
ASHEVILLE – On the heels of recent
fee increases at campgrounds and day
use areas in the Pisgah and Nantahala
national forests, the U.S. Forest Service
is proposing to double and in some
cases triple the fees at four other recrea-
tion areas.

The Forest Service has opened a pub-
lic comment period through May 31,
where people can weigh in on the pro-
posed fee changes at two off-highway
vehicle areas, Tsali Recreation Area and
the Swan Cabin near Robbinsville.

The two forests together cover 1.1 mil-
lion acres of widely varying terrain
across Western North Carolina, from
highly used front-country trails and
campgrounds, to remote, hike-in only
primitive campsites, hiking, mountain
biking and equestrian trails, waterfalls
and rivers and opportunities for rock
climbing, hunting, fishing, picnicking
and ATV riding.

Forest service officials estimate the
number of visitors each year at 5 million
to 6 million, and growing.

More fee increases on
tap for WNC forests?

The Brown Mountain OHV Trail System in the Pisgah
National Forest has seen a 37% increase in use over the
past decade.

Rate hikes proposed 
at Pisgah, Nantahala, 
other recreation areas
Karen Chávez Asheville Citizen Times
USA TODAY NETWORK

See FOREST FEES, Page 4A

The U.S. Forest Service is proposing a fee increase at
the Wayehutta OHV recreation area in the Nantahala
National Forest. PHOTOS COURTESY OF U.S. FOREST SERVICE
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RALEIGH – North Carolina Gov. Roy
Cooper used a round-table discussion
with rural hospital executives
Wednesday to raise pressure on Re-
publican lawmakers to expand Medi-
caid coverage to more uninsured
adults.

Executives from seven hospitals
met with the Democratic governor and
expressed support for offering Medi-
caid to more uninsured adults who
can’t otherwise qualify because they
make too much money. They said the 
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Amanda Morris 
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See MEDICAID, Page 4A

Jack Stevens, a pillar of Asheville’s
legal community, a four-term state leg-

islator and prominent
amateur local historian
— a man who sailed the
Caribbean and hiked
Hadrian’s Wall in his
spare time — died Tues-
day at age 85.

“He was a titan as a
lawyer — he was ex-

traordinarily well-respected,” said
John Mason, a retired former law part-
ner of Stevens’ at Roberts & Stevens.
“He had a quick, sharp legal mind. And
he had the ability to get along well with
people he certainly liked and agreed 

Former
legislator
Stevens
dies at 85
He was described as a
‘titan’ in law community

John Boyle Asheville Citizen Times
USA TODAY NETWORK

See STEVENS, Page 5A
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Fees would offset higher use

Mike Wilkins, district ranger on the
Nantahala Ranger District of the Nanta-
hala, said the increase in visitation and
forest use is not being matched by fund-
ing for maintenance, upkeep and other
services.

“Public lands benefit every American,
and recreation fee revenue helps protect
natural resources and enhance recrea-
tion opportunities on national forests,”
Wilkins said.

The goal of the proposed changes is to
establish a consistent fee approach for
the National Forests in North Carolina
and to improve visitor experiences
through site upgrades paid for by the
collected fees, he said. 

“These fees will enhance our impor-
tant multiuse trail systems and protect
our historic cabin rental,” said Andy
Gaston, District Ranger on the Cheoah
and Tusquitee Ranger Districts.

The Swan Cabin was built in 1931 by
Frank Swan in a different location. It was
later moved to its current location near
the Joyce Kilmer-Slickrock Wilderness
and offers a remote, rustic, tranquil set-
ting surrounded by meadows. It sleeps
up to 10 people, but has no running water
or electricity.

The proposal is to double the fee from
$25 to $50 a night.

Proposed fee increases at Tsali
Mountain Bike and Equestrian Trail
Complex will more than double at the
popular recreation area near Fontana
Lake, from $2 to $5 per rider (mountain
bikers and equestrians), and $15 to $30
for an annual pass.

No change to fees in years

Prices at many forest sites have re-
mained the same for more than a decade
and have not kept pace with other recre-
ation sites with similar services and
amenities, but many sites have received
various improvements and upgrades.

“We’re looking forward to improving
our OHV trails. Markets have changed
and more OHV riders are showing up to
Brown Mountain with side-by-sides.
Many of our trails were designed to ac-
commodate four-wheelers. We’re wid-
ening those trails for the new, wider
side-by-sides that we are seeing more
of,” said Nicholas Larson, district ranger
on the Grandfather Ranger District.

These fee changes are only proposed.
After public comments are received, the
Forest Service will assess the comments
and concerns and then present the fee
proposals to the Southern Region Recre-
ation Resource Advisory Committee,

said Adrianne Rubiaco, Forest Service
spokeswoman.

The Federal Lands Recreation En-
hancement Act of 2004 allows the
Forest Service to keep 80-95% of fees
collected to operate, maintain and im-
prove the recreation sites.

Brown Mountain OHV Visitor use
has increased from approximately
8,000 to 11,000 visitors per year, about
a 37% use increase over the past 10
years, Rubiaco said.

“The fee increase will help with
maintenance costs. Last year, we were
able to secure a Recreation Trails Pro-
gram grant through the N.C. Depart-
ment of Natural and Cultural Re-
sources for $100,000 which, in addi-
tion to the $50,000 fee revenue for
Brown Mountain OHV, covered the
yearly maintenance cost of $150,000,”
Rubiaco said.

