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Overview 
The Gila National Forest is in the process of revising a land and resource management plan that has been in 

place since 1986. This multi-year effort will result in a Forest Plan which describes the strategic direction for 

management of forest resources for at least the next fifteen years.  The Forest Service’s 2012 Planning Rule 

directs Forest Plans to be science-based and developed with extensive public involvement and collaboration. 

This Forest Plan Revision process will confirm what is working with the 1986 plan and identify where there is a 

need for change. 

Under the 2012 rule, plan revision is a multi-year effort and involves three distinct phases: 

1) assessment of the current conditions and trends of forest resources and multiple uses, 

2) development of a revised plan, and 

3) implementation and monitoring of the final approved plan. 

The assessment formally began in May 2015 with a Public Notice.  In developing the assessment, we will 

identify and evaluate current ecological, economic, and social conditions and trends using the best available 

scientific information and local knowledge. Public engagement in this phase provides opportunities to share 

data and knowledge of existing forest conditions and identify trends and perceptions of risks to social, 

economic and ecological systems.  The conditions and trends found in the assessment will help to identify the 

current Forest Plan’s need for change, and aid in the development of the revised plan. 

A round of community meetings was held in early August to discuss the Assessment Phase in more detail and 

provide opportunities to share knowledge and information for the assessment (see Appendix E for the flyer). 

The purpose of the community meetings was to create shared understanding of the Forest Plan and key 

assessment topics; provide opportunities for stakeholders to share knowledge, plans, and data for the 

assessment; identify the values, uses, and concerns communities have related to the Gila National Forest; and 

strengthen links between the forest and nearby residents, users, and interested parties.  Over 200 participants 

attended the meetings in Quemado, Reserve, Glenwood, Silver City, Mimbres, and Truth or Consequences. 

The agenda for all six meetings was the same, as were the presentations. Those elements of the meeting that 

were common to all are presented on the following pages.  Input received for the assessment at each 

individual meeting follows this next section.  

The community meeting materials were posted to the Gila National Forest Plan Revision website in late 

August.  These materials included the presentation, posters, questionnaire, and suggestion forms for 

additional information and plans to consider for the assessment.  Providing these materials electronically was 

an opportunity for people that couldn’t attend the meetings to contribute by providing responses and 

suggestions to the same questions posed at the meetings.  It was stated that this information for the 

assessment would be most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015.  An email was sent on August 31, 

2015 to the Forest Plan Revision contact list encouraging everyone to provide input.  Hardcopies of the 

questionnaire were mailed on September 3, 2015 to those on the contact list with only a mailing address.  

Input from emails and letters are included in the last section.  

http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/landmanagement/planning
http://www.fs.usda.gov/planningrule
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-05-18/pdf/2015-11911.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
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Agenda 
 

Objectives: 

 Create common understanding of the Forest Plan and key assessment topics 

 Provide opportunities for stakeholders to share knowledge, plans, and data for the assessment 

 Identify the values, uses, and concerns communities have related to the Gila National Forest  

 Continue dialogue between the forest and nearby residents, users, and interested parties 

 

Agenda: 

 Poster viewing (before meeting begins) 

 Welcome (new Supervisor) 

 Review input from Community Conversations (Planner) 

 Assessment Phase overview (Planner) 

 Small group discussions (Facilitator) 

o Questions using the assessment topics as a framework include: 

 For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and 

trends have you seen on the Gila? 

 Break  

 What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and 

what may be some of the opportunities in those areas?  

 Next Steps (Planner/Core Team) 

 Closeout  (District Ranger) 
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Poster viewing 
Posters were displayed around each meeting space to provide more information on a variety of topics related 

to the assessment.  Meeting attendees were encouraged to view the posters before and after the meeting as 

well as during breaks.  These posters are found in Appendix A.  

Start of the Meeting 
Karen Yori, meeting facilitator from Blue Earth Ecological Consultants, Inc., started the meeting by introducing 

herself and reviewing the agenda and ground rules. 

Welcome 
The new Forest Supervisor, Adam Mendonca, welcomed everyone to the meeting, and encouraged everyone 

to be involved in the Forest Plan Revision process. 

 

Review input from Community Conversations 
Matt Schultz, Forest Planner, reviewed the input from the Community Conversations that were held March 9-

12, 2015.  The desired outcomes of these Community Conversations were to build and enhance relationships 

between the Gila National Forest and its stakeholders; provide an overview of the Forest Plan Revision 

process; identify expectations for public participation; discuss how the Forest and communities can work 

together; and develop preferred methods for information sharing and engagement during Forest Plan 

Revision.  The idea for the August meeting was to pick up the conversation where it was left off in March.  A 

word graphic presented all the issues that were brought up at the March Community Conversation for that 

specific meeting location.  The font size was positively correlated with the number of times the topic was 

written on the Generation Wall exercise.  The word graphic was also displayed as a poster for those that 

wanted to examine it more closely, and can also be found in Appendix A.  The purpose of the August meeting 

was to expand on these issues, add more specifics, and put into the assessment framework.  For those 

meeting attendees that didn’t attend the March Community Conversation, copies of the Forest Plan Revision 

overview presentation and the meeting summaries of the community conversations were available on the 

handout table.  

 

The input received during the March Community Conversations was used to develop the Public Participation 

Strategy. This public participation strategy provides a framework for communication and collaboration among 

all parties involved Forest Plan Revision. It was based on the expectations and best ways to communicate 

exercises from the March meeting.  Engaging internal and external audiences throughout the multi-phase, 

multi-year process will be essential to the success of the revised forest plan, and the strategy describes 

stakeholder engagement opportunities in each phase. This is a living document that is anticipated to evolve 

based on input and feedback from all parties throughout the process.   

 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprd3832848.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprd3837276.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprd3837420.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprd3837420.pdf
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Assessment Phase overview 
Matt Schultz, Forest Planner, provided a Powerpoint presentation on the Assessment Phase of Forest Plan 

Revision.  See Appendix B for a copy of the Powerpoint presentation.  During the Assessment Phase, 

ecological, social and economic conditions and trends related to the Gila National Forest will be identified.  

The trends and conditions identified in the assessment will help in identifying the current Gila Forest Plan’s 

need for change, and aid in the development of plan components.  The assessment covers 15 important 

ecological, social, and economic resource topics.  These 15 topics were developed as part of the 2012 Planning 

Rule on a national level with a lot of stakeholder input.  The topics are intentionally broad and inclusive to 

capture the resources, uses, activities occurring on the Forest.  The 15 topics include the following: 

1. Ecosystems (e.g. forests, grasslands, streams, etc.) 

2. Air, soil, and water resources 

3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 

4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 

5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 

6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 

7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 

8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions 

9. Recreation 

10. Energy and minerals 

11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 

12. Areas of tribal importance 

13. Cultural and historical resources 

14. Land ownership and use 

15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 

 

For more information on the Assessment Topics, please visit the Final Directives website at: 

http://www.fs.fed.us/im/directives/fsh/1909.12/wo_1909.12_10.docx  

 

The best available science, local information, national perspectives, and native knowledge will be used for the 

assessment by gathering existing information.  The Gila National Forest will consider relevant existing 

information from governmental and non-governmental sources.  The Gila National Forest will also review the 

plans of Tribes, Federal agencies, and State and local governments, and consider how the revised plan can 

contribute to compatibility and reduce conflict. Audience members were encouraged to suggest information 

sources, specific publications, and plans to consider using the blank cards on the table by the posters.  The 

forms can be found in Appendix D, and the results can be found in the Suggested Information Sources and 

Plans section.  

 

The assessment report is the principal document that supports plan revision and future management 

direction, and is an opportunity for stakeholders to contribute information for later use in plan development.  

