).

In “The Effect of Noise on Wildlife” (2007), Radle discusses the impact of noise pollution on 
animals:

Noise pollution, as it affects humans, has been a recognized problem for decades, but the effect of noise on 
wildlife has only recently been considered a potential threat to animal health and long-term survival. Research 
into the effects of noise on wildlife, which has been growing rapidly since the 1970s, often presents conflicting 
results because of the variety of factors and variables that can affect and/or interfere with the determination of 
the actual effects that human-produced noise is having on any given creature. Both land and marine wildlife have 
been studied, especially in regards to the noise in the National Parks System and the onslaught of human-made 
cacophony in the oceans from military, commercial, and scientific endeavors.

Most researchers agree that noise can affect an animal’s physiology and behavior, and if it becomes a chronic 
stress, noise can be injurious to an animal’s energy budget, reproductive success, and long-term survival. Armed 
with this understanding, it should follow that humans would attempt to minimize the threat to wildlife by reduc-
ing the amount of noise that they are exposed to in natural areas; but this has not been the situation. Natural areas 
continue to be degraded by human-made noise, wildlife continues to suffer from these disturbances, and to date 
the majority of the debate revolves around the egocentric demands of people to either produce more noise in 
nature (through motorized recreation, scientific research, military exercises etc.) or experience natural areas in 
the absence of anthropogenic noise. Neither side has adequately addressed the issue from the biocentric view of 
wildlife and the known, or as yet undiscovered, damage that our increasingly noisy human-altered environment 
is inflicting upon them.

Most backcountry airstrips are located on national forests or BLM land. According to Mestre in 
ACRP Synthesis 9: Effects of Aircraft Noise: Research Update on Selected Topics (2008), there has 
been significant research on overflights of national parks conducted by the National Park Service 
and FAA. This research suggests that aircraft overflights can annoy visitors and decrease enjoy-
ment in the national parks; however, most of the research was conducted at parks where significant 
sightseeing overflights occur. The difference between national parks, where significant aerial sight-
seeing tours occur, and BLM or national forest areas, where most backcountry airstrips have very 
few annual operations, is not well understood by the general public. One of the goals of the proposed 
RAF research project is to help land managers and the public better understand the real impacts of 
backcountry airstrips (J. McKenna, personal communication, July 2013).

U.S. FOREST SERVICE PLANNING DIRECTIVES OMISSIONS

In February 2013, the Forest Service proposed the Land Management Planning Handbook, containing 
the Planning Rule Proposed Directory (PRPD) and aimed at providing land management guidelines. 
Several survey participants suggested that backcountry airstrips be specifically listed in the PRPD 
(http://www.fs.usda.gov/goto/planningrule/directives). The RAF and other organizations have made 
numerous comments about the PRPD documenting their suggested approach to airstrip manage-
ment within the forests. The RAF met at USFS headquarters to discuss this issue in late October 2013 

Four Persons on Horseback  Four Persons on ATVs 

Four Riding Horses $6,000 Four ATVs 

Two Pack Horses $3,000 Trailer 

Saddles and Other Tack $2,500 One three-quarter-ton 4x4 Crew Cab pickup 

Six-horse Trailer $20,000 All-weather Riding Gear 

One-ton 4x4 Pickup Truck $35,000  

   Total $66,500    Total 

$25,000 

$5,000 

$30,000 

$1,000 

 

$61,000 

Source: RAF (2011); modified by John Anderson.

TABLE 2
COMPARISON OF COSTS FOR ACCESSING BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS
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(McKenna 2013). This is an example of pilot associations maintaining an open dialogue with agencies 
to help all sides better understand each group’s perspective.

Survey participants also pointed out that while the PRPD did not include backcountry airstrips, air-
strips and recreational uses that include aviation are mentioned in guidance from Congress, former USFS 
officials, and in the guidance planning rules. Airstrip advocates believe that specifically including air-
strips in the PRPD will help guide future generations of USFS personnel on aviation and airstrips issues.

LIABILITY AND RISK MANAGEMENT

Liability, or risk management and risk mitigation, has been a growing issue for both public land 
managers and private landowners. Risk management has been approached in many ways, from new 
or modified regulations and increased insurance requirements, to the limiting or forbidding of certain 
access or activities altogether. However, a review of history and jurisprudence indicates that any risk 
to land managers associated with recreational airstrips is minimal and does not support the exclusion 
of aviation as a means of access to these lands for recreational purposes (Spencer 2011). Grapevine 
Airstrip in Arizona is an example of an airstrip that has been re-opened on a conditional basis after 
individual pilots and pilot organizations worked with USFS land administrators on threat of risk and 
other issues to this backcountry airstrip.

Grapevine Airstrip, Restricted Airstrip Fly-in and Code of Conduct,  
Tonto National Forest, Arizona

The Grapevine Airstrip is a 3,800’ × 40’ paved airstrip located adjacent to the Theodore Roosevelt 
Lake reservoir near Phoenix, Arizona, and is administered by the Tonto National Forest (Figure 3). 
Theodore Roosevelt Lake adjoins a wildlife area and is posted to permit hunting at certain times of 
the year. The airstrip also provides access to the largest lake in central Arizona.

Grapevine is still listed as closed on aeronautical sectionals and is not listed in AirNav or other 
airport or airstrip databases. However, it is open to the public on a restricted basis the third weekend 
(Friday–Sunday) of each month. The RAF and APA have negotiated approval for these weekends 
and for group fly-in picnic and camping events. The APA has published an Aviator’s Code of Conduct 
which pilots are expected to follow (reproduced in Appendix D). It reads, in part:

Many hours of negotiations and work go into each backcountry airstrip and trust is earned through fulfilling 
our commitments to the land managers. A few rogue pilots can destroy this trust and set our backcountry efforts 
backwards for years. On the other hand, honoring these agreements can go a long way towards these efforts, 
and even opening new airstrips, so get to know the vision and rules for each airstrip (www.azpilots.org, 2013).

FIGURE 3  Grapevine Airstrip, Arizona (photo by Mark Spencer).
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Recreational Use Statutes

Recreational use statutes (RUS) protect private landowners from liability when they allow the public 
to enter their land for recreational activities. RUS were analyzed by RAF in 2010, which found that 
all 50 states had RUS in place. However, only 16 states have incorporated aviation activities into these 
statutes, and another five states are in the process (http://www.recreationalaviationfoundation.org).

According to Spencer (2011), an analysis of the history, regulations, and jurisprudence indicates 
that any risk to the state or federal land manager associated with recreational airstrips is less than 
other activities currently permitted. Even prior to RUS, there were no examples of lawsuits found 
against public land managers of recreational airstrips involving federal land relevant to this subject. 
This is because, in part, FAA regulations that place final decision authority on the pilot in command 
required ongoing pilot training, testing, and aircraft inspections. RUS provide an additional protec-
tion against liability. Given these facts and the potential cost of unintended consequences, including 
the loss of aviation assets, a measured approach commensurate with the actual risk of the use of certain 
recreational airstrips appears reasonable.

According to survey participants, aircraft liability insurance is a factor to be considered as part of 
airstrip risk management. Many aircraft liability insurers are now looking more closely at coverage 
for flying into backcountry airstrips. One requirement that has emerged is for airstrips to be listed on a 
sectional chart. To be included on aeronautical charts, the airstrip proponent, including the owner, will 
need to file a Notice of Landing Area Proposal, FAA Form 7480-1, to activate any runway or aircraft 
landing area and/or to change from private to public use.

OTHER THREATS TO BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

Inadequate Maintenance Funding

Another threat facing backcountry airstrips is the lack of adequate funding to perform necessary 
maintenance activities. Presently, much of the funding available to conduct backcountry airstrip 
maintenance comes from pilot and aviation associations through in-kind labor, donated supplies, 
and cash donations (survey responses from Idaho Division of Aeronautics; Larry Taylor, Oregon 
Department of Aviation; Mark Spencer, Steve Durtschi, John McKenna, and the Montana Division 
of Aeronautics).

