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BACKGOUND AND INTROD UCTION  

 

  

  

 

 In 1964 Congress established a National Wilderness Preservation System.  Missouri has        

participated in and benefited from this program. In the 1970ôs a broad-based campaign was undertaken, 

under the general leadership of an informal alliance called the Missouri Wilderness Coalition, to        

explore, define, and promote the remaining remnants of wilderness on the federal lands of Missouri,  

primarily the Mark Twain National Forest. 

 

 Much of this work was stimulated and shaped by a 1970ôs Forest Service initiative, the Roadless 

Area Review and Evaluation II, or RARE II. Participating energetically in the RARE II program,      

Missouri conservationists surveyed, field-checked, and evaluated what remained of Missouriôs National 

Forest  resources. By 1978, the conclusion of this process was clear: there were fourteen areas on the 

Mark Twain Forest that had nationally important wilderness values. Between 1976 and 1984 Mingo           

Wilderness on the Mingo National Wildlife Refuge, plus seven of the fourteen Mark Twain areasð

Hercules Glades, Bell Mountain, Rockpile Mountain, Piney Creek, Devilôs Backbone, Paddy Creek, and 

the Irish Wildernessðwere designated by Congress as federal Wilderness Areas, with bi-partisan      

support. These eight areas total a modest 71,356 acres and have proven to be a major asset for Missouri. 

 

 The remaining seven Forest Service areas have not been forgotten or neglected. A core group of 

public land conservationists have worked to protect them under administrative guidelines. Since about 

1985 the Forest Service has referred to them as the ñSeven Sensitive Areasò, and their integrity has been 

substantially undisturbed. In the meantime, additional information has been developed that confirms and 

reinforces their values as wilderness. 

 

 This report describes and maps each of these seven areas. They are: 

 Big Spring, in Carter County 

  (part National Park Service, part National Forest Service) 8,048 acres 

 Lower Rock Creek, in Madison and Iron Counties              12,955 acres 

 North Fork , in Ozark, Howell, and Douglas Counties    8,009 acres 

 Smith Creek, in Callaway and Boone Counties     2,195 acres 

 Spring Creek, in Douglas and Howell Counties     6,730 acres 

 Swan Creek, in Christian County      9,366 acres 

 Van East Mountain, in Madison and Iron Counties    2,020 acres 

 

 Total acreage        49,323 acres  
 

 Unfortunately, in 2005 the Forest Service adopted a new Forest Plan which places these seven 

areas at risk. The new plan strips the seven areas of the ñSensitive Areaò status they have had for more 

than 20 years, and designates them instead as ñManagement Prescription 6.1ò, which provides some        

protection; but without the overlay of the previous ñSensitive Areaò classification, they are much less 

secure. The new plan also liberalizes the ñsalvage loggingò provisions, and adopts a much more         

aggressive policy in favor of various forms of landscape manipulation and vehicular-based management 

techniques. 
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 The 2005 Forest Plan caused great concern among Missouriôs conservationists, and several   

appeals were filed, in the hope that a settlement agreement would result in at least a continuation of the 

pre-2005 levels of protection. In the end, the appeal process failed to achieve meaningful results. 

 

 In the meantime, there was on-the-ground evidence that the changes in the new Forest Plan had 

real and negative consequences. In two of the areas, Lower Rock Creek and Smith Creek, actions have 

been proposed or taken to conduct salvage timber sales, bulldoze seven miles of new fireline, and     

bulldoze a stretch of existing trail into a de-facto restored road. 

 

 The Missouri conservation community has now reached a firm consensus that the administrative 

approach for the management of these seven areas must be bolstered by Congressional direction and the 

provisions of the National Wilderness Preservation System. With the time and experience that has       

accumulated in the past quarter-century, the information base is now more than strong enough to move 

forward with legislation. They are ready now to join the first generation of Missouri Wilderness, and 

Missouri is ready to complete this unfinished chapter of our conservation legacy. 
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STATEWIDE AND NATION AL FOREST SUMMARY INFORMATION  

 

 

 

Statewide Forest Facts. The state of Missouri has 44 million acres, with about one-third of that        

forested. Most of this forestland is in private ownership, with about 15% owned either by the federal 

government (Mark Twain National Forestð1.5 million acres) or state government. 

 

Existing Wilderness Designations in Missouri. Beginning in 1964 certain areas of the United States    

began to be considered for wilderness, with most of the earliest areas designated from the western states. 

Later, areas were designated in eastern states as well. There are currently 8 Wilderness Areas totaling 

71,357 acres; Mingo Wilderness is 7,730 acres and is administered by the US Fish and Wildlife Service. 

The Mark Twain Forest has all the rest: Bell Mountain, Devils Backbone, Hercules Glades, Irish           

Wilderness, Paddy Creek, Piney Creek, and Rockpile Mountain. These areas were designated between 

1976 and 1984.  
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Impact on the Mark Twain National Forest. The existing and proposed wilderness acreage on the 

Mark Twain National Forest totals 108,985 acres or less than 7.3% of Missouriôs Mark Twain National 

Forest. Altogether these lands amount to less than 0.078% of Missouriôs statewide forest acreage.  

 

Timber Considerations. These seven areas have been recognized for more than 2-1/2 decades by the 

US Forest Service as ñsensitive areasò and managed under the roadless designation of 6.1. During this  

long period of time, they have been removed from the harvestable timber base. Thus, this wilderness 

proposal represents virtually no impact whatsoever on the commercial forest industry of Missouri.  