However, the assessment report is not a decision document.  Stakeholder participation in the Assessment 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/planningrule
http://www.fs.usda.gov/planningrule
http://www.fs.fed.us/im/directives/fsh/1909.12/wo_1909.12_10.docx
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Phase helps everyone understand existing and predicted future conditions under the current plan, provides an 

opportunity for the public to contribute local knowledge, and provides a basis for transition to needs for 

change and plan revision. 

 

The timeline to complete the assessment is one year from the May 2015 Public Notice.  For more information, 

interested people were invited to visit the Gila National Forest Plan Revision website 

(http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671) with links to guidance documents such as 2012 

Planning Rule and Final Directives.  Feel free to email gilaplan@fs.fed.us to ask questions, make comments, or 

to request or provide information. 

Small group discussions 
Karen Yori, meeting facilitator from Blue Earth Ecological Consultants, Inc., led the small group discussions 

session.  The audience was divided into groups of 5-8 people at each table.  Each person was given a green 

piece of paper (see Questionnaire form in Appendix C) with the following questions on it:  

 Question 1: For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and 

trends have you seen on the Gila? 

 Question 2: What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and 

what may be some of the opportunities in those areas?  

 

Each audience member was encouraged to take time (approximately 10-15 minutes per question) to write 

their responses on the green form.  It was suggested to audience members to focus on the assessment topics 

that were most important to them, and not get overwhelmed by all the topics.  It was stressed that the green 

sheets would be the record of their input that the planning team would use to consider incorporating into the 

draft assessment report.  After people were done writing, they were encouraged to share their observations 

with their table and have discussions for the time remaining.  A Gila National Forest employee was at each 

table in order to answer any questions, take notes, and to facilitate discussions.  Questions unable to be 

answered immediately by the table facilitator or during the break with other members of the planning team 

were written on blue cards for the core planning team to answer at a later date.  If there was enough time at 

the meeting location, each small group reported out discussion summaries.  The green forms were collected at 

the end of the meeting. 

Next Steps 
Matt Schultz, Forest Planner, outlined the next steps in the process.  The forms and other materials from the 

community meetings were posted on the Forest Plan revision website so if the audience members thought of 

something later, or knew someone that could not attend the meeting, those responses could be submitted 

electronically.  Audience members were encouraged to sign up for the Forest Plan Revision contact list to 

receive future updates on the process and learn about opportunities to be involved.  If organizations wished to 

have a Forest Plan Revision presentation at one of their meeting, they could schedule that with the core 

planning team.  The community meeting summaries and assessment input will be distributed to stakeholders 

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-05-18/pdf/2015-11911.pdf
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
http://www.fs.usda.gov/planningrule
http://www.fs.usda.gov/planningrule
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/planningrule/home/?cid=stelprd3828310
mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
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and planning team members for consideration for the draft assessment report. The Gila National Forest hopes 

to release the draft assessment report for feedback in mid-2016.  The draft assessment report will then be 

revised based on feedback. More community meetings will be held in 2016 to discuss assessment key findings 

and collaborate to determine needs-for-change to the current plan. Then the Gila National Forest will publish 

a notice of intent to revise the Forest Plan in the Federal Register, which will mark the beginning of the next 

phase of the process. 

 

Closeout 
Each District Ranger thanked everyone for attending and providing input for the Forest Plan Revision. 
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Assessment Input 
This section contains all the input, both positive and negative, received for the assessment.  The report 

provides a tremendous perspective of how users of the Gila National Forest value the Forest, how they use the 

Forest, how they understand Forest Service management, and how they see the Forest of the future.  All 

personally identifiable information has been removed from the input.  The input is arranged by meeting 

location in the chronological order that the meetings occurred.  Input received via letters and email is 

contained in the last section.  Individual comments from each location received a unique identifier with the 

initial of the location (e.g. “Q” for Quemado) followed by a sequential number to distinguish from other 

commenters.  The input has been transcribed to the best of our ability.  Lines and symbols on the forms were 

replicated where possible in Microsoft Word.  Italicized text in brackets [] provides any notes to the reader for 

clarity from the editor.  If there was not a response to one of the questions, [Blank] was recorded. Please 

email gilaplan@fs.fed.us (or send mail to Gila National Forest, Attn: Planning Team, 3005 E. Camino del 

Bosque, Silver City, NM 88061) if any corrections are needed.  Just the responses to Questions 1 and 2 are 

provided for ease of reading and to reduce document length.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including 

their number which are referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

 

Gila National Forest - Plan Revision 

Questionnaire 
 

 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current 

conditions and trends have you seen on the Gila? 

 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you 

mentioned, and what may be some of the opportunities in those areas?  

  

mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
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Quemado 
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Quemado on August 3rd from 5-7pm at the Quemado 

Consolidated School cafeteria. 

 
Small Group Discussions at the Community Meeting in Quemado 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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Q1 

 Question 1 Response: 

1. “Unauthorized (& sometimes authorized) cattle impacting riparian areas- & wilderness 

2. Cattle carcasses left out for months, causing wolves to scavenge, creating wolf –cattle conflicts. 

3. Less-than-strictest mitigation measures to avoid conflicts between grazing permittees & wolves (i.e. USFS 

should require timely carcass removal, allotment adjustment to avoid active dens, etc., when renewing 

grazing permits).   

4. I hope as part of the assessment USFS will re-evaluate which rivers & portions of rivers are appropriate for 

Wild & Scenic 

5. USER CREATED ROUTES ARE A PROBLEM.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“My overall concern is that USFS may be missing opportunities to use its vast discretion as an agency to really be 

a leader in conservation.  I understand that USFS is a multiple use agency, but there is a way for USFS to 

maintain or even increase (thru opportunities for ecotourism) the economic & social benefits of the forest while 

also increasing ecological stability & endangered species populations.  Be inspired by Yellowstone.  A vibrant, 

diverse ecosystem is also an economically stable community. 

Please look at economic & health studies about communities who are near Wilderness.  They are healthier, 

w/higher property value, etc.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q2 

 Question 1 Response: 

“Economic development should be higher priority than recreation 

Rural schools shrinking 

Everything has a place in the forest within limits.  Must balance multiple uses 

Grasslands are in poor condition.  Cooperative effort to restore grassland (agencies & land owners) will benefit 

cows and grazing wildlife. 

Contactors not being paid on time or in a manner that allows them to run a business” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Water better distributed across the landscape – reliable  

cleanup springs- Porcupine Springs – clean out w/backhoe 

Landowner-agency partnerships  →  for maintaining springs etc.  

YCC crews to maintain trails & infrastructure.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q3 

 Question 1 Response: 
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“#5 endangered species has had a huge impact on the forest.  Loging [Logging] was crippled, grazing was 

negatively impacted. 

#7 Benefits on the forest have been good for recreation, hunting, camping, hiking 

#8 In the last 20 years the multiple use of the forest is not as good at is used to be.  Regulation and endangered 

species is in my opinion the main reason for this trend.  (Changes on an allotment cannot be made without a 

new NEPA study even if it benefits the land.)  If regulation was not so stringent more decisions could be made on 

a local level benefiting land, cattle & people.” 

Question 2 Response: 

“#5 Some of my concerns with endangered species is using sound science 

#8 It seems like every year more regulation comes from the national level, often adversely affect local permitties 

[permittees].   

More control needs to be given to local forest service offices 

The amount of paper work for every project keeps the local forest employees from doing the work on the 

ground they need to.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q4 

 Question 1 Response: 

[assessment topic #8 circled] 

“8.   Clearing land for grazing use. 

