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March 26, 2018 
 
Sublette County Wyoming Public Lands Initiative 
 
Re: Trout Unlimited comments regarding the Lake Mountain, Shoal Creek and Scab Creek Wilderness Study 
Areas 
 
TO: Sublette County Advisory Committee: 
 
Trout Unlimited (TU) would like to thank you for the opportunity to provide comments to the Sublette County 
Wyoming Public Lands Initiative Advisory Committee regarding Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs) in Sublette 
County. TU has been working with our local, state and federal partners for a number of years in regard to the 
coldwater fisheries resource found in the Upper Green River Basin and Upper Snake River Basin. TU offers 
these comments based on our collective interests and knowing what an important national, regional and local 
role this area plays in its recreation, fish and wildlife, economic and cultural contributions. 
 
Trout Unlimited is a private non-profit national conservation organization that has more than 300,000 
members and supporters nationwide dedicated to conserving, protecting and restoring North America’s 
coldwater fisheries and their watersheds. Since 1959, TU has dedicated staff and volunteers working toward 
the protection of sensitive ecological systems necessary to support robust native and wild trout populations in 
their respective ranges. We recognize the high value of public lands and the role public lands play in providing 
habitat to coldwater fisheries, municipal water, agriculture and wildlife habitat. 
 
In Wyoming, Trout Unlimited has over 1,700 members and 12 state chapters whose members actively 
participate and enjoy the many resources this area offers. Three of our chapters (Seedskadee, Upper Bear 
River and Upper Green River) directly benefit from the surrounding watersheds and have worked tirelessly to 
restore native trout fisheries in the Lower Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Our mission and guiding principles 
are designed to increase the long-term viability of fish populations and to restore the health, integrity and 
productivity of streams with priority for protecting native and wild trout.  
 
Healthy streams and associated streamside riparian areas are important national assets that provide not only 
high-quality fish habitat but also recreational opportunities and dependable sources of clean water. Streams 
also serve as a source of wild, natural beauty sought after by many for camping, birding, wildlife viewing, 
among others and will continue to need protective measures limiting roads, motorized access, extractive uses 
or any use that results in deleterious impacts to important fisheries and wildlife habitat. Any extractive uses 
that would alter the landscape and may not be compatible with backcountry recreation, quiet recreation, 
hunting and fishing, which make a large portion of Wyoming’s $5.6 billion outdoor industry (Outdoor Industry 
Association, http://outdoorindustry.org/advocacy/, 2017) should be carefully considered. 

http://outdoorindustry.org/advocacy/
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In Sublette County (Figure 1), three WSAs under consideration include Lake Mountain (13,741 acres), Scab 
Creek (7,827 acres) and Shoal Creek (20,754 acres). Shoal Creek crosses the county line with another 11,619 
acres in Teton County. TU acknowledges the need to resolve long-standing issues with WSAs.  Portions of 
these WSAs may be suitable for uses that are not compatible with Wilderness. Releasing any WSA without 
listening, supporting and responding to affected stakeholders undercuts the reason we choose to live, work 
and recreate in Wyoming.  Wyoming’s leaders have historically supported common-sense conservation. This 
may include release for a portion of WSAs, but may also include recommendations for Wilderness, as well as 
recommendations for National Conservation Areas, National Recreation Areas or other non-Wilderness 
designations that also provide a degree of protection for sensitive fish and wildlife species and their habitats, 
as well as backcountry sporting opportunities. 
 

 
              Figure 1. Wilderness Study Areas in Sublette County, Wyoming. 

Lake Mountain Wilderness Study Area 
The Lake Mountain Wilderness Study Area provides critical habitat for native and wild fish populations and 
connects outdoor enthusiasts to true “Wyoming style” backcountry fishing opportunities. Native fish need 
access to quality habitat for various life stages and to remain viable through stochastic environmental 
conditions like drought, floods, fires and temperatures. Within the heart of Lake Mountain, native Colorado 
River cutthroat trout (CRCT) have been carving out a living in Rock Creek. The Rock Creek drainage lies within 
the historic range of CRCT in the LaBarge watershed and is occupied by a core conservation population of 
CRCT with high quality genetics (Figure 2). 
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    Figure 2. Current and historical range of Colorado River cutthroat trout in the Lake Mountain WSA. 