 

Unfortunately, the 2005 Forest Plan strips these areas of their long-established ñsensitive areaò status, 

and redesignates them under general 6.1 provisions, which although still not in the regular Mark Twain 

timber base, provide less protection. The plan also liberalizes salvage logging guidelines and exposes 

these areas to such activities. These changes result in much less protection for these areas than they have 

had since the RARE II inventory was conducted in 1978. 

 

PILT Impacts. The Mark Twain National Forest makes payments in lieu of taxes to all Missouri    

counties where Forest Service lands are located. These payments are calculated in part based on       

revenues generated from the forest, and are distributed based on the acreage of Forest Service property 

in each county. PILT payments are not based on the revenues generated in a particular county. PILT 

payments to Missouri counties in 2005 totaled $1.4 million and are expected to grow (FEIS, Forest Plan, 

2005). This wilderness proposal will have no effect on this payment statewide, or to any individual 

county. 
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Impact on Private Land. There are a limited number of privately-owned tracts within the boundaries of 

five of the seven areas. Since 1976, there also have been a few such tracts within the Congressionally 

designated wilderness areas in Missouri, and the Coalition is aware of no conflicts that have come about 

as a result. The proposed areas will be administered under the same laws and guidelines, which protect 

landowners from eminent domain, protect existing access, and generally provide for good neighbor   

relationships between the landowners and the public. 

 

Grazing and Haying. There are very few acres allotted for grazing or haying on the Mark Twain. The 

only allotments on the seven areas of this proposal of which the Coalition is aware are on the Swan 

Creek area. These allotments are being phased out as per the Forest Plan and would not be affected by 

wilderness designation. Thus, this wilderness proposal will have no effect on haying, grazing, or the  

cattle industry in Missouri. 

 

Minerals. There are no outstanding mineral leases known to the Missouri Wilderness Coalition on any 

of the seven areas. Thus this proposal will have no known effect on the mineral industry in the state of 

Missouri. 
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Recreation Use. Each of these seven areas currently hosts wilderness-compatible recreation uses,        

including hiking, backpacking, equestrian, walk-in hunting and fishing, nature study, canoeing, and   

photography. With very few and restricted exceptions, these areas have already been designated for   

non-motorized use for more than twenty-five years. The Missouri Wilderness Coalition is seeking to 

work with all user groups to achieve and maintain consensus on wilderness recreation opportunities on 

all these areas into the future. 

 

Economic Values. The Forest Service reports  that there are 62,000 visitor days per year on Mark Twain 

Forest Wilderness Areas. They also report an economic value of these visits at $41.87 per visitor per day

(FEIS 2005: 3-284, 3-285). This totals more than $2.5 million annually of economic value to Missouri 

of the current Forest Service Wilderness Areas. 

 

Based on these numbers, it is reasonable to presume that the proposed new Wilderness will generate 

comparable additional visitation and economic value for the state of Missouri. In fact, if we presume that 

the new wilderness acreage generates visitation at the same rate as on the existing areas, they would add 

$1.8 million per year, and the resulting combined economic value of all Forest Service Wilderness to 

Missouri would be $4.3 million annually. 



9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AREA FACT SHEETS 

 

Big Spring Wilderness Area 

Lower Rock Creek Wilderness Area 

North Fork Wilderness Area 

Smith Creek Wilderness Area 

Spring Creek Wilderness 

Swan Creek Wilderness Area 

Van East Mountain Wilderness Area 
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BIG  SPRING WILDERNESS 
 

Overview. 

 

Part of the watershed for the largest freshwater spring in North America. Big Spring Wilderness 

will help protect water quality in Big Spring which is just outside the wilderness and a major 

tourist attraction. 

Includes one of the finest stands of mature oak-pine forest in Missouri, a 345-acre area known as 

the Big Spring Pines Natural Area. The wilderness surrounds and protects this superlative    

sample of Ozark old growth forest. 

Because of the unusual character of Ozark topography, vegetation, and road locations,           

opportunities for accessible road-side vistas are extremely rare. The location of ñSky-Line 

Driveò along the north boundary of this wilderness offers just such a vista, the only such easy to 

reach vista access to the motoring public among all Missouri wilderness. This provides          

outstanding wilderness threshold views across the rugged wooded hills of this area, plus        

outstanding opportunities for interpretation of Ozark landscapes and the Wilderness program. 

Approximately 6 miles of Missouriôs Ozark Trail crosses through the Mark Twain National  

Forest portion of the area, and currently supports hiking and equestrian use, which will continue 

under wilderness. 

The National Park Service portion of this area is being evaluated for possible management as 

wilderness in the current development of a General Management Plan for the Ozark National 

Scenic Riverways.  

Included within Current and Jackôs Fork Watershed Important Bird Area. 

 

Proposed Wilderness acreage.                                                                                                                                                

   

  4,512 acres (Mark Twain National Forest)                                                     

  3,536 acres (National Park Service)                                                  
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Previous Public Comment. During the 1977-78 Roadless Area Review and Evaluation II (RARE II), 

the Forest Service analyzed potential wilderness on the Mark Twain Forest. Even though the agency did 

not list Big Spring during the public input process, they still reported 76 ñwrite-inò comments from  

Missourians about Big Spring, all of which favored wilderness or wilderness study. 
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BIG SPRING WILDERNESS 