1. terrian [sic – terrain?] control  

also roads need work” 

Question 2 Response: 

“Road Maintenance 

State Forestry how do they work with US Forestry – can they help with local” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q5 

 Question 1 Response: 

[Blank] 

Question 2 Response: 

“Road maintenance 

Erosion    problem 

  Addressing erosion w/ known techniques 

‘red tape’ issues – paperwork   less hostile attitudes 

Talking to people – help w/ range improvements 
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- Planning     ∆ how do business  

- Pre - project   local staff hands tied 

- ea    USFS, BLM, NRCS     facilitate grazing program 

- improving relationships w/ permittees 

conflicting            new residents/subdivisions 
  uses 

 
T&E   using sounds science 

8. Power   more power to local District  

seen as more responsive” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q6 

 Question 1 Response: 

[Blank except for assessment topics #2 and #8 circled.] 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q7 

 Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1,2, 3, 8, and 11 circled] 

“Wild Forest ! 

More grass for grazing +” 

Question 2 Response: 

“Grass, Allotment, Forest Cleanup ! Erosion Control, Water Deve [sic]” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q8 

 Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #8 circled] 

“-Multiple use 

-Economic development 

-over grown forest/woodlands 

-Poor removal of thinning and logging slash  

 too much logging debrie [debris] left ---creating additional fire hazard 

-Carbon Stock - what does that mean and why is it important to me?” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q9 
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 Question 1 Response:   

“Thinning –  beneficial 

   Good for economies/wildfire 

Favor of fire / “let burn” 

  But has inholdings 

 

Not enough economic recovery 

-From 60’s to present economics suffer in small rural areas 

-fire suppression hurts when things burn up and not used 

-need to supply more timber to provide adequate water. 

  -streams that used to have fish are now dry 

-too many elk and trees reduce number of livestock 

  -USFS get w/NMDGF to reduce elk #’s 

-restore grasslands will help (get rid of rabbit brush) 

-contracts & inspectors inefficient (cost contractors $). >  Can’t get paid 

  -never have seen a FS or BLM inspector 

-use local contractors 

-stricter requirements for grazing, allotment boundaries adjusted. 

-Feral cattle affecting riparian.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank]  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q10 

 Question 1 Response:   

“6. 

7. 

14. 

7. 

8.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Ranch (Multi Use) 

  Grazing fees into RBRB 

Arch clearance in timely manner! 

F.S. Trail and fences (w/our crews) 

Adm cost 2 labor lost is affecting F.S. ability to do range improvement work, trails, road mtnc. 

FS crews doing the work?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q11 

 Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 9, 14, and 15 circled] 

“Restore grasslands/reduce rabbit brush 
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Steer as much work/Pay to local communitys [communities] 

   Contractor + individual low + high pay” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Loss of  

Economic potential for small businesses  

too small local businesses 

Sell timber of all sizes 
(big stuff to be profitable to take small stuff) Being consistent 
*would create jobs 
Create the infrastructures  

Mills etc 
Help w/ schools 
Help w/ local business 
Take    care of   thinning 
Take   care of     Fire  
Take   “      “  water flow 

   Forest help 
Homes   

   Transmission Lines” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q12 

 Question 1 Response:   

“Equally important 1, 5, 6, 8, 14, 3, 4 

More ‘takings’ of riparian areas by using the ESA.   

Eventually the constant listing of endangered/threatened species 

  Listing will send us out of existence.  At what point will sound and tested science be a part of the listings  

The management has become top heavy ie. administration in DC which is not friendly to the local residents.  

Timber has been halted in the Gila which in turn destroyed the economy in Catron County and increased the fire 

risk which then puts the county at risk for devastating flooding. 

Smart management of the natural resources must be considered throughout the planning process.  ALL aspects - 

grazing, timber, recreation.  

Stop cowering to the special interest group.  The trend has been to take their opinion as fact and sound science 

and any science that disagrees whith the special interest is thrown out.   

The ecomonic impact to Catron County has been devestating yet the GNF continues to take more & more away.   

The Mexican Wolf Program needs an updated recovery plan. The 1982 is the only plan. 30+ years of failed 

recovery ???” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank]  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q13 

 Question 1 Response:   

“Piñon – Juniper incroachment [encroachment] – No efforts being made to address it 
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Lack of maint. on existing trails & roads.  They’re all going to hell in a handbasket” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Pinyon, Juniper – some ponderosa 

Tree clearing / thinning – Benefits =Range (Grass Improvements) 

   (more water!) 

Fire suppression, watershed improvements – Opportunities=  

enhanced grazing / grass management, monetary opportunities 

(contractors) –  

Improve maint. on existing high volume roads- drainages, water turners, etc.  Maintain & re-open tails! 

Benefits = Better access for all users! – Help on fire suppression 

Control erosion, reduce incidents of road “lateral expansion” and soil damage 

Area / Allotments are different!  Tailor solutions to Areas.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q14 

 Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response: 

 “2 many trees 

 2 many wolves *people cutting fences 

 Bio generator   *help develop industries to use the smaller diameter size trees and PJ as well as PP 

 2 many law suits 

 No industries to take the smaller diameter trees. 

 Don’t burn enough – least expensive option 

 Government economic waste (poor business model) 

 More local control” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q15 

Question 1 Response:   

“-Fish   Keep the 

-camping  fourst  [forest] 

-hiking   safe 

-hunting 

    Be safe 

Planting  with fire 

 

Keeping the fourst [forest] clear 

  

Sportsmen opportunity” 
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Question 2 Response: 

“-fire 

-cutting trees 

-Trash 

-Leaving fires on 

-No rain 

-shooting in private areas” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q16 

 Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #5 circled and #8 starred] 

“Most Important: #1,  2,  3,  5,  6,  7,  6,  8 

Trend: People from outside influencing what is done without knowing the local impacts on land and people, 

Trend: Forest & Range Health declining overstocked forests, Drought Impacts, wild fire, Invasion of pine & 

juniper on range & meadows. 

Trend: Lack of Mgt. of at risk species (wolf & spotted owl) & impacts on land & local people. 

Trend: To [Too] much oversight & regulation & red tape.  Timelines for decisions to [too] long. 

Trend: To [Too] much blame placed on livestock for resource degradation. Need to use best science & determine 

all impacts & disturbances on resources.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

1. “Look at other land Mgt agencies for Ideas & for opportunities for streamlining Planning, NEPA& 
Implementation.                 CE’s 

                                         
2. Make plan realistic, based on best science, with reasonable time line.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q17 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“How much affect will the trends of expanding control of resources by the various agencies of the National 

Government. 

 

Hunting and other outdoor activities (horseback riding, hiking& camping) are subject to control through Forest 

management.  What type of limitations are envisioned 

 Will access to private land continue to be as it exists today 

What limitations to grazing may be implemented in the new plan 

What degree of acceptance to Non local Groups will be awarded” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q18 

Question 1 Response:   
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“Sportsman Opportunity.      Opportunity 

 -hunting 

  -fishing 

  -camping 

Infrastructure 

More ROADS 

Easier process for fixing road. 

         SAFE  

Keeping 

Question 2 Response: 

Wolves having a negative  

  -pressure 

  - 

Controlled Burn _” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q19 

Question 1 Response:   

1. “Trees encrotchment [encroachment] 

Causing water spring + tanks to dry up 

Causing mono culter [monoculture] of pine or Juniper 

5. Wolves are causing my cow to be at risk 

Spotted owl are hindering management 

  

Give the power back to the allotment owners 

 -solve the forest getting sued – problem” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Bring in biogenereater [biogenerator] 

  peleting [pellet]plant to clean up Juniper trees” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q20 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #6 starred] 

“-More & more wolves 

-shut off of rivers etc from livestock 

-lack of cooperation in maintaining roads 

-possible expansion of Wilderness 

-Using fire to be the ultimate forest restoration instead of using forest for financial gain 

#6*  

  More local control of forest” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“L” 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q21 

Question 1 Response:   

“Fixing government trails (infrastructure) 

Fix some existing roads 

Clean up fire damage (timber) thinning 

Reseeding fire damage areas 

No wolf recovery plan 

(more communication) 

Illegal wood cutting 

Tank cleaning  NEED to be dirt” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Illegal wood cutting – Leo [LEO – Law Enforcement Officer] – more presence 

Road closures – existing US. New road made beside existing (closed) road 

Allotment rotation – these things have not worked. Don’t know 

Existing water use (ie) (water source fenced off.) 

