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Report Title: Middle Fork of the Salmon 
 
Route: Where did you go?  How many days were you camping? 
 

Floated the Middle Fork of the Salmon from Dagger Falls to Cache Bar on the Main 
Salmon River in eight days 

 
Summary: 250 word max 
 

The Middle Fork of the Salmon flows for 110 miles from Dagger Fall to its confluence with 
the Main Salmon River.  Tis is considered a premier whitewater adventure and over 
10,000 people go down the Middle Fork every year.  As the winter snowpack melts and 
the river drops most commercial trips fly their guests and much of their gear to Indian 
Creek, a Forest Service guard station 25 miles downstream from Dagger Falls.  The 
drone of planes flying up and down the wilderness canyon can be almost constant during 
peak early morning hours.  The Middle Fork has a number of private parcels along its’ 
banks many with historic cabins, ranches or much more modern lodges, residences, 
resorts and often, additional airstrips.  

 
Wilderness or Wild River:  Middle Fork of the Salmon River  
 
Management Unit:  Salmon-Challis National Forest    
 
Administrative Location:  Salmon, ID  
 
Head of Administrative Unit: Charles Mark, Forest Supervisor 
 
Trip Report: Grade the success of the management agency with an A to F letter grade.  
Comments must support letter grades in each category; skip any category on which you do not 
want to comment.  
 
B Access; is resource damage occurring at campsites on trails or at trailheads? 
 

Campsites are well trampled, often to bare dirt, with occasional clumps of brush 
separated by user trails leading to every available tent site.  It appears that the level of 
human impact on these sites has stabilized and can’t get much worse.   
 
The removal of significant numbers of fire killed trees at some camps has left these 
camps looking like clearcuts.  
 
Maintenance of the riverside trail system is minimal and the trail is often crowded by 
brush and clogged by rock and rubble.  Difficult to hike though it may be, the rocky soil is 
resistant to erosion and resource damage is limited. 

 
D Management; regulations, permit systems, education, enforcement actions. 
 

Access to the Middle Fork is highly competitive and controlled by a robust permit system.  
There is a fee to participate in the lottery for permits as well as a daily user fee if you are 
awarded a permit.  The lottery generates significant amounts of money for the agency but 
in do so the agency is in effect charging the public for the chance they might gain access 
to this public resource.   This application fee, for which most individuals do not receive 
any service or any access, should be reconsidered.  If necessary the fee paid by those 
actually granted use of the resource could be increased.  
 



There is a mandatory user education session at the launch site that lasts about fifteen 
minutes.  Unfortunately, the quality of this presentation varies greatly and some years 
tends to focus more on perceived users hazards like yellow jackets, poison oak and 
dehydration than resource protection. 

 
D Stewardship; are management actions in accord with wilderness values and best pratices 

in wilderness management? 
 
There are a number of actions that the managing agency could take that would 
significantly protect wilderness values and enhance the user’s wilderness experience. 
 
Currently commercial outfitters on the Middle Fork are not limited on the number of flights 
they make into the wilderness to drop off clients and equipment.  Permit restrictions 
should be implemented that limit the number of landings and the size and type of aircraft 
used. 
 
Commercial outfitters are currently allowed a maximum party size of 30 staff and clients.  
Such a large party size negatively impacts campsites and other groups on the river.  
Such large groups are not compatible with a wilderness experience and should be 
reduced.   
 
There is no sound reason that a commercial trip should allowed to be larger than a public 
trip; currently limited to 24. 
 
The number of craft in both commercial and public parties should be limited.  In an era 
when more and more boaters are rowing or paddling individual craft party size must be 
reduced or the number of boats in a party limited.  Large groups, with each person 
piloting an individual watercraft could have up to 24 boats on the water.  This is way too 
many for a wilderness river and a trend certain to impact the wilderness experience of 
other users.  The managing agency needs to get a handle on this issue before it reaches 
a level from which it will be difficult to pull. 

 
C Wilderness; how well is management protecting the wilderness resource.  
 

The Middle Fork is currently visited by over 10,000 users annually.  Despite such heavy 
use, observations of litter, debris and toilet paper around campsites is uncommon.   
experiences.  However, campsites are typically pounded to dust with an abundance of 
user trails streaking off to all available tent sites.   

 
___ Fire Management, Wildlife Management, Other 
 

Frequent large wildfires over the last decade have charred major sections of the Middle 
Fork river corridor. 

 
     
 
 
 

 