Survey participants from aviation associations and the USFS discussed that while there are budget 
line items for maintenance functions associated with facilities, trails, roads, etc., there is no specific 
budget for airstrip maintenance, which often makes it difficult to find funding. The following example 
is from the 2014 USFS Budget (http://www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/budget/2014/):

Capital Improvement & Maintenance

Facilities (Primarily Buildings)	 $75,664
Roads	 $182,525
Trails	 $81,851
Deferred Maintenance and Infrastructure Improvement	 $9,121
Legacy Roads and Trails	 $44,928
Supplemental, Disaster Relief Appropriations Act, 2013 (P.L.113-2)	 $4,400

State aviation agencies provide limited funding to backcountry airstrips for which they are respon-
sible. Some of these state-operated airports are owned by federal agencies. However, the practice of 
states owning and operating airports and airstrips is coming under closer scrutiny by auditors and 
state budget writers. Oregon has examined the appropriateness of the state owning and operating 
airports and airstrips in the past and revisited the issue again in the summer of 2013 in the context 
of other aviation safety programs. One suggested solution is to turn over the operation and mainte-
nance of the backcountry airstrips to a pilot organization (survey: Oregon Department of Aviation 
and Idaho Division of Aeronautics).
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Inappropriate Flight Training at Sensitive Backcountry Airstrips

Seminars and group discussions at backcountry fly-ins and pilot gatherings are used by state aviation 
officials and pilot associations to discuss the sensitive and unique character of many backcountry 
airstrips. Airstrips that access wilderness areas are emphasized as a resource that is to be used as 
gateways to non-motorized activities, not for flight training. Several survey participants, including 
Amy Hoover, a backcountry flight instructor and founding member of McCall Mountain/Canyon 
Flying Seminars, discussed the need for a respectful or “tread lightly” approach to backcountry 
flight training. Other respondents referred to accidents that had occurred at backcountry airstrips 
during training activities.

“I love sharing the wonder of the area with other pilots, but we need to realize that a certain responsibil-
ity must accompany the privileges we enjoy when flying the backcountry. Those responsibilities should 
include safe and courteous operations.” (Hoover 2013)

Many pilots and flight instructors have found less developed airports and airstrips near their home 
bases well-suited to training in conditions similar to backcountry airstrips. These airstrips tend to be 
closer to their base airport, and have less concern from the impact of flight training. Some pilots sug-
gested developing training airstrips not located in backcountry areas. Survey respondents from Alaska 
reported that the state has taken up the concept of protecting backcountry airstrips during training by 
constructing a training strip near Fairbanks specifically dedicated to giving pilots a place to become 
familiar with some of the challenges of backcountry airstrip takeoffs and landings. Although Fairbanks 
is distant from many other airports in Alaska, it provides a good example of how to decrease the flying 
footprint while increasing pilot training opportunities.

“Bagging” and Other Inappropriate Uses of Sensitive Backcountry Airstrips

There is a general agreement that training at a specific airstrip for the purpose of learning about how 
to land and takeoff at backcountry airstrips is acceptable. What is not acceptable, in pilots’ opinion, 
is using backcountry airstrip training as an excuse to “bag” airstrips.

Bagging a backcountry airstrip is the practice of flying to an airstrip for no other reason than for 
the pilot to boast of having flown there, and is widely considered disrespectful of the backcountry 
and the values that backcountry engenders. In addition, some backcountry airstrips limit the num-
ber of annual operations, with the understanding is that the airstrips are to be used as portals to the 
backcountry. Bagging, especially of airstrips that are sensitive or in wilderness areas, was listed as 
a threat to backcountry airstrips by the majority of survey participants.

This is a topic that state aviation officials and pilot organizations often raise at group fly-ins. Dis-
cussions include how to be a responsible user of backcountry airstrips, and that self-regulation will 
head off unwanted rules and potential airstrip restrictions. Pilots are expected to practice no-trace 
use, leaving little or no mark of their visit (survey: Taylor and Montana Division of Aeronautics). 
Many backcountry flight instructors, including Ms. Hoover, screen their students to assure they 
are training for a need to go to a specific airstrip and not using their training as an excuse to bag a 
sensitive wilderness airstrip. The Arizona Pilot Code of Conduct, reproduced in Appendix D, is an 
example of useful information for pilots to follow.

It was also noted by survey participants that some videos posted to the Internet can be used by those 
opposed to use of backcountry airstrips to create evidence of abuse. Videos of flights into wilderness 
airstrips such as “the Big Creek Four” in Idaho and Mexican Mountain, Utah, have been brought up 
by USFS and BLM personnel when discussing these airstrips (Taylor, Durtschi) (see Figure 4). Some 
of the videos are instructional, demonstrating a normal approach and landing into a backcountry 
airstrip; and can be a useful reference for other pilots. However, many of the posted videos show off 
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dangerous and sometimes illegal flying activities. These types of videos can be used by those with a 
dislike of airstrips in the first place and provide them evidence of why airstrips should be shut down.

Threat from Excessive Flying Expeditions to the Backcountry

Organized events are sometimes staged to bring numerous pilots to backcountry airstrips. Although 
this can be a good and safe way to introduce pilots to backcountry flying, it can also lead to some 
pilots organizing side trips as bagging expeditions. These large fly-in events may also attract pilots 
who have not maintained their flying skills, and while they might safely arrive at the event airstrip, 
they are often lured into flying to airstrips beyond the capability of their aircraft or their present flying 
abilities (survey: Idaho Division of Aeronautics and Montana Division of Aeronautics).

Mexican Mountain airstrip, Utah, is located in the Mexican Mountain WSA. Survey participants 
cite this as an airstrip that is treated with respect, and where “no-trace” camping and land use are 
practiced. Airstrips in wilderness areas are especially sensitive and should not be bagged; at the 
same time, most of the survey participants encouraged flying to these airstrips to camp, hike, and 
enjoy the resources they provide access to.

FIGURE 4  Mineral Canyon, Utah (photo by Steve Durtschi).
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Flying into backcountry airstrips provides contact with the ground for only a fraction of the total 
travel time, and in most cases, airplanes only land in order for pilots/passengers to engage in some 
other non-motorized activity such as hiking, fishing, or hunting, or as the put-in and take-out point 
for rafting trips (survey: Scott, Taylor, Spencer). As a transportation mode, aircraft provide perhaps 
the lightest footprint of any method of access to these lands (Spencer 2011).

EXAMPLES OF MANAGEMENT AND PRESERVATION SUCCESS

Survey respondents supplied the following examples of backcountry airstrips that have faced chal-
lenging situations and even closure (Table 3). Though the airstrips have unique histories, each has a 
common element—that the management and preservation of each facility resulted in the successful 
continuation of its operation.

Reed Ranch (Idaho), Airstrip Management Plan—A USFS, State,  
and Volunteer Organization Collaboration

This property in the Payette National Forest was privately owned but traded to the Forest Service in 
exchange for lands to expand a ski area. The USFS stated that the Reed Ranch airstrip was seldom 
used and it initially wanted to close the airstrip and “turn it under,” or demolish the facility (Figure 5). 
The primary documented use of this airstrip was for backcountry pilots to land when weather would 
not allow them to proceed to the McCall or Cascade airports. Because the airstrip was privately 
owned, pilots felt they should not use it.

The Idaho Transportation Department Division of Aeronautics and the Idaho Aviation Associa-
tion (IAA) coordinated with USFS to develop a management plan to allow the state to take over 
administration and maintenance of the airstrip. After a few years of closure, the USFS, the IAA, and 
the Division of Aeronautics reopened Reed Ranch with an inaugural day fly-in and ribbon-cutting 
(Holm 2012). This is an example of a state agency and a volunteer organization collaborating with 
the Forest Service to preserve a backcountry airstrip.

Wilson Bar (Idaho) Airstrip—Educating Land Managers, Land Use Advocates, and Pilots

Located in the Nez Perce National Forest, Wilson Bar was a private homestead with an airstrip 
that was seldom used. The USFS acquired the property, and in 1992 placed a closure notice on the 
airstrip stating that it was adverse to wilderness, had little record of use, and was beyond repair. After 
much controversy regarding maintenance performed without the Forest Service’s permission, Part-
ners Afloat, a nongovernmental agency, coordinated a meeting among multiple interested parties to 
facilitate discussion as to why the airstrip should remain closed. After a demonstration showing that 
an aircraft could safely land and take off at the remote airstrip, and much debate, the USFS re-opened 
the airstrip in 1995 (Holm 2012).