Take fences down so all can use water source 

Fire damage – private contractors bid on thinning etc. 

Reseeding burned areas 

Juniper piñon enchroment [encroachment] thinning 

Fixing government trails ycc crews 

Tank cleaning without all red tape 

Quit sucking up to environmental groups 

Do whats best for the Forest Service 

--More local control in FS office” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q22 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3-8, and 13 circled] 

 “MAJOR TREND – LOCAL USFS INPUT IS GETTING LESS & LESS IMPORTANT &TOP-DOWN DECISION-MAKING IS 

BEING IMPOSED 

 A TREND TOWARDS TOO MUCH WEIGHT GIVEN TO NATIONAL (NON-STAKEHOLDER) INPUT & NOT ENOUGH 

LOCAL (STAKEHOLDER & USFS ON-THE-GROUND KNOWLEDGE & EXPERIENCE)” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“3. CONCERNED WITH FAILURE TO REALISTICALY & EFFECTIVELY DEAL W/HAZARDOUS FUELS REDUCTION 
    CONCERNED W/GIANT WILDFIRES.  CWPP HAD BEEN INGNORED! 
4. FOREST FIRES &FIRES-USE FIRES &PRESCRIPTION FIRES-NEVER PROVIDE ESTIMATES OF CARBON (&OTHER) 

DUMPED INTO ATMOSPHERE 

5. USFS IS NOT CONSIDERING ACTUAL VS FEAR-BASED RESPONSE TO ENDANGERED SPECIES. E.G. US FWS 

WOULD ALLOW MUCH MORE LOGGING IN SPOTTED OWL PACS. 
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6. MY CONCERN W/ECON. IS THAT THE COUNTY MY GO BROKE BEC. OF CUMULATIVE IMPACTS – IT WON’T 

AFFECT THE USFS SO THOSE IMPACTS ARE MINIMIZED.   

7. LOGGING! IT USED TO BE A GREAT BENEFIT & NOW THE INDUSTRY HAS ALL BUT BEEN DESTROYED.  

USFA/GILA KEEPS SAYING THERE’S NO $ AVAILABLE BUT COME ON - FOR 28 YEARS? ([Reserve District 

Ranger] SAYS THEY’VE PUT OUT LOTS OF CONTRACTS BUT IF SO, WHERE ARE THE MILLS? THE TIMBER 

RELATED INDUSTY?) 

3.  SPEEDY SALVAGE OPPORTUNITIES AFTER FIRES– THROUGHOUT THE BURN NOT JUST ALONG THE ROADS 

 $HOW DOES USFS GET MORE $” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q23 

Question 1 Response:   

“#5 – Impacted activities on forest – negatively 

#7 – good form Rec. perspective – hunting, camping etc. 

--wants public input on forest decisions- would think it would benefit the forest & free the F.S. from stifling, 

red tape 

--Infrastructure problems – maintaining existing infrastructure is a problem 

--concerns for water resources 

--Concerns w/ timing & efficiency of F.S. / National processes – takes too long to get projects implemented 

-- non- governmental organizations - hold too much sway over actions of Fed. Govt.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“My main concern is that many of the issues/condition/trends are dictated by Fed. Legislation (NEPA, NHPA, 

ESA, Etc.) We could devise many schemes as to how to streamline process, though ultimately it would take an 

act of congress to get these amended. 

- Funding Availability –  

- Allow partners to take action where possible  

- Sinage [Signage] – ‘please close gate’ 

- Law enforcement 

- Allow public access to forest products for activities not directly related (e.g. fuelwood gathering, in TSI areas,    

              etc.) 

- NEPA – get tied into a particular decision – Have to wait years to change Decision –  
       Some range decisions are being written for adaptive management maybe revisit EA decision 

- Wallow Fire Rehab 

- Infrastructure concerns – maintenance 
Loss of economic opportunities & ways to change this 

         -Bringing in private industry to handle some of these issues” 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q24 

Question 1 Response:   

- “Lack of maintenance of improvements & roads” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“-increased PJ encroachment 
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  -meadows disappearing 

  -thinning partnerships 

  -fuelwood opportunities” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q25 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 6, 7, 9, and 11 circled] 

“#2 Concerns of water table 

#9 Concerns of our use of the forest for recreation, also of wood cutting that helps with wildfires 

#11 Concerns of the abuse of trails, Campgrounds.  Maybe more Law inforcement [enforcement]. 

#5 endangered species as long as they are not a threat to people and there [their] animals.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Should let more people cut wood in heavy areas.  Clearing trees help with water table & more grass land. 

Law inforcement increased. 

BLM & forest Service cut and burn – individuals could utilized the wood 

Don’t let the wolves out!” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q26 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 8, 9, and 11 circled] 

“6/9/8/11 economic development opportunities  

How can these three tie together to create economic opportunity to Catron county residents 

  ie – development of Quemado lake 

   -shorline day sits 

   -swimming (catron has nowhere to swim) 

  -Bio fuel use for commercial production 

  -Managed eco – tourism 

  -Trail development and restoration & mapping 

   -make the gila more welcoming & user friendly to visitors – thus-encouraging more visitors 

  -water  

   Repair water access for wildlife (ie: tanks& trick tanks)” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q27 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #8 circled] 

“Can we shoot wolves yet  

Increase cattle permit/ 

Well drilling” 
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Question 2 Response: 

“Stuck in a certain allotment number/cattle permit. 

Nepa should be more organized” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q28 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #5, 7, 8, 9, 14 dashed and #11 circled] 

“Lack of maintenance of roads & trails. 11 

Illegal wood cutting Land use 

Thinning junipers 

Not enough economic development – improving watersheds 

Reduce elk 

Contractors – local – payments not being made on time 

Ferrel [Feral] cattle – need to do something about them. 

Water access for livestock & wildlife 

Better trails, thinning 

     (improvement) 

Less government oversight –  

Non governmental organizations – get rid of” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Roads- Find more money to repair roads 

Please shut gate signs 

 

Illegal Wood cutting –  

Increase your law enforcement  

Money is an issue but, so is the welfare of the people 

At risk species –  

No more releasing of cubs or wolves of any shape or form 

Logging- allow private industries to come in and thin out” 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q29 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response: 

 “Cultural/SHPO stymies activities to do the activities to fix issues on the ground. 

 NGO’s – litigation 

For some of issues not sure what or how to fix/address concerns of such things as  access 
            Getting work done 
            Complexity w/law/lit 



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 23  

            Funding 
 

Good opps to remove wood after burns – figure out how to be agile to react &respond to those situations 

 = Economic potential  

      Resource  
 

ESA – sound science/involve universities” 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q30 

Question 1 Response:   

“Trends:       - 2 track roads – ATV/user roads / wood cutters 

  Less resources, funding 

  Plan for stakeholders to blade roads & fix 

long standing agreement 

   Trust to allow partners to help us w/roads. 

T&E species –  

Wood cutters not respecting land – cutting fences, cutting illegally.  Drive everywhere” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q31 

 [response provided on a separate piece of paper] 

  “Wood cutting access/and ease of access  

 Water and use /decreasing water table  

 Grazing rights over all back to local 

 Endangered species ie wolfs [wolves], grizzley’s  [grizzlies] 

 Owls and owl pacs how it effects grazing. 

