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WINTER USE IN  YELLOWSTONE NA-
tional Park (Wyoming, Montana, and 
Idaho) has been the subject of ongo-
ing public debate for more than 75 
years. Since the 1930s the National Park 
Service (NPS) and interested stake-
holders have debated if and how the 
park should be accessed in winter. The 
sidebar below explains the laws that 
necessitate special winter planning. The 
past decade of winter use planning and 
associated rulemaking efforts has been 
particularly contentious, with debate 
primarily centered upon the impact of 
oversnow vehicles (snowmobiles and 
snowcoaches, collectively OSVs) on 
wildlife, air quality, and natural sound-
scapes. To help address these questions, 
since 1997 Yellowstone has completed 
four environmental impact statements 
(EISes)—a fifth is currently in develop-
ment—and two environmental assess-
ments (EAs) and promulgated three 
long-term rules, only to have those reg-
ulations overturned by federal courts. 
The 2001 rule to phase out snowmobiles 
from Yellowstone, signed off on the last 
day of the Clinton administration in 
January 2001, was delayed by the incom-
ing Bush administration and eventu-
ally vacated by the U.S. District Court 
of Wyoming. Subsequent EISes were 
completed in 2003 and 2007, both of 
which were vacated by the U.S. District 
Court for the District of Columbia (see 
Yochim 2009 for a discussion of winter 
planning use in Yellowstone).

Not surprisingly, given the role of Yel-
lowstone National Park in the conserva-
tion movement and the American psyche, 
the ongoing debate about what is best 
for Yellowstone in winter has polarized 
stakeholders and elevated the issue to the 
national spotlight. Organizations, includ-
ing the Greater Yellowstone Coalition 
(GYC), National Parks Conservation Asso-
ciation (NPCA), Sierra Club, and Coali-
tion of National Park Service Retirees 
(CNPSR), have, for more than a decade, 
advocated for the abolition of snowmo-
biles in favor of a snowcoach-only trans-
portation paradigm. The GYC describes 

its goal as “to phase out snowmobiles in 
Yellowstone in favor of cleaner, quieter, 
more effi  cient snowcoaches” (Greater Yel-
lowstone Coalition 2012). Access-oriented 
organizations and stakeholders, including 
the Blue Ribbon Coalition, International 
Snowmobile Manufacturers Association, 
and various state-level snowmobile clubs, 
have advocated for continued access by 
snowmobiles, but have not advocated for 
the elimination of snowcoaches.

Stakeholders’ substantive observations 
and comments have elevated the level of 
discourse throughout the numerous win-
ter use planning processes that have trans-
pired over the past 15 years. This continual 
external examination of data and analyses 
has worked eff ectively alongside the park’s 
own, raising important questions and 
helping ensure fi delity to the law, use of 
the best available science, and manage-
ment decisions that are in the long-term 
interest of the park and the American 
people. All the while, new management 
strategies and OSV technologies intro-
duced in the past decade have served to 
signifi cantly improve resource conditions. 
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Abstract
Winter use planning for Yellowstone National Park is one of the most contentious issues in
the National Park Service, with the debate primarily centered upon the impact of oversnow 
vehicles (OSVs, or snowmobiles and snowcoaches) on park resources, including wildlife,
air quality, and natural soundscapes as well as the visitor experience. Recently, several 
conservation advocacy groups have suggested that snowcoaches are more fuel effi cient
at the per-person level than snowmobiles. The purpose of this research was to assess
fuel effi ciency for a representative cross section of oversnow vehicles from Yellowstone’s
commercial tour operators’ fl eet regarding two primary metrics: miles per gallon (MPG) and
person-miles per gallon (PMPG). Our analysis shows snowcoaches to have fuel effi ciency
averages ranging from 1.7 to 5.3 MPG (0.72 to 2.3 kilometers per liter) and 15 to 45 PMPG
(6.4 to 19 passenger-kilometers per liter) and snowmobiles to have averages of 14 to 25 MPG 
(6.0 to 11 kilometers per liter) and 16 to 30 PMPG (6.8 to 13 person-kilometers per liter). 
Average fuel effi ciency rates vary considerably among different models of snowcoaches and 
snowmobiles, but for the most popular models of OSVs in use in the park, neither category is
decidedly more fuel effi cient than the other at the PMPG level.
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Need for special rule to authorize oversnow vehicle use
The necessity for a special rule to authorize oversnow vehicle use in national parks
stems from Executive Orders (EO) 11644 and 11989, which together require off-
road vehicle use to immediately discontinue if such use will cause “considerable
adverse effects on the soil, vegetation, wildlife, wildlife habitat, or cultural or his-
toric resources of particular areas or trails of the public lands” (snowmobiles are
considered off-road vehicles by the orders), and such areas must remain closed
until the agency implements measures to prevent those adverse effects.
Colloquially, this is known as the “closed unless open” rule.