This is an example of aviators convincing land managers that airstrips are not as intrusive as 
believed, and that pilots and pilot organizations can co-exist with backcountry airstrip opponents.

chapter four

CURRENT AND POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS FOR  
BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP PRESERVATION
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Russian Flat (Montana)—Partnerships and Volunteer Development Using No Public Funds

According to the website of the Recreational Aviation Foundation:

Russian Flat is the newest public airstrip in the 48 contiguous United States. The airstrip is the result of a partner-
ship between the Recreational Aviation Foundation, the Montana Pilots Association, and the Lewis and Clark 
National Forest. The Montana Pilots Association provided all the volunteer labor for the airstrip construction and 
the Recreational Aviation Foundation provided the funding for the airstrip. Century Companies of Lewiston, MT, 
provided donated labor and equipment for the airstrip construction.

The airstrip came about because pilots were invited to participate in the travel planning process for the Lewis 
and Clark National Forest. The travel planning process started in 2003 and the travel plan with an approved 
airstrip was put into effect in 2007. The construction was started in 2008 and the airstrip was opened to the 
public on August 20, 2010, after countless hours of meetings and construction.

The result of all this work is the first new airstrip on U.S. Forest Service land in 45 to 50 years (http://theraf.
org/russian-flat-airstrip).

Russian Flat airstrip, designated M42, has one 3,000 by 65 ft turf runway. It is listed on the VFR 
Sectional charts. Improvements include airplane parking facilities, a portable fire ring, and vault toilet, 
making the airstrip suitable for picnicking or camping.

 noitacoL pirtsriA
 ohadI raB nosliW
 ohadI nooL rewoL
 ohadI hcnaR deeR

 anatnoM dleiF nayR
 nogerO raB guD

 ohadI keerC nibaC
 anatnoM talF naissuR

 ohadI keerC esuaC
 hatU niatnuoM nacixeM

 anozirA elcriC elbuoD
 anozirA eniveparG
 nogerO egdoL maniM
 nogerO hcnaR esroH s’deR

 notgnihsaW grebsregoR
Missouri Breaks WSA (six airstrips) Montana 

 nagihciM ,alusnineP reppU dnalsI xoF htroN
 adirolF pirtsriA retawkcalB

 ainrofilaC yellaV htaeD pirtS nekcihC

TABLE 3
SURVEY LIST OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP SUCCESSES

FIGURE 5  Reed Ranch, Idaho, Ribbon Cutting (photo by 
Larry Taylor).
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This is an example of pilot organizations and a state aeronautics division collaborating with the 
USFS to build a new airstrip on USFS land using no government funding.

Mexican Mountain Airstrip (Utah)—Environmental Assessment Documentation  
for Maintenance of an Airstrip Located Within a Wilderness Study Area

The Mexican Mountain backcountry airstrip in the BLM Green River District, Emery County, Utah, 
was constructed in 1975 by Wainoco, Inc. (now Frontier Oil), to provide access for drilling a test well 
4,060 ft deep, but it failed to produce any petroleum. Since that time, backcountry recreational pilots 
have used the airstrip to access the unique areas in remote Utah. The original length of the airstrip 
was approximately 2,000 ft; vegetation overgrowth has reduced the useable length of the airstrip to 
approximately 1,550 ft (BLM, Mexican Mountain Airstrip Maintenance 2013).

The Mexican Mountain landing strip is considered by pilots to be a “national treasure,” located in 
a deep canyon, surrounded by towering red rocks, and inaccessible by off-road vehicles. The historic 
hiking destinations accessible from the landing strip, such as Horse Thief Pass and Swayze’s Leap, offer 
visitors an unforgettable experience. “Only a small handful of landing strips in the west have this com-
bination of beautiful scenery, remote camping, and hiking” (www.utahbackcountrypilots.org, 2013).

The UBCPA has worked closely with the BLM to permit maintenance of the Mexican Mountain 
airstrip, located in a WSA (Figure 6). Under the terms of the Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act of 1976 (FLPMA), which among other things created wilderness study areas, airstrips are allowed 
to continue their original use. The UBCPA association made a formal request to the BLM to con-
duct maintenance activities on the airstrip using non-mechanized equipment such as shovels, hoes, 
pulaskis, and crosscut saws. The management plan is modeled after the Cabin Creek USFS airstrip 
plan in the Idaho wilderness (described in detail in chapter five).

The BLM determined that it would be necessary to perform an environmental assessment (EA) in 
order to permit the maintenance of the Mexican Mountain airstrip. (The requirement to conduct an 
EA in order to perform routine maintenance for an allowed use seems extraordinary to many pilots 
and representatives of nongovernmental organizations that use and maintain backcountry airstrips.) 
It is the hope of the UBCPA, IAA, the RAF, and other backcountry airstrip advocates that the creation 
of individual airstrip management plans, such as the plan created for Cabin Creek airstrip, will be 
adopted as the basis for standardizing the use and maintenance of individual airstrips; and a single 
EA can be conducted for all maintenance of a similar type.

The preferred alternative identified in the EA for Mexican Mountain is the proposal by the UBCPA 
to perform maintenance on the Mexican Mountain backcountry airstrip using the minimum tool require-
ment. The proposal detailed how the UBCPA would hire Trail Ace Construction, Inc., to repair and clean 
up the airstrip with a horse drawn “trail ace” and “trail scoop.” The maintenance crew would access 

FIGURE 6  Mexican Mountain airstrip (UT photo by Steve 
Durtschi).
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the airstrip from the existing two-track road into the Mexican Mountain WSA. Important safety issues 
addressed in the proposal included the threat posed to other aircraft after planes land in wet weather 
conditions and leave ruts in the airstrip surface; and the threat caused by encroaching vegetation.

The repair and cleanup of the airstrip would return it to its original length and width by removing 
the undesired vegetation and repairing the ruts. The airstrip would be closed for the duration of the 
work, which is anticipated to be seven to 10 days. Maintenance equipment would be transported to 
and from the airstrip by horses, leaving no scars on the trail to the site. The entire maintenance project 
would be monitored by a member of the UBCPA and a BLM employee. It is possible that approximately 
1.6 acres of the site might be disturbed; however, the impact is expected to be less, as the entire airstrip 
does not require maintenance (BLM, Mexican Mountain Airstrip EA 2013).

Mexican Mountain is a complex example of backcountry airstrip preservation. Adopting a uniform 
management plan will also create a way forward for future airstrip preservation.

LEGISLATIVE SUPPORT FOR BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

The survey asked for legislative suggestions at the state and federal levels. In addition to Recreational 
Use Statutes (RUS) discussed in chapter three, survey participants mentioned the following legislation:

Many backcountry airstrips are located on federal land and several are located in wilderness areas. 
The Wilderness Act of 1964, Public Law 88-577, Under Prohibition of Certain Uses (c), states that, 
aside from emergency response and essential maintenance, “there shall be . . . no use of motor vehicles, 
motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of aircraft, no other form of mechanical transport.” 
However, under paragraph (d), Special Provisions (1), “Within wilderness areas designated by this 
Act, the use of aircraft or motorboats, where these uses have already become established, may be 
permitted to continue subject to such restriction as the Secretary of Agriculture deems desirable.” 
Forests had differing policies on keeping airstrips open, or closing them. Senator Frank Church of 
Idaho, who co-sponsored the act, advocated protecting more wilderness in Idaho. It became apparent 
that to create more federally recognized wilderness, more backcountry airstrips within the wilderness 
areas would have to be protected (Holm 2012, pp. 18–19).

The Central Idaho Wilderness Act of 1980 provided that aircraft landing strips in regular use within 
the wilderness at the time the law was passed could not be closed except for extreme danger to air-
craft. In addition, the state’s aeronautics authority would have to consent in writing to this closure. 
Land managers have tried to close backcountry airstrips citing danger to aircraft, or have attempted to 
restrict their use to emergency actions. Pilot associations and foundations, along with state agencies, 
have become involved to assure that steps are taken to preserve access to these backcountry airstrips.