 NEPA!? In grazing to [too] much 

 Would like to see more local control over Forest  

 Two [too] much red tape/oversite communities/etc to make a decision in a timely manner for local 

businesses folks i.e. ranchers 

 Would like to see better management of the forest concerning timber and fire management.  Need to utilize 

Ranching resources to assist in more and better management.  

 To [too] much money in lobbying (→Non Gov. organizations) resulting in mismanagement of the forest at 

Washington level. 

 Ever decreasing economic opportunities for local folks to make a better and substantial living and to support 

just living in the country.” 
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Glenwood 
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Glenwood on August 4th from 10am to 12pm at the 

Glenwood Elementary School. 

 
Glenwood Elementary School sign advertising the Community Meeting on the Assessment Phase in Glenwood 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G1 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #8, 9, 14 and 15 circled with the notation “over arching on all these topics” near #8] 

“Existing designated areas- particularly designated areas, same as “protected areas” meaning higher, levels of 

restriction, influence most of the other areas of assessment.  Most of my comment, therefore, will deal with the 

impacts of wilderness, in this comment.  More may follow on-line. 

-Current conditions- wilderness areas in the GNF currently have the worst reputation for conditions & usage.  As 

wilderness acreage has increased, water-shed quality has decreased.  Furthermore, economic conditions, in the 

surrounding counties, Catron Co. in particular, which are for the large part Federally Dependent counties, has 

correspondingly been negatively impacted by the increase in wilderness areas & deteriorated conditions.  

Furthermore, the benefits people obtain decrease & uses narrow as wilderness expands.  Game, fish & t&e 

species decline and more species become at-risk.  They MUSY act is less of the governing law and traditional 

uses (cattle grazing, logging, mining) are no longer permitted. *Therefore I would say overall, decision making 

must first comply with seminal laws governing Forest use, ie. Organic Act, NFMA, MUSY etc.  

-Trend –regarding topic 15: More & more land –uses & access, are being restricted.  Congress is more & more 

inclined to ‘protect land’ 

-as Fed agencies sometimes do not recommend. I would like the FS to stress musy w/ congress, in an honest 

way. 

-Fire & Fuel management needs to be an assessment topic.  The entire SF watershed is negatively impacted. 

 

Topic 14 (landownership & use) 

-Current Condition- Parcels up the San Francisco have been purchased with the supposed purpose of saving for 

recreational access, which has the opposite effect.  Actually this land in the Devil’s Creek IRA, makes this land 

have more potential for meeting Wilderness criteria. 

-Trend – owners along this San Fran have been approached & cajoled to sell in this riparian area, and others.  

Little by little, these purchases decrease property values (by restricting access) until the owner gives up.  This is 

bullying and making a “Kings Forest” out of our Federal Lands.  Again, make law-ful decisions according to 

NFMA, MUSY, etc. Seems like ESA, or other laws trump the multiple use  

 

Use valid scientific, objective science.  Not value driver- ‘soft” science,’” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“(Incorporated within Discussion Question 1) 

 

( 

Use GNF for economic reasons. 

Provide economic opportunity 

  -Keep youth in our community  

hire them 

  -stop re-introductions of Apex-predators 

  -lower restrictions of Natural Resources 

Follow the intention of the Forest. Provide for 
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Provide    Timber (built & maintained roads) 

Maintain   watersheds 

FS causes climate change when forest burn.  The eco-systems are degraded & can’t follow successive-levels so 

they burn & do not capture carbon. 

Revisit 1996 (or thereabouts) revision suggested [by] AZ-NM regarding Goshawk, MSO, etc.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G2 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3 (7), 6 (1), 7 (2), 8 (3), 11 (6), 14 (4) and 15 (5) circled with numbers in parentheses beside 

them] 

“Topic 

6).  Catron County has had a significant negative impacts to the social, cultural and economic conditions due to 

management decisions on the forest. 

Current condition: low levels of wood product harvesting; reduced livestock grazing; declining tourism due 

to reduced recreation opportunity.   

This condition has led to high unemployment, increased substance abuse, spousal abuse, juvenile 

delinquency, suicide, reduced county tax revenue, increased poverty  

Trend: continued decline. 

7). Current Condition: Benefits people obtain have been declining due to management decision i.e. fuel wood 

gathering, trail and road access.  

Trend: Continued declining condition 

8). Current Condition: There has been a decline in multiple uses with more of an emphasis on single issues. 

Trend: Litigation and regulations are continuing restrictions on multiple use.” 

14). Current condition: Decline in private property in the county; conversion of ranch properties to subdivision. 

Trend: Increased targeting of private property acquisition. 

15). Current Condition: Wilderness designation has resulted in decreased access for multiple use and restrictions 

on recreational access by the elderly and handicapped.   

Trend: Increased push for wilderness designation 

11). Current Condition: Trails and roads are in poor condition 

Trend: Continued decline 

7).  Current Condition: Management guidelines through the forest plan have contributed to increased tree stand 

densities that has increased fire frequency and intensity and post fire flooding and water quality 

degradation. 

Trend: Continued decline in forest conditions impacting native species, human populations and decline in 

the natural mosaic.”  

 

Question 2 Response: 

“For all concerns the forest needs to return to a more multiple-use management attitude.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G3 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics # 6, 8, 9, 10, and 11 circled] 
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“6&9 Economy (1) Livestock =tax base that is important to counties 

Logging: Rocky Mountain Station scientist Gary Synder ‘Reserve logging Dist can log 37 million board 

foot per annum.’ Need to log more. 

Logging in Region 3 Forest use to pay USFS cost. Did not cost Tax payer!!! Access for all!! With integrity!!!  

Good for economy. Hikers, OHV, etc. Catwalk 

 

10 Energy & minerals – Catron has a wealth of minerals. We can extract with integrity and respect to 

environment!! Economy!!!  

11 We need our Forest trails repaired.  We need the accessto see the Gila.” 

Question 2 Response: 

“Please revisit the six points I circled.   

Economy 

 

Multiple Use 

 

Science Not special Interest opinions.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G4 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Logging – bring it back 

Job opportunities – hire locals 

Cat. Co. should be richest co. in state but can’t because too restricted 

 

Organic, NFMS, MUSY Act 

FS attitude shift to 2 primary purposes 

Back to seminal laws 

Carbon storage vs-fire vs-timber harvesting (carbon still stored) 

Younger trees store more carbon 

Grassland restoration 

If we don’t do anything but go back & include – alternative was submitted in the 90’s 

-get people back out in the field doing the real work 

 Use AWSA data” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G5 

Question 1 Response:   

“Forest management   

-road conditions 

-thinning, logging projects – need to be more bring jobs back to the community.  Get families working. 
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Logging  →  will make our forest healthier.  Doesn’t take someone with a degree to know that!!! 

Grazing  →  with the right management will also make our forests healthier. LISTEN to your local ranchers they 

know more about these areas then you do. 

 

Elk populations damage more rangeland then cattle.  Do something for once and get off your butts.  All forest 

service people do is sit in the office or ride around in trucks.  Go out meet the locals and learn from them.   

The community is falling to pieces get out there re-open the catwalk bring back logging and give our 

communities a chance to get back on their feet.  Think about our future generations from every angle.  If 

ranchers have been here for longer then 10 yrs. then listen to them they know more about how the ecosystems 

work then [than] someone fresh out of college.”   

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Bring jobs to our community thinning & logging, grazing.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G6 

Question 1 Response:   

“Wilderness areas – Why do we need to designate more areas? 

How will that BENEFIT the communities and future generations.  The wilderness areas are not healthy at 

all.  The forests are Too Thick!!!! Get your fire crews to do thinning jobs and build rundown fences.   