 
Today, Colorado River cutthroat occur in roughly 16% of their historic 
range in Wyoming, with self-sustaining populations mostly restricted to 
smaller, isolated tributaries (Hirsch et al. 2013).  The cutthroat in Rock 
Creek are naturally-reproducing self-sustaining population restricted by a 
fish migration barrier to protect the population from nonnatives (Figure 
3). 
 
No nonnative trout have been observed in Rock Creek. Colorado River 
cutthroat trout are estimated to occupy only 11% of their historic range 
which included portions of the Colorado River drainage in Wyoming, 
Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico (Hirsch et al. 2013). In Sublette 
County, native trout occupy only 21% of their historic range (Figure 4).   
 
 
 

                                                                                                                               Figure 3. Fish migration barrier on Rock 
Creek. 
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Figure 4. Current and historical range and distribution of native Yellowstone cutthroat trout, Snake River Fine Spotted cutthroat trout and                        
Colorado River cutthroat trout in Sublette County, Wyoming.  

Recommendations and Comments 
1. TU believes a coordinated travel management plan could decrease the negative short-term and long-

term effects on aquatic resources and potentially decrease user conflict. The plan could address: 
a. Employing the use of culverts to decrease sedimentation in to ephemeral draws, playas, springs 

and wetlands. 
b. Use of adaptive management techniques to decrease traffic in areas identified by an immediate 

need of sensitive fish species. 
c. Both motorized and non-motorized dispersed recreation, since both recreation types rely on 

roads, trails and two tracks that cross adjacent public and private lands, it is important that the 
plan makes a reference to the necessity of coordinating with both state, private and public land 
owners as well as counties who may have a long-term responsibility for maintenance. This may 
also help reduce unauthorized off-road vehicle use. 

 
2. TU finds it imperative to maintain the existing restrictions and boundaries for the Rock Creek ACEC for 

ensuring the long-term viability of native fish populations and to restore the health, integrity and 
productivity of the stream with priority for protecting native, wild trout. TU is opposed to modifying 
the Rock Creek ACEC boundary to conform to the watershed boundary. Buffer zones for all types of 
water resources (flood plains, ephemeral, perennial, channels crossings, etc.) is needed and will 
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significantly decrease the downstream sediment load and help prevent the highly erosive soils found in 
the area from adding to the overall, long-term sediment load of draws, playas, springs, riparian areas 
and wetlands. Significant weather events, recently seen in past years remind us how expansive, 
intricate and complex watersheds can be in the western U.S., and should not be dismissed when 
accounting for variables in land management protections for maintaining healthy, viable populations of 
sensitive fish species. 
  

3. Looking at existing leases (Figure 5), TU requests increased mitigation and going above and beyond for 
any increased extractive-use activity including: 

a. No Surface Occupancy (NSO) for valid and existing leases within boundaries of the existing 
WSA. 

b. Ample consideration for amount of sediment contributed to ephemeral draws, playas, springs 
and wetlands. 

c. Mitigation to decrease delivery of sediment in to the LaBarge Creek drainage. 
 

 
              Figure 5. Rock Creek ACEC in the Lake Mountain WSA with current oil and gas leases. 

4. TU recommends no new oil and gas development or leasing within current WSA boundaries (and 
future boundaries depending on any potential boundary changes) and request the advisory 
committee’s recommendations include ‘closed to fluid mineral leasing and ‘mineral withdrawal’ for the 
area. We thank committee members for acknowledging the importance of protecting this backcountry 
landscape from future oil and gas leasing and mining development. 
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5. TU supports a land swap with the Office of State Lands and Investments for the state parcels adjoining 

the WSA to protect the headwaters of Rock Creek and Sheep Creek. 
 

6. TU recommends addressing non-native species, including cheatgrass, within current boundaries of the 
WSA, specifically in the riparian area and uplands of the Rock Creek drainage (Figure 6). Through 
partnerships, there are many ways TU can work with others to help improve conditions in the Rock 
Creek drainage. The riparian area has seen domestic grazing use and would require outside -the-box 
solutions for maintenance of livestock exclosures that would improve the quality of habitat in the area 
and help maintain cold water temperatures for trout.  
 

