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Dear Forest User:

We are again seeking your input about a project on the Pisgah Ranger District.  Enclosed you 
will find the description of a project addressing resource management concerns in the Bent 
Creek Area of the Pisgah District.  

The proposal includes the following activities: a)  revise the trail system to prevent resource 
damage and provide a better recreation experience; b) restrict mountain bike and horse use to 
designated trails only;  c) restrict the stay limit at roadside campsites to 7 consecutive days; d) 
seasonally restrict recreation from a portion of the area to avoid conflicts during hunting sea-
son; and, e) develop or improve parking in key areas.  The attached maps show the specific lo-
cation of the current trail system and proposed changes.

If you have concerns about these projects or have information about the areas that may help 
us to further evaluate these proposals please let us know.  Your comments would be most help-
ful if they are received by September 7, 1999.  Comments may be sent to the Pisgah Ranger 
District, 1001 Pisgah Highway, Pisgah Forest, NC  28768, attn.  Marella Buncick.  We ap-
preciate your time and interest in the Pisgah Ranger District.  

Sincerely,

ART ROWE
District Ranger

(enclosures)
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RECREATION MANAGEMENT

BENT CREEK EXPERIMENTAL FOREST

July, 1999

Bent Creek Experimental Forest

The Bent Creek Experimental Forest is located in Buncombe County, NC within a few miles of the 
city of Asheville and is approximately 6,000 acres in size.  Established in 1921, Bent Creek is the old-
est experimental forest in the east and the third oldest in the Nation.  The experimental forests are 
part of the research arm of the Forest Service and are located throughout the United States.  Since 
1925, research activities conducted at Bent Creek focus primarily on the ecology and management of 
Southern Appalachian Hardwoods.  In addition, Bent Creek is a regional screening center for testing 
disease resistance of the Southern pines.

Recreation Use at Bent Creek

With its close proximity to Asheville and relatively gentle terrain, Bent Creek has experienced tremen-
dous growth in recreation over the last decade.  Trail use, especially mountain biking, has sky rock-
eted.  The Experimental Forest also offers quality opportunities for hiking, hunting, horseback 
riding, picnicking, dispersed and developed camping, fishing, and swimming.  Other attractions in the 
vicinity include the North Carolina Arboretum, Lake Powhatan Recreation Area, over 50 miles of 
Forest Service trails, and the Blue Ridge Parkway.  This is one of the most heavily visited areas 
within the Pisgah Ranger District. 

Management Issues

Mountain biking has become the dominant recreational pursuit in the Bent Creek area.  This "moun-
tain bike boom", coupled with overall increased recreation use, has created resource damage and in-
creased user conflicts.  In 1997, recognizing the growing demand at Bent Creek, the Forest Service 
brought together representatives from an array of user groups to assist us in identifying issues and 
possible solutions.  During three workshops this group identified the following major issues:

1.  Damage To and Conflicts With On-going Research .  Research is the primary mission for the Bent 
Creek Experimental Forest.  Increased mountain bike use has directly damaged research plots and 
indirectly interfered with activities.  Specifically: a) new trails have been created which travel directly 
through research plots; and b) recreation use sometimes interferes with research activities such as 
logging and other contractual work.

2.  Trail Damage and Unauthorized Expansion of Forest Service Trail System .  Increased use has 
damaged a number of existing trails by breaking down water control structures and causing excessive 
erosion.  New trails, established by mountain bikers riding off-trail, have more than doubled the total 



2

trail mileage at Bent Creek.  These "user developed" trails are a serious concern for two reasons: 1) 
they are not constructed to withstand mountain bike use; and 2)  they are not designed and located to 
be compatible with other land uses and limitations.  As a result, these trails are causing unacceptable 
resource damage including erosion and soil movement into streams, research plots have been de-
stroyed, and there are conflicts among recreationists.  Map A shows existing system trails and unau-
thorized trails.  