At-risk species- Make sure the species wont affect the locals.   

Private land is healthier then [than] our forests.  Learn from the people who are taking care of private land.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G7 

Question 1 Response:   

“Poor consistant [consistent]Ranger District management – since being in Gila from1963 to present 2015 it has 

been very noticeable that each ranger/Forester has their own personal agenda! Socorro, Catron, Grant, Serria 

[Sierra] as well as the Arizona Districts! 

Trails for all modes of travel not maintained  

8/poor fire management – what has happened to fire control at night 

7/13/6 Fuel wood access – better use of areas for thinning and cattle grazing and mining  

Catwalk access -                                                     us & them 

Quit throwing our tax dollars away.  The USFS is the hired help – earn your money or move down the road, turn 

off the computer and get into the woods!!” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Do not follow Agenda 21 

Recognize RS2477 roads 

Promote more grazing 

Recreation access all the wilderness line 
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No buffer zones    rebuild local trails 

Support local business – bring USFS trucks to cafe” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G8 

[assessment topics # 1, 2, and 15 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Existing designated areas, and the need and opportunity for additional designations like recommended 

wilderness, and recommended wild & scenic rivers.  Change circumstances on the Gila River from proposed 

damming and diversion; should conduct a new Wild and Scenic inventory.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Designate new areas such as Research Natural Areas, potential new Wilderness, potential Wild & Scenic Rivers, 

and in so doing address road system and decommission appropriate routes.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G9 

Question 1 Response:   

“7.  Benefits people obtain from the Gila. 

A chance to go to places for recreation and to learn about a different place.  The terrain, the vegetation, the 

land use.  Hiking in the daytime and enjoying the night skies. 

 

6. Utilizing resources to attract tourist dollars to support local economies.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“As an advocate for the Cosmic Campground I am concerned about maintaining in the natural night sky for 

astronomy, as a place to teach students of all ages the benefits of having this space in perpetuity.”   

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G10 

Question 1 Response:   

“San Francisco river corridor is improving where livestock excluded  

Uplands continue stressed from grazing 

Animals harmed by hunting and rancher desire for sterile range  

Recreation use contains a benefit that is non-economic  

spiritual recharge   

Trails need more maintenance 

OHV use roads not trails” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Friendly information for dayhikers to locate land without cattle, resting pastures 

Better trailhead register boxes, mouseproof 

Grass ID info” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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G11 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics # 6, 7, and 11 circled] 

“1.  Flash flood management! 

6.&12  cultural signage for sites of importance & ‘do not remove’ 

7.   Benefits = peace, quiet, beauty, exposure to wild places. Large spaces to walk & ride freely. 

8.  Outfitters take hunters & tourists & provide income as fees & in villages before & after packtrips 

9.  Recreation = visitors center needed in Glenwood for information USFS cannot post if commercial. Or can 

they? 

11.  Trail maintenance needed in Glenwood area so safe for horses. Trails need to loop. Nowhere to send 

tourists (USFS has been responsive to my reports of impassible places on Gold Dust for [indecipherable].) 

14.  Does USFS buy back grandfathered lands where possible to incorporate back into wilderness or Forest? 

9.  ‘Easy, moderate, difficult, user trails’ information needs to be more easily accessible by general public with 

trail grade marked.  sign- in books- at trail heads. 

6.  Economic- firewood.  I am told that cutting firewood is more difficult than it used to be.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“-information for general public needs to be better disseminated – what’s open, what’s not. 

-trail maintenance= train volunteers – use Back Country Horseman 

-grade trails for users” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G12 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics # 1, 2, 3, 9, and 11 dashed, and 13 and 15 with arrows] 

1.  “Post-fire recovery monitoring and encouragement 

2. [indecipherable] update- esp. trail location changes, also signage 

3. Trail head sign –ins are important to record [indecipherable] and safety 

4. > snowpack concern 

5. Missed opportunities for wild & scenic designation of Gila & San Francisco 

6. MOST IMPORTANT: endangerment of Gila River by proposed AWSA diversions –please GNF weigh in on this! 

Take a stand to protect the river” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

1. “More money for forest jobs – 

signage 

trail maintenance 

Updating wilderness maps 

2.  [indecipherable] GNF database from the AWSA – Make [indecipherable] 

1. recruit volunteers from local colleges for trail crews- WNMU, Dona Ana Community College, NMSU 

3.  See other side  

Thanks!” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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G13 

[assessment topics # 6, 9, and 11 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

- “More access to public & current info on what can be used. 

- -Bad changes for local economy 

-lack of tourism & recreation 

-lack of access because of fires – for hunting 

-Game is plentiful but access is poor (roads & trails) 

     -Campground hosts done away with caused some people not to come anymore 

  -felt safety with hosts 

  -trail abused by ATV’s 

-Timely reconstruction of infrastructure is needed 

Gila Newsletter to get out to communities. 

Maps to give out at local stores etc., so people have current information.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“-Get children out into the forest & nature 

-Trail maintenance (infrastructure) 

  -use volunteers to help maintain trails 

-Disseminate information to public for trail access 

  -how do we do better at this? 

-Designate more wilderness & other special areas” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G14 

Question 1 Response:   

“Recreation- economic effects 

  ATV riding restricted due to lack of maintenance  

  Burro Mtn homestead losing $; loss of revenue   

  Mtn biking, CDT 

Poor shape of trails 

  Closing roads due to wood cutters 

  Incorrect maps; problem for visitors 

50” rule for ATV ridiculous → doesn’t allow for side by side (which is 60”) 

Economic data (survey) 

B.A. #6, #8, #9 #10, 11 

represent economy for Catron Cty 

Reductions in AUM not due to science 

Cattle important to Catron economy 

Gary Snyder  →37 million linear board ft w/o damage per annum 

Paid the bill for Forest Service 

Improve watershed, fire danger 

Waste of resource → Douglas fir falling on ground 

Work back to logging industry → localized, small mills employing 25-30 people  
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(not  

today’s technology 

Infrastructure → to see the Gila (trails)      hunting.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G15 

Question 1 Response:   

1. “One big mess 

2. Drying up 

3. Under use of forage 

4. Complete foolishness 

5. More government more risk 

6. Terrible 

7. Government jobs with no work 

8. Private business will use the land and make it better 

9. Someone will come & give a ticket 

10. Should be put to use 

11. Shamefull [Shameful] 

12. None 

13. No one listens 

14. Land is owned by the people not F.S. 

15. Too many –don’t need more” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“The conditions keep getting worse & more federal employees doing nothing but shutting the people out.  There 

are plenty of private jobs to be had with timber if they wasn’t studied to death & let them go to work for what 

they could & market would decide what sells” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G16 

Question 1 Response:   

“3  Extremely late on fire prevention  

 Thinning & grazing will cut down on fuel 

8  Land of Many Uses (seems to be less & less) ability to use 

11  trail in Gila are almost no [non] existant” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Get out of the office and off the computer & get to work 

What happened to LAND OF MANY USES” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G17 
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Question 1 Response:   

Not using rangelands intensely enough.  Need higher stocking rates and higher utilization rates.  Leaving 60% of 

forage increases fire danger and decreases health of plants- decadence 

Utilization of 40% or less does not encourage use of rougher country.  Easy country gets hit to 40% before 

rougher country gets touched. 