The 1976 Federal Land Policy and Management Act set standards for the creation of WSAs on 
public lands by Executive Order. Provisions are included in the FLPMA to allow the continued use of 
pre-existing land improvements such as backcountry airstrips. Backcountry airstrips in the Missouri 
Breaks (Montana) WSA and the Mexican Mountain WSA have remained open, in large part thanks 
to the role pilot associations and foundations have played an maintaining them.

During the budget appropriations for FY 2002, the Senate discussed letters from the heads of the 
Departments of Agriculture and the Interior, in which both Secretaries acknowledged the importance 
of backcountry airstrips and promised to work with state aviation and other appropriate officials to 
assure that these airstrips are not closed. In a letter to Idaho Senator Mike Crapo (as published in the 
Congressional Record on July 7, 2001), Secretary Gale Norton, then Secretary of the Department of 
Interior, stated:

It is important to ensure that legitimate uses of backcountry airstrips are protected. It is also a priority for 
this Department that any proposals to alter use of federal lands must go through open and public process that 
includes close consultation with local communities. I commit to work with you, and other members of the 
congressional delegation, the State of Idaho, and local communities on any proposals to change the use of 
backcountry airstrips on lands managed by the U.S. Department of the Interior.
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Legislative support from Congress has also come in the form of resolutions. One recent example 
of a resolution in support of backcountry airstrips is H.R. 1473, Supporting Recreational Aviation 
and Backcountry Airstrips, passed in June, 2010. This resolution ensures GA aircraft have access 
to federal land and the airspace over federal land. It also states that aircraft landing strips serve an 
essential safety role as emergency landing areas; support state economies by providing efficient 
access for visitors seeking recreational activities; and serve an essential role in search and rescue, 
forest and ecological management, research, wildlife management, firefighting, and disaster relief. 
The resolution calls on the government to not close airstrips without the written approval of state 
aviation agencies and to work with the states and pilot associations to cooperatively maintain 
airstrips (H.R. 1473 2010).

Legislation assists pilot associations and foundations in coordinating with state agencies to 
work with federal land managers to keep backcountry airstrips open and maintained. Following 
are some of the plans, polices, laws, and Executive Orders which USFS and BLM managers 
consider when dealing with backcountry airstrips (Mexican Mountain EA, Cabin Creek Airstrip 
Management Plan):

•	 Travel Management Plans
•	 National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
•	 Endangered Species Act
•	 National Historic Preservation Act
•	 Taylor Grazing Act
•	 Clean Air Act
•	 Noxious Weed Act
•	 Clean Water Act.

In addition to abiding by legislation, it is important for land managers and backcountry airstrip 
advocates to understand the unique value of these facilities and the variety of uses and benefits they 
provide to their users and the entire aviation network. Several commercial publications and state 
aviation websites are available which provide a comprehensive inventory of backcountry airstrips 
and their associated activities. Many of the websites also detail the uses of individual airstrips.

EXAMPLES OF VOLUNTEER BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP PRESERVATION EFFORTS

One common factor in these airstrip preservation success examples is well-organized volunteer 
efforts. Considering the challenges backcountry airstrips face, their continued existence would not 
be possible without the contributions of volunteer groups with a vested interest in preserving these 
facilities. The following are a selection of well-organized volunteer efforts focused on backcountry 
airstrip preservation.

Idaho Airstrip Network (IAN)—Federal and State Agencies,  
Pilots Organizations, and Outfitters Join Together

The state of Idaho is known for its remote backcountry and airstrips located throughout its wilderness 
areas. The IAN is a group of airstrip owners from a variety of entities with an interest in aviation 
and preservation of these airstrips. Members include the U.S. Forest Service, BLM, Idaho Fish and 
Game, Idaho Division of Aeronautics, some private airstrip owners, and several nonprofit aviation 
groups including the IAA, IAF, the RAF of Idaho, Idaho Outfitters and Guides, and the Idaho Depart-
ment of Commerce. This group is organized under a Memorandum of Understanding, reproduced 
in Appendix 5; and is managed by a steering committee and a part-time coordinator (Idaho Airstrip 
Network Action Plan 2005).

The IAN was created as a formal planning effort with inputs from the IAF and the Idaho Aeronautics 
Division. The plan produced a classification of 73 Idaho airstrips in five specific categories: Other, 
Wild, Primitive, Developed, and Community (Table 4). A description of and standard expectations  
for each category were included along with notes pertaining to airstrip ownership and location. 
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TABLE 4
IAN CLASSIFICATION NETWORK
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Although most of these airstrips are located in extremely remote areas, the true backcountry is 
defined as surrounded only by wilderness. Only 13 of the 73 listed airstrips are located inside a wil-
derness area per the plan (Idaho Transportation Department/IAN, Idaho Airstrip Access Network 
Classification 2013).

The IAN brings a diverse group of interests together to treat airstrips in a holistic manner, and 
is an example that may be applicable in other locations. It fosters a discussion among parties and a 
better understanding of backcountry airstrip issues in a manner that might provide a model for other 
regions looking to move forward with backcountry airstrip preservation.

State Pilot/Aviation Associations and Foundations

Most states have active and involved aviation associations and foundations, and, as previously dis-
cussed, it is these associations that take on a large role in the preservation and maintenance of back-
country airstrips. Pilot organizations in Montana, Washington, Idaho, Oregon, Utah, Arizona, New 
Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming all have divisions dedicated to backcountry airstrips. In Idaho and 
Utah, there are independent foundations specifically devoted to the support of backcountry aviation. 
Pilot groups in Arizona and New Mexico team with the RAF in their preservation efforts.

The Oregon Department of Aviation promotes the Airport Information Reporting for Oregon 
(AIRO) program to support backcountry airstrips. This program allows volunteer pilot organiza-
tions to, upon signing a liability waiver, perform maintenance on the state’s backcountry airstrips; 
in turn, the pilots are covered under the state’s liability insurance policy. The state sometimes pro-
vides equipment or supplies to the volunteers to assist them with the maintenance activities (AIRO 
Volunteer Guide 2013).

An increase in interest in backcountry flying has resulted in a growth of membership in these 
pilot organizations. With increased membership comes the potential for increased revenue to sup-
port backcountry airstrips; greater membership also translates into increased influence with public 
policy makers.

Recreational Aviation Foundation (RAF)

The RAF is a leader in backcountry airstrip preservation, maintenance, and advocacy, working to 
ensure that airstrips are open to the public. The RAF is a Montana-based foundation that works on 
backcountry airstrip initiatives in conjunction with many state pilot organizations and foundations. 
The RAF has been a leader in developing a dialogue-based approach with public agencies to keep 
airstrips open and to re-open closed airstrips. The RAF has also joined with the BLM in a lawsuit to 
keep the Missouri Breaks airstrip in Montana open to pilots:

In November of 2013, the RAF met with the USFS at [the agency’s] headquarters in Washington, D.C. to 
discuss . . . the need for clear and concise policy on backcountry airstrips, funding, and maintenance. Work 
will begin on a Memo of Understanding (MOU) defining the mutual goals of both organizations. It was 
suggested that a working group (similar to the IAN) be formed and meet several times each year to discuss 
and arrive at solutions to ongoing challenges as they arise. The RAF also met with senior BLM officials in 
Washington and discussed the ‘desire to have a formal MOU between the RAF and BLM.’

The BLM representatives reportedly said that agency policy is to treat airstrips like any other 
mode of transportation, and that the BLM was also interested in the idea of a working group meeting 
a couple times each year (http://theraf.org/ November 2013).

Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA)

Traditionally, AOPA has focused on paved airports and operations between airports. The group has 
recognized that the use of backcountry airstrips by its members is an area of growing interest in non-
turbine GA, and has increased its involvement in the preservation of these facilities.
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AOPA has a full-time representative located in Alaska, where backcountry airstrips serve as staging 
areas for accessing more remote areas. The Alaska AOPA representative indicated that he works with 
the state and federal government and pilots to keep these “beyond” landing areas open for aircraft 
operations

Experimental Aircraft Association (EAA)

Many association members have aircraft that are suitable for backcountry flying, and the opportuni-
ties to use them are generating significant interest within the organization.