3.  Trail User Conflicts and Safety .  High recreation demand, the wide variety of recreation uses, and 
subsequent overuse of the Bent Creek area has lead to user conflicts and safety concerns, especially 
during the hunting season.  The Experimental Forest is open to hunting as are most National Forest 
System lands and hunting is a traditional use.  Because of the current concentrations and combina-
tions of uses, many individuals, including hunters, have expressed concern for the safety of those rec-
reating in Bent Creek during this time of year.

4.  Shortage of Parking .   There are severe parking shortages, especially during weekends.  As a re-
sult, visitors are parking along roads and in areas that create safety problems and cause resource 
damage.

5.  Depreciative Behavior (Littering) and Resource Damage at Roadside Campsites .  Roadside camp-
sites within Bent Creek are experiencing resource damage from horse use, excessive littering from 
itinerate and other campers, and violations of the 14 day stay limit.  The demand for roadside camp-
ing far exceeds the limited number of roadside campsites available within the Experimental Forest.  
In addition, due to the close proximity to Asheville, these sites are used frequently by itinerate camp-
ers as a place to live rather than a place to recreate.

Proposed Actions

In an effort to resolve the issues identified, the Forest Service proposes the following management ac-
tions:

1.  Trail System Revision.   A revised trail system is proposed.  This system of trails incorporates most 
of the existing Forest Service trail system and some of the newly created trails.  The revised trail sys-
tem will be designed with the following considerations in mind:  a) resource protection; b) location of 
research plots and on-going research activities; c) creating loop opportunities for mountain bikes and 
horses; d) distributing recreation use and opportunities within the Bent Creek area; and e) user safety 
and convenience.  Map B displays the proposed revised trail system.

2.  Forest Service Recreation Use Restrictions .

a.  The Forest Service proposes to restrict mountain bike and horse use to roads and designated trails 
only.  No off-trail (or off-road) travel by  horses or mountain bikes will be allowed.  Trails around 
Lake Powhatan will remain open to mountain bikes with the following exception:  The Homestead 
Trail will be closed to mountain bikes from the beach to its intersection with the Campground Con-
nector Trail at the main campground road.  These actions will help to: 1) prevent the establishment of 
new trails and mountain bike use on unauthorized trails and areas; and 2) alleviate safety concerns 
regarding mountain bikes and swimming activities at Lake Powhatan.



3

b.   The Forest Service proposes to restrict the stay limit at the seven designated roadside campsites 
within Bent Creek to a maximum of seven (7) consecutive days, with a total maximum stay of 14 days 
per year.  At the end of seven (7) days the camper must move from Bent Creek for a minimum of 
seven (7) days before returning to the area to camp again.  This action will decrease the number of 
itinerate campers and increase opportunities for roadside camping to a greater number of forest visi-
tors.

c.   The Forest Service proposes to restrict the use of mountain bikes and horses during the gun deer 
season in the area of Bent Creek on the following trails (identified on Map B): 1) North Boundary; 2) 
Little Hickory Top; 3) Ingles Field Gap; and 4) Sidehill.  This restriction will be from approximately 
mid-November to mid-December of each year.  Because the gun deer season poses the greatest safety 
concern for other recreationists using the area, trail closures during other hunting seasons are not 
proposed.  Hunting is not allowed on Sundays, thus, these use restrictions would not apply to Sun-
days.  This action will help alleviate safety concerns and user conflicts during the gun deer hunting 
season. 

3.  Parking Expansion .   

The Forest Service proposes to develop or improve parking at the following locations: 1) Rice Pin-
nacle parking lot;  2) Develop a parking area along Forest Road 479 at Boyd Branch; and 3) Develop 
a  parking area along Forest Road 479 in the vicinity of the Lower Sidehill Trail and Rocky Branch 
(Map B).  These actions will provide for additional parking and help disperse parking throughout the 
Bent Creek area. 
 