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G18 

Question 1 Response:   

2. “Air soil & water 

Natural night sky – good now good in past 

-Lack of snow pack now and more in the future will impact the forest 

6 + 7 Ecotourism is a potentially source of local economic growth 

3. Natural processes  

 -Climate is warming – changing plant and animals that occupy the forest 

9.  need night sky viewing – encourage ecotourism” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

3. “The forest service can write a letter supporting the application for the cosmic campground to receive a [an] 

International Dark Sky Designation.  The letter only needs to state the forest service will not install 

unshielded lights on the 8 acres in the NEPA study.  The dark sky Designation will be a huge boost for 

tourism” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G19 

Question 1 Response:   

“Multiple uses 

Several things need to put the fire crews on thinning projects and let us use our natural resources such as 

logging and grazing so maybe our younger generation can get a job in their home town 

I wish the locals could run there [their] forest 

Listen to the locals” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“We need to use our natural resources 

Make some jobs for our younger generations 

Let the local people run our forests the way they want to” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

G20 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 9, and 11 circled] 
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1. “ATV riding has been restricted because of maintenance of trails.  Many trails washed out or ignored for 

maintenance. 

2. Trails are poorly marked, many outsiders coming for recreation are confused. The maps are out dated. 

3. Vary seldom do we see crews working on trails 

4. According to previous maps, loop rides are being cut out because of proposed trails being closed. 

5. The issue of 50” trails is of great concern.  Many senior citizens ride side by side 60” ATV’s and would be 

shut out of the Forest for riding. 

6. Trails being closed cause loss of revenue to businesses; and county.  This Forest (Gila) is well known for ATV 

riding.  Loss of trails would shut out people coming here to enjoy this Forest.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“I am concerned we will lose the Forest to special interest groups and the public will have no access to the 

Forest.  The trend seems to be going that way.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Reserve 
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Reserve on August 4th from 5 to 7pm at the Catron County 

Fairgrounds. 

 
Small Group Discussions at the Community Meeting in Reserve 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R1 

Question 1 Response:   

“Litigation – results that actually impact species that it’s trying to protect – (not following science so habitat 

concern through overly protecting from lit [litigation] (fencing, exclusion) 

 Human impact is bad, but taking it all away is having negative effects on habitat & associated species. e.g. 

warm water species – reduced due to change of habitat + more shade ↓ warm species habitat. 

CUMYA 

Expression of needing to understand & commonality 

ranching & hunting = industry ↑ in Catron county. Ranching is a family generation & community tradition 

‘Ailing Gila Wilderness’” 

Question 2 Response: 

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R2 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Species & Habitat being destroyed – grazing (removal) 

o Warm water fisheries 

o Ranching may not impact habitat 

o All human impact is not bad – removing human impact may be increasing diversity 

o Verde River Study  

Not all the science is being considered – one sided 

 Want a forest to recreate need the timber and ranchers 

 Need a common interest – need to build on  

 Ranching & hunting – industry is important → families practicing their culture  

 Logging, thinning, and grazing – important –industry  

- ↘ Tradition 

 Slow down development 

 Siltation of drainages 

 Flooding post fire may not always be bad 

 ↘ Flood water can dissipate.”  

Question 2 Response: 

“What could we do? 

 Fire restrictions/closures to protect natural resources.  

 Science comes from universities based on what 

 More wilderness results in larger fires 

 Access to forests”  
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R3 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

Question 2 Response: 

“I don’t know what the Forest Service can do. Would like to see some sort of chart or guidelines to see what can 

be addressed by the forest service so suggestions can be applied and created according to what can be 

realistically accomplished.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R4 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

Question 2 Response: 

“PJ Products – Power plant – Biomass plant to produce electric to power mill and town. 

 Increase demand & infrastructure to get product out.  

 Complete economic analysis. Look at some of the Indian Reservations as examples. For ecosystem health. 

 Look at use of herbicides to reduce juniper re-sprouting  

Game Management  

 FS coordinate with state to manage big game more intensively to save more forage for cattle grazing. Tell 

game & fish elk are exceeding utilization (over – grazing)” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R5 

Question 1 Response:   

“FPR team needs to talk directly with the State (Santa Fe) to coordinate management (animal, grass)” 

Example: Better management of elk herds – offer an either sex tags – help manage the herds. 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R6 

Question 1 Response:   

“1 – PJ invasion –  

– Management in our timber – forest health has decreased –  

→Lack of management in timber resources 

type of management not working on the landscape 

 – implement more logging  

3 – Increase of large fires – due to timber not being managed – amount of fuels we have now is greater 
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New age CCC – put people to work  

Timber industry disappeared – community suffered  

Need to use the material (trees) instead of just waste it.  

Grasslands are being invaded to PJ, becoming more wood lands. Pondo pine is becoming more thick – forest is 

unhealthy. I would like to see more fuelwood areas, sales - more fuelwood areas.  

State & the forest need to talk more/managing for two different results” 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Need to have people more dependent on their own self  

 Employ those people to do work (New program – instead of welfare) 

 Economically feezable [feasibility] study to see if we could use the material.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R7 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 3, 6, and 11 circled] 

“Topic 1 

1 – PJ invasion grasslands 

2 – Decrease forest health due to type of management.  

Topic 3 

3 – Size increase in wildfires 

4 – Fuels on ground more than ever had – Also due to how we manage 

Infrastructure Topic 11 

 Trails – in poor shape – put unemployed people to work.  

Topic 6 

 Decrease in logging caused (decline in forest infrastructure) local community to become more dependent on 

government financial aid programs.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – Implement more logging → will require more funding due to lack of industry. Use local community work 

force.  

2 – Treat invading PJ in grassland areas that have become woodlands. Make sure do not limit how we can treat 

possible use of herbicide – alligator juniper – more fuelwood. 

3 – Utilize material.  

4 – Need to develop infrastructure on forest to make it economically feasible to accept/process amount of 

PJ/timber that needs to be removed in management.  

5 – Management of big game need coordination between state & federal. Ex. Offer either sex tags. Increase 

amount of tags.  
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6 – Forest can set maximum capacity for elk – too many AUM of elk on forest so need to reduce elk herd to a 

manageable.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R8 

Question 1 Response:   

“2 – Natural night sky is excellent – will continue for the future 

  Snow pack is decreasing or gone – this impacts riparian areas and wildlife 

9 – Need to develop Eco-Tourism  

  Natural night sky can be a big draw  

Cat walk out of service – cosmic campground will help  

6 – Need to provide income and good jobs for locals, visitors dollars make a big difference  

Need to limit ATVs so that they don’t destroy the land” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Encourage visitor spending for recreation in Gila National Forest  

The Gila Forest should do an assessment of the natural night sky” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R9 

Question 1 Response:   

“Wilderness and the ADA 

Road issues and spotted PACs 

Lumber industry – forest overgrown 

Effort by Forest Service for WUI – thinning certain areas of forest → Luna 

Riparian / water resources → water can’t get through it  

  Overgrown/ Eutrophication  

  Impoundments (natural/artificial) 

New Priorities –  

Observations → 

Logging restrictions → 300 ft. from the road (difficulties with access) 

  Opportunities → more/larger fuel wood areas 

Travel management rule →” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R10 

Question 1 Response:   

“Use of resources to draw tourists to the Gila National Forest to enjoy recreation and support the local 

economy. 

One survey doesn’t make a decision. Use of sources for multiple uses. Washes silting up need heavy water to 

clean them.”  
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Question 2 Response:   

“FS can make the effort to talk to the public about their concerns.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R11 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #8 circled] 

“Logging has declined 3 mills in local area are gone.  

Logging lots have declined  

School enrollment has drastically declined both in Reserve and Quemado. 2nd largest  

Forest is afraid of lawsuits 

Log big trees because there is no money to be made cutting little trees” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R12 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Provide – Access  

Provide Access to adequate amounts of fuel wood” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R13 

Question 1 Response:  

[assessment topics #1, 4, and 11 circled]  

“Programs with logging – multiple uses, benefits from Gila, social/cultural/economic conditions – shutting down 

timber affected all of these.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Work & Personnel  

Multiple uses → Establish more fuel wood cutting areas – more & larger 

              → Disseminate information more effectively  

              → Allow more timber sale 

Infrastructure/land use – maintain adequate access across the forest”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R14 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Work – designate larger areas for wood cutting  
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Thin overgrown forest 

Road closures”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R15 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #9 and 11 circled]  

“Impact of Wallow Fire  

Flooding – people get stuck – trails washed out  

trails are being closed to recreation – road closures - people with disabilities act  

Overgrown forest”  

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – Overgrown dense forests contribute to extended forest fires threatening homes on private property.  