She said the road to the Wayehutta
OHV trail system was closed April 20
due to a landslide on Forest Service
Road 4650 in Jackson County. The 27-
mile trail system on the Nantahala
Ranger District will be closed until the
road can be prepared, she said.

Find other OHV trails here.

The U.S. Forest Service is proposing a fee increase on the Brown Mountain OHV
Trail System because of increase in use. COURTESY OF U.S. FOREST SERVICE

Forest fees
Continued from Page 1A

Proposed Forest Service
fee changes

Cabins

❚ Swan Cabin in Robbinsville: in-
crease from $25 per night to $50 per
night

Specialized Mountain Bike and
Equestrian Trails:

❚ Tsali Mountain Bike and Equestrian
Trail Complex: Increase from $2 to $5
per rider per day, and $15 to $30 an-
nual pass (only to mountain bikers
and equestrians).

Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV)
Trails

❚ Brown Mountain OHV Trail Com-
plex: Increase from $5 to $15 per
vehicle per day, and $30 to $60 annu-
al pass, phased in over two years.

❚ Wayehutta OHV Trail Complex:
Increase from $5 to $15 per vehicle
per day, and $30 to $60 annual pass,
phased in over two years.

For more information visit the North
Carolina Forest Service website.

Want to comment?

To provide comments on the fee pro-
posal, call Logan Free at 828-257-
4256, email NFsNCfeepropo-
sals@fs.fed.us, or send by mail to
Recreation Fee Proposals, 160A Zilli-
coa St., Asheville, NC 28801.
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expansion would help them reduce the
cost their hospitals bear for uncom-
pensated care.

A bill filed this month by some
House Republicans would require re-
cipients of the expanded benefit to pay
premiums and meet some work re-
quirements. A similar bill was pro-
posed in 2017, but failed amid GOP op-
position.

Cooper expressed reservations
about the bill’s work requirements, but
said he wants to work with legislators
to hammer out specifics of Medicaid
expansion.

“Let’s concentrate on this expan-
sion that will be positive for everyone.
We know this will increase the bottom
line so that rural hospitals can hire
more doctors and nurses, so that
health care premiums for everyone can
be affected, so that jobs can be creat-
ed,” Cooper said. “Then, we negotiate
those other issues.”

Expanding Medicaid has long been
a goal of Cooper’s. This session he has
more leverage to negotiate after Dem-
ocrats broke veto-proof majorities in
both houses of the General Assembly
last fall.

But any expansion would face an
uphill battle. While some House Re-
publicans support expansion, Coop-
er’s greatest challenge is drum up sup-
port from Senate Republicans, who
strongly oppose the idea.

If the bill introduced by House Re-
publicans passes, the federal govern-
ment would pay 90% of the cost of Me-
dicaid expansion and the state would
cover the other 10% through assess-
ments, or taxes on hospitals and other
health care providers. At Wednesday’s
discussion, Lee Isley, the CEO for Nash
UNC Health Care, said that if North
Carolina chooses to expand Medicaid,
he wants to see the state’s 10% cost
shared among hospitals and health in-
surance companies.

“All we’re asking is a fair distribu-
tion for providers to be able to share in
the cost so that we can all share in the
benefit,” Isley said.

Five hospitals submitted resolu-
tions to the governor’s office at the
event, urging the General Assembly to
expand Medicaid in North Carolina as

soon as possible.
At stake is the ability for rural hospi-

tals to survive. Since 2010, dozens of ru-
ral hospitals have closed in the U.S. Four
were in North Carolina.

“Last year we had $17 million worth
of uncompensated care, so not quite a
third … of our business is uncompensat-
ed,” said Erlanger Western Carolina
Hospital CEO Mark Kimball. “Every
month we start in the hole a million and
half dollars, and that’s tremendous, and
with this expansion of Medicaid, that
could help us tremendously.”

Part of this debt is due to a high vol-
ume of emergency room patients, many
of whom are uninsured.

Last year, Isley said his hospital lost
about $25 million. He said Nash UNC
Health Care, which serves roughly
150,000 people, sees about 70,000
emergency visits a year, which he called
“a high percent.”

The hospital executives said a lack of
primary care physicians within their
communities serves to increase emer-
gency room visits for untreated chronic
health issues.

“In our region, we’ve got a growing
doctor desert,” said Cape Fear Valley
Hospital CEO Michael Nagowski. “In
Harnett county, we have two OB-GYNs
and one just told me he’s retiring.”

To address this, the bill filed by
House Republicans would also set up a
rural health grant program that would
put millions of dollars toward recruiting
and retaining doctors and expanding
health services.

However, Senate Republicans dis-
pute claims that Medicaid expansion
would benefit the state. Senate leader
Phil Berger was not available for com-
ment Wednesday, but his office referred
to his previous statements arguing that
taxpayers in the private insurance mar-
ket will end up paying the price for Me-
dicaid expansion.

“There is no such thing as ‘free’ mon-
ey, someone always has to pay,” Berger
wrote in a March 11 statement.

Medicaid
Continued from Page 1A

“We know this will increase the
bottom line so that rural hospitals can
hire more doctors and nurses, so that
health care premiums for everyone
can be affected, so that jobs can be
created.” 

Gov. Roy Cooper
On the Medicaid expansion bill