Idaho Aviation Association (IAA)

The IAA closely coordinates with, yet is separate from, the IAF. The IAA sponsors maintenance 
work parties and members volunteer as campground hosts to enhance safe operations at more than 
a dozen Idaho public airstrips. IAA members participate in letter-writing campaigns and deliver 
speeches and presentations to promote public awareness off the need to keep existing airstrips open 
and to re-open closed fields. Members also volunteer their time and aircraft to fly federal and state 
government representatives to airstrips to assess proposed closures (IAA 2013).

Wilderness Within Reach

IAF members also volunteer their time and aircraft to the Wilderness Within Reach, an IAF 
initiative to fly physically limited individuals to backcountry airstrips and wilderness activities 
that would otherwise be inaccessible to them. The pilots report great satisfaction in the experi-
ences they are able to offer their passengers, and these adventures are often covered by the area 
newspapers, television, and radio. This is a positive outreach effort which demonstrates the value 
of backcountry airstrips (IAA 2013).

AIRSTRIP MAINTENANCE AND ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW (NEPA) Process

Backcountry airstrip maintenance on federal land is considered a federal action and is subject to the 
review processes required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 and imple-
menting regulations (40 CFR parts 1500-1589). The review process can be lengthy, requiring public 
review and input; having a plan that includes maintenance of backcountry airstrips once they have 
completed their NEPA review is one method to ensure upkeep. The Wilderness Airstrip Manage-
ment Plan for the Cabin Creek Airstrip in the Payette National Forest, detailed in chapter five, is an 
example of approved airstrip maintenance in accordance with NEPA.

Another way to speed approvals for backcountry airstrip maintenance review through NEPA and cat-
egorical approval for minor recurring maintenance activities is for the land manager to promulgate a rule 
that defines minor maintenance on backcountry airstrips and specifies those activities have no significant 
environmental effect. This is a long-term effort, and advocacy organizations can support the federal land  
management determinations by providing data about the airstrip and surrounding environment, and 
providing statements during the required public comment period. The FAA Order 1050.1(e), section  
303-311 provides descriptions of actions categorically excluded from NEPA review because they have 
been found to wreak no significant adverse effect on the environment. The USFS and other federal agen-
cies have similar orders, regulations, and lists of categorical exclusions that are amended infrequently.

ENGAGEMENT WITH LAND MANAGERS AND NON-PILOTS

Pilots, aviation associations, and aviation foundations have actively engaged land managers and non-
pilots on issues surrounding backcountry airstrips. Most of the survey participants reported engaging 
both government employees and non-pilots in a positive and respectful manner, whether directly, 
through joint organizations such as the Idaho Airstrip Network; visiting with elected officials on the 
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state and federal level; or leading by example, volunteering time and money to maintain and open 
backcountry airstrips.

STATE AVIATION AGENCIES THAT OPERATE AND MAINTAIN BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

Several states have a network of airports, some of which belong to the USFS, BLM, or other state 
agencies, that they operate and maintain. The state of Idaho’s management of airstrips though the IAN 
is described earlier (Figure 7); Oregon, whose volunteer initiatives are also described earlier, oper-
ates and maintains the McKenzie Bridge airstrip in the McKenzie Ranger District of the Willamette 
National Forest. Oregon also has assumed responsibility for the Santiam Y airstrip, which is located 
on Oregon Highway Department land; and the Lake Owyhee Airstrip, located in a remote section of 
eastern Oregon and accessible only by air or boat.

Washington and Montana also have responsibility for backcountry airstrips. While states are an 
important part of backcountry airstrip preservation, they oftentimes do not have the budget or per-
sonnel to expand their responsibility for airstrip preservation. Responsibility for filling this void has 
fallen largely to pilot organizations and foundations, who dedicate most of their efforts to working 
with agencies that own backcountry airstrips to keep them maintained and open to the flying public.

DOCUMENTATION OF BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP EXISTENCE

Survey participants stated that it is important to document an airstrip’s existence in order to support 
its preservation and provide maintenance, and in order for the FAA to accept NOTAMs about the air-
strip. Documentation and recognition of an airstrip is also important to ensure the aircraft insurance 
is valid. One important way to document backcountry airstrips is through listing them on aviation 
sectional charts; however, there are numerous backcountry airstrips and landing areas that do not 
appear on sectionals charts and do not have an FAA identifier.

To establish a landing area, the proponent, individual, or organization, with the support of the 
airstrip owner, must fill out and submit a FAA Form 7480-1, Notice of Landing Area Proposal to the 
FAA. At the completion of the process, a FAA form 5010, Airport Master Record, will be generated. It 
may be in the best interest of the proponent to prepare airstrip maintenance and operations plan. After 
all FAA requirements are fulfilled, the form will be submitted and it will appear on future sectional 
charts, have an airfield identifier, and will be included in aircraft GPS data bases. Airports and air-
strips, both public and private, that have been recognized through the FAA system appear on the VFR 
sectional charts. If they have an instrument approach, they will also appear on the FAA IFR charts.

FIGURE 7  Idaho Aeronautics Division Meets at Smiley Creek 
Airstrip (photo provided by Idaho Aeronautic Division).
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BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP REPOSITORIES

The survey asked for official and unofficial publications where backcountry airstrips can be located. 
Written records of airstrips are important to the overall concept of preserving backcountry airstrips. 
There are numerous guidebooks, websites, and databases that list backcountry airstrips either specifi-
cally as a category of airport, or in aggregation with other airports.

Federal Agency Inventories

The USFS has produced a listing of airstrips located in national forests; however, the list does not 
include private airstrips that are located inside national forest boundaries. Survey participants expressed 
concern that this could result in some airstrips not being included in the written record. It was suggested 
that an appended document be created by backcountry airstrip associations, coordinating with the 
USFS, that includes privately owned airstrips which are surrounded by or close to national forest land.

State Agency Inventory of Backcountry Airstrips

Many state aviation agencies, including those in Washington, Oregon, Idaho, and Montana, have pub-
lications that list backcountry airstrips. Because many are private or limited-use, not all backcountry 
airstrips listed on sectionals are included in these directories.

Aviation Association Airstrip Inventories

Many state aviation associations have created and maintained comprehensive databases for back-
country airstrips. The UBCPA, for instance, has an extensive listing available on its website (www.
utahbackcountrypilots.org).

Privately Published Guidebooks

Perhaps the most frequency cited backcountry airstrip resources are the series of guide- 
books written by Galen Hanselman. His books feature pilot guide and charts for the states of 

Dug Bar Airstrip, located in Hell’s Canyon, Oregon, is an airstrip that has not had the 7480-1 process 
initiated and therefore does not appear on aviation sectional maps (Figure 8). The airstrip is owned by 
the Wallowa–Whitman National Forest and appears in the Forest Service airstrip inventory, and is also 
listed in the IAN. “Dug Bar airstrip didn’t have the 7480-1 filed to place it in a public use status after 
improvements were made a few years ago” (Idaho Aeronautics Survey).

FIGURE 8  Dug Bar Hell’s Canyon, Oregon (photo by Larry Taylor).
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Montana, Idaho, and Utah, as well as the Baja Peninsula (www.flyidaho.com, accessed September 
22, 2013).

Table 5 provides a partial listing of backcountry airstrips in the contiguous 48 United States.

Backcountry Airstrip Reference Description 

Utah Backcountry Pilots Association  
http://www.utahbackcountrypilots.org/ 

UBCPA website has approximately 90 
useable airstrips listed in this on-line data 
base. 

Idaho Airstrip Network,  
http://idahoaviation.com/classification_matrix.pdf 

The IAN lists 73 airstrips, including 15 
wilderness airstrips.  

 Fly the Big Sky, Fly Utah, Fly Idaho Hanselman’s guidebooks provide detailed 
information on more than 70 airstrips in 
Montana, more than 80 in Utah, and 70 in 
Idaho 

Arizona Pilots Association, 
http://azpilots.org/more-resources/backcountry-airstrips 

Lists detailed information on four 
backcountry airstrips in Arizona.  

Shortfield, http://www.shortfield.com/sfx/ Lists more than 100 airstrips in most of 
the lower 48 U.S. states. 