 
Figure 6. Cheatgrass explosion in the Rock Creek drainage of the Lake Mountain WSA, August 2017. 

7. TU recommends allowing current, existing uses in the WSA and agrees with maintaining this largely 
intact tract of fisheries habitat by explicitly prohibiting any new surface or sub-surface disturbance, 
trail development or roads (Figure 7). Maintaining existing roads and providing an obvious turnaround 
at the end of the stem road in to Rock Creek drainage (Figure 8) could reduce sediment and discourage 
resource damage.  
 

 
Figure 7. Road leading in to Rock Creek drainage from the           Figure 8. End of stem road in to Rock Creek drainage. 
confluence of LaBarge Creek. 
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8. TU supports permanent protection for Lake Mountain WSA and requests the committee account for 
approximately 8,000-acres of Lands with Wilderness Characteristics (LWC) south of the WSA, the WSA 
boundary connectivity to the Wyoming Range Legacy Act and the significance of the Lake Mountain 
WSA to the Lower Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (Figure 9). 
 

 
               Figure 9. Significance of Lake Mountain WSA to the Lower Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. 

Shoal Creek Wilderness Study Area 
The Shoal Creek WSA is home to a unique mix of native fish species, including Snake River finespotted 
cutthroat trout, and just to the northeast of the WSA Colorado River cutthroat trout. Many of the headwater 
tributaries of the Hoback River originate in the Shoal Creek WSA. The Hoback River is approximately 55-mile 
long tributary of the Snake River. Within this relatively intact piece of the Lower Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem, Snake River cutthroat trout represent the only subspecies of native cutthroat trout in the U.S. that 
still predominates in its native range (Figure 10). Undoubtedly, the Snake and its tributaries are keystones in 
one of the most iconic landscapes in the world. Native fish in this area have been protected by roadless areas, 
wilderness study areas, Wild and Scenic Rivers (Teton County portion of this area), Wilderness and other types 
of protective land management designations. Despite these protections, however, human activities and 
development continue to impact hydrologic function, stream habitat and native fish populations. The 
cutthroat trout’s persistence relies on continued stream protections and work to mitigate impacts from 
anthropogenic activities through dam and diversion removals, culvert replacements, fish screens, instream 
flow improvements, and habitat restoration. 
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Figure 10. Current and historical range of Snake River finespotted cutthroat trout and Colorado River cutthroat trout in the Shoal Creek area. 

In April 2016, Trout Unlimited - along with a diverse group of community, landowner, and agency partners - 
launched an ambitious new initiative to restore and protect the headwaters and fishery of the upper Snake 
River system in Wyoming.  
 
Recommendations and Comments 

1. For the Sublette County portion of the Shoal Creek WSA, existing designations and protections 
continue to provide some of the best native fish strongholds in the interior West. 

2. TU does not support a hard release of this WSA, or any management action that would result in 
deleterious impacts to the coldwater fishery and watershed. TU urges the advisory committee to 
consider the significance of Shoal Creek WSA to the Lower Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (Figure 11) 
and the outstanding recreational fishery frequented by sportsmen and sportswomen. 
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                                Figure 11. Significance of Shoal Creek WSA to the Lower Yellowstone Ecosystem. 

Scab Creek Wilderness Study Area 
The Scab Creek WSA is within the Upper Green River Basin. Colorado River cutthroat trout once inhabited 
portions of this area, primarily downstream through private, state and federal land (Figure 12).   
 

 
                                              Figure 12. Historic range of Colorado River cutthroat trout in the Scab Creek WSA. 
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TU appreciates Sublette County advisory committee and the effort the committee has undertaken in 
developing draft options for the Lake Mountain WSA and exploring interests for Shoal Creek and Scab Creek 
WSAs. Thank you for being receptive to our comments and recommendations to ensure America’s public lands 
are accessible and managed in a manner that provides surety for broad stakeholder interests and protects and 
conserves watershed, aquatic and wildlife habitat, and view-shed attributes of the Lake Mountain, Shoal Creek 
and Scab Creek WSAs. 
 
Should you have any questions with respect to our recommendations, please feel free to contact us. 
 
Respectfully, 
 

 
 
Tasha Sorensen 
Wyoming Field Coordinator 
Trout Unlimited 
307-256-3446 
tsorensen@tu.org 
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