Montana Pilot’s Association  
http://www.montanapilots.org/airstrip_search.asp?menuID= 

Lists more than 100 airports and airstrips 
throughout Montana. 

Washington WSDOT Aviation Department (online directory) 
http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/aviation/AirportDirectory/ 

Lists airports in the state of Washington 

TABLE 5
SELECTED BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP DATA BASES
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chapter five

SPECIAL CASES AND EMERGING ISSUES

ALASKA BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIPS

Backcountry airstrips in Alaska not only provide access for all of the functions that are common in 
the contiguous states (or the Lower 48, as Alaskans refer to them)—hunting, fishing, government 
use, and search and rescue—they also provide a stepping-off place for access to other areas frequented 
by bush pilots: gravel bars, ridge tops, or open tundra.

However, because of Alaska’s size and topography, 82% of the state’s communities are without 
road connections to the highway system. The survey participants from Alaska reiterated that many 
airports in rural Alaska serve communities that are quite remote, providing essential transportation 
for access to medical care; delivery of freight, mail, and fuel; emergency access for law enforcement 
and other agencies; student travel for scholastic and sports activities. etc. (Many cabins, lodges, and 
other recreation sites are accessible only by float plane because there is no airstrip or suitable landing 
area.) Although they may have fewer amenities than many of the backcountry airstrips in other states, 
the airports in Alaska’s rural system serve a broader purpose for established communities. And, in 
a place the size of Alaska, with so many pilots and aircraft, they provide an important safety net for 
fliers who encounter bad weather or mechanical difficulties en route.

To some degree, Alaska backcountry airstrips are taken for granted because they are often the only 
way to access many areas of the state. However, as revealed in the survey, many backcountry airstrip 
advocates in Alaska are starting to believe that a proactive approach to preserving backcountry air-
strips and aviation will be necessary to ensure that this resource is not limited or lost in the future.

BACKCOUNTRY AIRSTRIP SPECIAL CASES

Backcountry Airstrips in a Federally Designated Wilderness Area— 
Cabin Creek USFS Airstrip, Idaho

The information in this section came from the Cabin Creek Airstrip Management Plan, which was 
signed by the USFS Payette National Forest, Forest Aviation Officer and the Krassel District Ranger on 
March 20, 2012, and is included as Appendix B (USFS, Wilderness Airstrip Management Plan, Cabin 
Creek Airstrip, 2012).

The Cabin Creek management plan states that a bulldozer constructed the present airstrip in 1956, 
and that the USFS purchased the land in 1973, bringing the site into the Frank Church Wilderness 
area. “In 1988, the Forest Service requested FAA re-designation of the strip to provide for public use, 
from its previous private use status.” The plan describes the physical characteristics of the airstrip, 
including the approximate geographic location, elevation, dimensions of the airstrip, aircraft opera-
tion instructions, months of use, and so forth. An airport diagram produced by the Idaho Division of 
Aeronautics is provided. The airstrip was designated as a public use facility by FAA; and according 
to Forest Service documents, “The seven (7) designated public use airstrips operated and maintained 
by the Forest Service will be managed for unrestricted public and commercial use until use levels 
and evaluations dictate a need to establish use limits.”

After several years of managing the site as wilderness, the USFS began to eradicate structures 
and improvements, following established policies. In 1990, many of the buildings were burned to 
the ground (Holm 2012).
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Multiple Forest Service disciplines, such as recreation, wildlife, fisheries, and fire utilize the 
Cabin Creek Airstrip in support of agency mission and goals. Private pilots and charter operators 
use the airstrip for wilderness access, camping, hiking, hunting, and fishing. Management agencies 
also make use of the airstrip to deliver personnel and supplies for research and administrative 
purposes. Two outfitters use Cabin Creek Airstrip for client and equipment movement in and out of 
the wilderness (Holm 2012).

A chart of Cabin Creek’s annual operations shows only 200 operations in 1983, increasing to 
more than 800 annual operations in 1993. In 14 of the 31 years between 1981 and 2011, the airstrip 
reported no operations (operations are self-reported). A washout in 1996 closed the runway until it 
could be reconstructed using a mule-drawn grader and other non-mechanized construction methods. 
The Wilderness Watch intervened to stop the reconstruction, but only succeeded in delaying the 
airstrip’s re-opening (Holm 2012) This accounts for three of the years with no recorded flying data.

According to the self-reported accounts, private use accounts for 54% of the operations at Cabin 
Creek Airstrip; 22% are charter operations, 19% are guide and outfitter operations, and 5% of the traffic 
is from USFS and other agency administrative and mail flights. AirNav, the airport information web-
site, lists Cabin Creek as having 75 monthly operations as of September 22, 2011; 67% of those were 
air taxi operations and 33% transient GA operations. The FAA lists GA operations as about one-third 
less than the maximum number stipulated in the Cabin Creek Airstrip Management Plan (USFS 2012).

In addition to the normal operations restriction listings, the management plans states that “Cabin 
Creek Airstrip lies within the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. Users of the airstrip must 
practice appropriate Leave No Trace ethics at the airstrip and surrounding areas.”

The section referring to the airstrip’s maintenance needs is comprehensive, and lists maintenance 
activities, estimated costs, and an estimated maintenance budget. The management plan suggests 
an annual maintenance budget of $2,000, plus $10,000 every five to 10 years when a teamster is 
hired to level the entire surface. Inspections are conducted annually by Forest Service pilots and by 
Idaho Aeronautics Division.

The Cabin Creek Airstrip Wilderness Airstrip Management Plan has provided a standard that is 
used in the Frank Church Wilderness Area and backcountry and wilderness airstrips elsewhere.

Court-Ordered Documentation of Airstrip Existence and Use—Missouri Breaks, Montana

Even though the airstrips within the Missouri River Breaks National Monument have been in con-
tinuous use since the BLM management plan for the WSA was completed, they have faced numerous 
challenges and litigation. The RAF collaborated with the BLM to defend one particular lawsuit. The 
U.S. District Court previously held that the BLM struck an appropriate balance between protection and 
recreation for the monument. Upon appeal to the Ninth U.S. District Court of Appeals, it was found that 
the BLM’s management plan was largely in accordance with NEPA and other federal law. However, 
the ruling partially reversed the lower court’s decision, and ordered the BLM to conduct an intensive 
survey of roads, airstrips, and other travel routes in the area to identify historical and cultural sites at 
risk of damage. This action did not close the airstrips, but instead required the BLM to undertake this 
additional environmental analysis. The six airstrips within this defined area were in existence prior to 
the WSA declaration. With this court decision, the process for conducting airstrip inspections became 
much easier than the alternate requirement of inspecting miles and miles of backcountry roadways and 
byways. This court ruling was handed down in the summer of 2013, and the airstrips will remain open 
until the environmental analysis is completed (Associated Press/Billings Gazette 2013).

Use of a Backcountry Airstrip for Firefighting and Other Multiple Uses— 
Negrito Airstrip, New Mexico

This airstrip, located in the Gila National Forest, is unusual in its high elevation (8,153 ft) and its 
runway configuration; the longest runway is 7,500 ft, with a secondary runway of 4,000 ft. Because 
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of its altitude, pilots are advised to take off or land in the cool of the morning or evening to avoid 
density altitude issues. In spite of its elevation, Negrito is often used by the USFS for firefighting 
activities. AirNav notes that Negrito may be closed during periods of heavy fire traffic, and advises 
pilots to watch for low-flying aircraft and helicopter traffic in summer months. There is also a caution 
to watch for deer and cattle on the runway (AirNav.com 2013).

The New Mexico Pilots Association works with the Forest Service to ensure that access is main-
tained to this unique high country airstrip. Negrito is an example of a backcountry airstrip that serves 
multiple uses, including USFS access, access for cattle ranchers, and backcountry pilot recreational 
access (Figure 9).

FIGURE 9  On final approach, Negrito, New Mexico (photo by 
Mark Spencer).
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chapter six

CONCLUSIONS

Backcountry airstrips originated for the most part from the 1920s to 1950s, when the roadway system 
was not as developed as it is today and when small general aviation (GA) aircraft made remote areas 
more accessible. The U.S. Forest Service built airstrips for access to remote areas of the forest for admin-
istrative purposes and for firefighting. Ranchers built airstrips to backcountry lands for better access to 
their operations. Timber companies built airstrips to access their logging operations. Mining companies 
constructed airstrips for access to their mineral holdings. Commercial fishermen constructed airstrips 
to enable their catch to be flown to market.

Many of these ranch airstrips have been purchased by government agencies and are now located on 
federal land. Some airstrips were developed as hunting and fishing lodge retreats and are surrounded 
by wilderness or other backcountry federal lands. These airstrips are still used for wildland firefight-
ing, resource management, emergency landing strips, and search and rescue, but their primary use has 
shifted to recreational access. Backcountry airstrips located at lodges and elsewhere act as portals for 
air charter operators to pick up and drop off people on hiking, fishing, hunting, and river trips.

Supplying backcountry cabins and lodges with food, building materials, and mail is another major 
business of backcountry charter operators. Many pilots have made a career out of flying mail and 
supplies to remote cabins, guest ranches, research facilities, and forest guard stations. In a few cases, 
they will even fly supplies into remote airstrips with ski-equipped aircraft, though weather becomes 
a crucial factor.

Backcountry airstrip preservation has been addressed by the Wilderness Act of 1964, the Federal 
Land Policy and Management Act of 1976, and the Central Idaho Wilderness Act of 1980. Wording 
in these acts “grandfathered in” the use of airstrips located within wilderness boundaries that were 
in existence at the time of enactment of the legislation.

Many individual states were leaders in backcountry airstrip preservation, early on accepting respon-
sibility for airstrips owned by other state and federal agencies. However, with limited budgets and 
personnel, states have difficulty adding more backcountry airstrips to their inventory of airports and 
airstrips.

Hence, the burden of advocating for backcountry airstrip preservation has shifted to recreational 
pilot associations and foundations, who became involved when they recognized the need and saw that 
no one else was filling the gap. They have learned effective strategies for maintaining backcountry 
airstrips and keeping airstrips open when threatened with closure; and for establishing discussions 
with agencies and non-aviation groups to educate them about backcountry airstrips.

The U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management sometimes can reallocate maintenance 
funds from other budget line items for airstrip maintenance. In addition, pilot associations provide 
backcountry airstrips with donations of labor, materials, and cash. State aviation agencies, which 
have taken responsibility for some backcountry airstrips, also fund maintenance.

The following practices were reported to be effective in preserving backcountry airstrip; and any 
or all may assist in developing a strategy to preserve a particular airstrip:

•	 Pilot-based aviation organizations continue to serve as leaders in backcountry airstrip preservation.
•	 Advocates can use examples of airstrip preservation models.
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•	 Pilot groups can assist public agency land managers in understanding and describing the value 
and uses of their backcountry airstrips.

•	 Airstrip management plans are becoming an accepted base document in maintaining and 
managing backcountry airstrips.

•	 State aviation agencies can play a major role in maintaining and preserving backcountry airstrips.
•	 Aviation associations have access to member resources (i.e., money and time) to maintain 

backcountry airstrips.
•	 Private airstrip owners are a ready resource for backcountry airstrip access.
•	 Maintenance and operation of backcountry airstrips sometimes is assumed by aviation 

associations.
•	 FAA Form 7480-1, Notice of Proposed Landing Area, is the form that land owners or back-

country airstrip managers use to be listed on aviation charts. (For backcountry pilots, aircraft 
insurance policies sometimes exclude coverage of events occurring on airstrips not designated 
on aviation charts.)

•	 A pilot “code of conduct” similar to the Arizona Pilots Association code can be an effective 
teaching tool.

•	 Communication between advocates and others leads to better understanding of all priorities 
and points of view.

Three central tendencies regarding backcountry airstrip preservation emerged during the synthesis:

1.	 Pilots Codes of Conduct at Sensitive Airstrip Locations
Because many backcountry airstrips are located in sensitive areas, pilot associations, state 

aviation officials, and backcountry flight instructors have trained and provided information to 
pilots about leaving no trace and treading lightly.

The practice of flying to sensitive, especially wilderness, areas just to “bag an airstrip,” prac-
ticing landing and takeoff techniques at these sensitive airstrips, and crashes at airstrips were 
all identified through the survey as pilot concerns. Although some of the crashes are simple 
pilot error, others occur during operations that some believe should not have taken place on 
those locations, leading airstrip preservation advocates and opponents alike to raise issues of 
policies and terms of use.

2.	 Cooperative Efforts
A recent development is how pilot groups and individuals working with resource agencies 

such as U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management can sometimes turn adversaries 
into champions for airstrips on their land. Pilots, pilot associations, and flying foundations have 
learned in recent years that opening a discussion with agencies and groups who may be inclined 
to oppose backcountry aviation, and educating them about how backcountry airstrips are used, 
can be effective in changing their perceptions.

3.	 Increasing Enthusiasm and Advocacy by Pilot Organizations
Flying to backcountry airstrips is bringing pilots together and creating enthusiasm for GA 

flying. Many state pilot organizations report their numbers growing in this area. Backcountry 
airstrips located in New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Washington, 
Wyoming, and Alaska are at the heart of this synthesis report. But airstrips in more populated 
areas such as Florida and New England are also interesting because they promote GA flying, and 
even though they are in less rural areas, they offer a backcountry recreational airstrip experience.

Pilot associations and foundations have undertaken a leadership role in preserving backcountry  
airstrips. Further research suggested by interviewees includes a synthesis devoted to the role pilot 
foundations play and how they best function, as well as a synthesis of maintenance funding accounts 
that could be used to preserve backcountry airstrips.
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ACRONYMS

AirNav	 Airport information website—http://www.airnav.com/airports/
AOPA	 Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association
APA	 Arizona Pilots Association
BLM	 Bureau of Land Management
FBI	 Federal Bureau of Investigation
FLPMA	 Federal Land and Policy Management Act
USFS	 United States Forest Service
GA	 General aviation
IAA	 Idaho Aviation Association
IAF	 Idaho Aviation Foundation
IAN	 Idaho Airstrip Network
OPA	 Oregon Pilots Association
NOTAM	 Notice to Airmen
RAF	 Recreational Aviation Foundation
RUS	 Recreational Use Statutes
SAR	 Search and Rescue
UBCPA	 Utah Backcountry Pilots Association
WSA	 Wilderness Study Area
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APPENDIX A

Survey

Airport Cooperative Research Program
Synthesis S13-03-08

Backcountry Airstrip Preservation

SURVEY

The results of this survey will help guide a synthesis for Backcountry Airstrip Preservation. All information 
reported will be aggregated to maintain confidentiality. Permission will be obtained if specific citations 
would be desirable to use in the context of the synthesis.

The questionnaire is sent to you in Word so that you may respond in writing, or you may participate 
in a telephone interview.

Please contact John Anderson, principal investigator for this synthesis at 208-323-2288, or e-mail 
janderson@to-engineers.com if you wish to participate.

Interview Questions

1.	 Do you agree with the following definition of Backcountry Airstrip and how would you change it?
	 a. � Basic Definition: Backcountry airstrips are generally grass, dirt, or gravel strips in remote loca-

tions with access limited to trails, boats, and/or primitive roads, and owned by a variety of public 
agencies and private parties.

	 b. � Expanded Definition: Backcountry airstrips range from challenging strips with little mainte-
nance and requiring advanced piloting skills to more developed strips with regular maintenance, 
some amenities and good piloting skills.

What would you add to this definition of a Backcountry Airstrip?

2.	 Backcountry Users, Groups, and Uses:
	 a.  What Backcountry Aviation Groups stakeholder groups do you associate with?
	 i.	 RAF
	 ii.	 State Aviation Association
	 iii.	 EAA
	 iv.	 Other
	 b.  How do you or your organization use these Backcountry Airstrips?
	 i.	 __ Recreational flying
	 ii.	 __ Camping
	 iii.	 __ Pilot training
	 iv.	 __ Volunteer work on airstrips
	 v.	 __ Access to backcountry activities
	 vi.	 __ Private access
	 vii.	 __ Firefighting
	 viii.	 __ Search and rescue
	 ix.	 __ Natural resource management
	 x.	 __ Other                                                             .
	 xi.	      Comments

3.	 What are the top 3 benefits of Backcountry Airstrips for you and your association?
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4.	 What do you see as the top 3 primary threats to Backcountry Airstrips?

5.	 Do you know how your favorite airstrips are funded? Do you have ideas on how to provide better 
or a sustainable funding mechanism for Backcountry Airstrip Maintenance?

6.	 Do you have legislative suggestions at the state or federal level to assist in Backcountry Airstrip 
Preservation?

7.	 Do you have examples of Backcountry Airstrip preservation success?

8.	 Backcountry Airstrips are listed in a variety of official and unofficial publications. What are your 
recommended directories for Backcountry Airstrips and who keeps these directories current?

9.	 Do you know of reports and other materials on Backcountry Airstrips which might be interesting to 
Backcountry Airstrip advocates?

Thank you for your participation. You may e-mail this back to John Anderson at janderson@ 
to-engineers.com, or call John at 208-323-2288
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CABIN CREEK AIRSTRIP MANAGEMENT PLAN

A PDF File
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IAN Airstrip Classification 4---16---13

Other
Airstrips with 
restrictions based on 
land owner/manager 
legal requirements.  
Not for general 
public use. These 
places have no 
facilities and require 
special skills and 
equipment beyond 
the normal 
anticipated for 
general aviation, and 
use is discouraged. 

 
Dewey Moore* 
Mile Hi* 
Simonds* 
Vines* 

 
Maintenance 
Minimal so as to  
not render 
"unserviceable." 

Wild
Airstrips may have 
basic navigation aids 
such as windsock 
and runway markers 
and no user facilities.  
Typically located in 
the remotest settings 
away from roads and 
communities. 

 
Bernard*   
Big Bar 
Cayuse Creek 
Dug Bar    
Fish Lake* 
Lower Loon 
Mahoney* 
Owyhee Reservoir 
Shearer*     Soldier 
Bar* Wilson Bar* 
45 Ranch 
Chamberlain * 
Copper Basin 

 
Maintenance 
Clear vegetation, 
remove obstacles, treat 
noxious weeds and 
blade periodically to 
maintain useable 
airstrip surface. 

Primitive
Airstrips have basic 
navigational aids 
such as windsocks 
and runway markers 
and some limited 
user facilities. 
Typically located in 
remote settings but 
may be accessed by 
low--- standard road. 

 
Atlanta Antelope 
Valley Bear 
Trap 
Big So. Butte 
Cabin Creek* 
Cold Meadows* 
Cox's Well 
Deadwood 
Graham 
Grasmere 
Henry's Lake 
Hollow Top 
Indian Creek* 
Laidlaw Corrals 
Landmark    
May Memaloose 
Midway   
Moose Creek* 
Murphy Hot Spgs. 
Orogrande 
Rogersburg    Root 
Ranch** Seven 
Devils** Twin 
Bridges Upper 
Loon Weatherby 

 
Maintenance 
Clear vegetation, 
remove obstacles, 
treat noxious weeds, 
blade or mow 
regularly to maintain 
airstrip surface. 

Developed
Airstrips have basic 
navigational aids and 
some additional 
services such as 
restrooms or 
camping facilities. 
May have road 
access to nearby 
attractions. 
Typically located in 
areas of high use, 
often in remote 
settings but may be 
accessed by improved 
roads. 

 
Big Creek   
Bruce Meadows 
Dixie FS 
Elk River** 
Flying B** 
Johnson Creek 
Krassel 
MacKay Bar** 
Magee 
Magic Reservoir 
Pine 
Priest Lake  
Reed Ranch 
Slate Creek 
Smiley Creek 
Smith's Prairie 
Sulphur Creek** 
Thomas Creek 
Warm Springs 

 
Maintenance 
Clear vegetation, 
remove obstacles, 
blade, mow, water, 
treat invasive and 
noxious weeds, and 
make spot 
improvements 
regularly to maintain 
improved airstrip 
surface. 

Community
Airstrips may have 
additional 
navigational aids and 
radio service  and 
other services 
associated with 
proximity to 
communities or other 
attractions. Typically 
located near a 
community with 
access to full---service 
roads and close to 
some development. 

 
Cavanaugh Bay 
Dixie Town** 
Elk City  
Garden Valley 
Idaho City  
New Meadows 
Porthill  
Stanley Warren 

 
Maintenance 
Clear vegetation, 
remove obstacles, 
blade, mow, fertilize, 
water, treat invasive 
and noxious weeds, 
and make spot 
treatments to 
maintain an 
improved airstrip 
surface. 

 
 
 

*Located in a Wilderness Area where ability to perform maintenance is limited.       **Privately Owned 
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APPENDIX D

ARIZONA PILOTS ASSOCIATION CODE OF CONDUCT

Aviator’s Code of Conduct
From the AZ Pilots Association
Preamble:
The Arizona Pilot’s Association (APA) and The 
Recreational Aviation Foundation (RAF) are partnering to 
advancebackcountry aviation in Arizona, and every pilot 
plays a part in our success. Each of us is an ambassador to 
the non-flying public, and to the land managers 
responsible for the airstrips we enjoy. Please do your part 
by practicing these few rules. We want to be the 
friendliest and most helpful recreational users these land 
managers work with!:

Pilots will abide by all State and Federal
regulations regarding the use of aircraft.
• Act with all possible courtesy to those on the ground 
who are hunting, horseback riding or observing wildlife, 
by maintaining reasonable distance and altitude.
• Know wildlife refuge boundaries as well as 
seasonalareas of wildlife congregation to avoid 
inadvertent low level over-flights.
• Avoid putting potential stress on wildlife.
• Get appropriate permissions when required, prior 
tousing an airstrip.

Pilots will practice good wilderness
and backcountry flying ethics.
• Keep the noise signature of the aircraft to a safe 
minimum.
• Practice “leave no trace” camping. Fly it in, fly it out.
• Avoid very early morning departures unless safety of 
flight demands a deviation.
• Be courteous to other users in the area.
• Do not use these airstrips for training purposes or just to 
say “I’ve been there.”
• Keep the aircraft clean of noxious weed seed to prevent 
the spread of weeds to backcountry airstrips.
• Participate whenever possible in work events to maintain 
these airstrips.

Honor the Land Manager’s Vision
and Rules for the Airstrip
Many hours of negotiations and work go into each 
backcountry airstrip and trust is earned through fulfilling 
our commitments to the land managers. A few rogue 
pilots can destroy this trust and set our backcountry efforts 
backwards for years. On the other hand, honoring these 
agreements can go a long way towards these efforts, and 
even opening new airstrips, so get to know the vision and 
rules for each airstrip.
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Abbreviations used without definitions in TRB publications:

A4A Airlines for America
AAAE American Association of Airport Executives
AASHO American Association of State Highway Officials
AASHTO American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials
ACI–NA Airports Council International–North America
ACRP Airport Cooperative Research Program
ADA Americans with Disabilities Act
APTA American Public Transportation Association
ASCE American Society of Civil Engineers
ASME American Society of Mechanical Engineers
ASTM American Society for Testing and Materials
ATA American Trucking Associations
CTAA Community Transportation Association of America
CTBSSP Commercial Truck and Bus Safety Synthesis Program
DHS Department of Homeland Security
DOE Department of Energy
EPA Environmental Protection Agency
FAA Federal Aviation Administration
FHWA Federal Highway Administration
FMCSA Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration
FRA Federal Railroad Administration
FTA Federal Transit Administration
HMCRP Hazardous Materials Cooperative Research Program 
IEEE Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers
ISTEA Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991
ITE Institute of Transportation Engineers
MAP-21 Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century Act (2012)
NASA National Aeronautics and Space Administration
NASAO National Association of State Aviation Officials
NCFRP National Cooperative Freight Research Program
NCHRP National Cooperative Highway Research Program
NHTSA National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
NTSB National Transportation Safety Board
PHMSA Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration
RITA Research and Innovative Technology Administration
SAE Society of Automotive Engineers
SAFETEA-LU Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: 
 A Legacy for Users (2005)
TCRP Transit Cooperative Research Program
TEA-21 Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (1998)
TRB Transportation Research Board
TSA Transportation Security Administration
U.S.DOT United States Department of Transportation
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