2 – Closing roads to public use with motorized vehicles inhibits access by elderly & handicapped seniors who are 

not able to access the area by foot.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R16 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 9, and 11 circled]  

“Forest overgrown lack of logging 

Logging provides employment 

Roads being closed, limits recreation in the forest”  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R17 

[assessment topic #1 dashed]  

Question 1 Response:   

“There are” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R18 

Question 1 Response:   

“- Questioning science – are we looking at all the science?  

      Are we looking objectively?  

      What is the “best” available science? 
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- Obstacles increasing (Obstacles to ranching) – 

- Logging (↓) decreasing – Hunting (↑) increasing – hunting and ranching are all they have 

- Hostile attitudes toward ranching have increased 

*Riparian conditions ↓/time of concentration ↑ 

   Ex. Dry Bly [Blue?] 

  Relation  

The wilderness designation & where the fires start  

Grassland invasion  

Wasting of resources 

Eutrophication of water sources – esp. tanks – need to hold H2O  

Not that hard to clean out = need to deal with  

debris in” 

Question 2 Response:   

“What can the forest service do? 

It’s impossible  

Forest closures when fire conditions warrant it. 

‘Science’ directly from universities  

        ↘ Agendas in the science not unbiased  

CBD U of A from  

Really afraid of another Wallow  

  Importance of roads as firefighting tool 

Issues w/ – carbon dioxide as ‘bad’ greenhouse gas 

needed for photosynthesis” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R19 

[assessment topics #3, 7, 9, and 11 circled]  

Question 1 Response:   

“1 – The most disturbing trends are closing the NF roads to American public. The majority of the Americans 

cannot hike or ride horses. The NF will only be open to the elite few. Much of the forest will never be accessed 

by people. What value is a NF that people will view.  

2 – Another disturbing trend is not allowing wood cutters to drive more than 300 ft. off a road to load up wood. 

Very few if any people will pack wood out. The wood will rot on the ground and cause fire hazard. 

3 – The 300 ft. rule for hunters packing game out.  

We enjoy  

Animal Unit Month AUM” 

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – The majority if not all the Americans will not have access to our NF. What value are our NF to us if no one or 

an elite few will ever view our NF.  

*Keep the existing roads open 
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2 – There will be more fire hazards. More Bear Wallow experiences. Dead wood needs to be removed. 

*Designate areas for wood cutters to clear out 

3 – The more wilderness areas the more chance of Wallow Fire experience.  

4 –  There is no scientific evidence to close a specific road. *Each road needs positive proof to be closed. Rules & 

studies super imposed on roads in Gila NF are not backed by valid scientific evidence.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R20 

[assessment topics #1, 2, 7, and 9 circled]  

Question 1 Response:   

“Riparian areas – Neglect  

Recreation – Why is forest svc so negative to guest, campers, hunters? 

Benefits – Forest Service is making it hard to derive economic benefit” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R21 

Question 1 Response:   

“If not for ranchers, loggers, and people who make their living from the forest, we would not have a forest. 

In my experience and personal observation, excluding cattle from riparian areas has not produced any good 

results. There are fewer species than ever before. This has not worked and should change.  

Designating species as endangered has been counter-productive because it is not about protecting species. It is 

about control & money.”  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R22 

[assessment topics #1, 6, 11, and 15 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

“What is condition? 

   trend? 

 risk? 

Forest is overstocking of trees 

Trees generate to  

Gotten worse the amount of trees, trees encroached  

Too much carbon build up 

Damage of fires is increasing, possibly causing health & smoke issues 

Elk numbers are increasing, too many! 
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People have more than their AUM of elk on property 

What is the capacity of elk & other game. 

Permittees want a better balance → they are feeding the elk  

Recreation: Camping on my tank. Forest enforcement of cleanup. Educate & presence on forest 

Multiple uses: Trending toward recreation with less logging and ranches” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Forest Sup/FLT Band together to change the laws that they know their public need to change 

Log & clear cut, thinning needed 

Manage employees so you cannot let forest employees  

Trust between FS & public - let us get together more”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R23 

Question 1 Response:   

“4 – Timber way too thick.  

More controlled burns.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Overstocked of timber makes for bad fire danger, a lot more thinning should be done. Do some brush pushing 

& chaining.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R24 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“FS cut #’s in cattle / numbers need to be kept up  

elk & brush killing cattle numbers 

Pine areas – move boundaries back to original areas 

 Clear cut grasslands 

 Thin remaining areas 

 Juniper pushes 

How people access FS gates / FS employee hunting 

 Don’t block roads in the first place 

 H-V saddle – 2/3 gate 10 miles of road behind gate 

 FS people have access but no one else 

 Rules should be the same / no fire excuse 

 Should be trust between the FS & the public  

↘Some of the FS employees 

Public / local FS community doesn’t integrate with the community.  

 Causes a lot of problems 
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 Was better when we had timber contracts / & pushes”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R25 

Question 1 Response:   

“Topics 1, 6, 7, 8, & 9 

Trend: Increase in elk populations are not sustainable. NMGFD needs to be involved with GNFPR & game (elk) 

population goals. This is a vital part of forest plan revision that needs considered. 

Topics 1, 5, 6, 8, 9 

Trend: Increasing wolf numbers on the forest have appearance that capacity is achieved. USFWS needs to be 

involved in forest plan revision & share capacity goals for the forest. This is critical to NMGFD elk population 

goals, as well as other multiple use on the GNF such as permitted grazing.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Opportunities are unlimited: The ‘Whole’ needs to be reviewed & considered before we can move forward with 

forest plan revision.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R26 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Overgrown forests – increase thinning 

 Reducing access (motorized) for ageing & disabled. 

 Closing forest to American public 

 Closing roads” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Don’t close any roads 

 More roads to access for: 

o Elderly  

o Mobility impaired 

o Firefighters 

o Fuel wood 

o American’s” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R27 

[assessment topics #1, 3, 4, 8, and 15 starred] 

Question 1 Response:   

“4 – Too much carbon build up 

1 – Over grown trees – not as much grass land as in the past  

8 – Ranching, logging, mining & recreation – important to families, schools, community. Needs to be important 

to management agency, FS. 
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15 – Wilderness area – limited use by the majority of people. No need to expand wilderness area 

5 – At risk species – feds need to examine process of listing E.S. too many E.S. that have no documentation to 

prove they’re endangered. People & lively hoods need to be considered 

11 – 9 During busy times perhaps more presence to deter misuse of camping areas”   

Question 2 Response:   

“Concerned with overgrowth of forest 

Catastrophic fires 

Smoke 

Multiple use – keep cattle #’s on permits” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R28 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “  EG. 

More work on ground 

 -Fencing 

Boots on ground 

Do work “out there” → out in  

“grade inflation” – general job description  

Partner →  maintain homes 

 Fire safety  

 Fuel reductions 

 

Trails → intro hikers 

           → Ride into Blue 

           → keep open → 

Economic concerns  

Small timber sales → that can make bond 

fall burning of slash (hunter conflicts)  

reduce fuels w/o damaging stands 

closer coord. w/ hunters/ guides → program  

trail maintenance 

how manage/ help them/ find out needs/where go / access to large elk” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R29 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Ex. Alpine 
      Thinning for home owners 
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Question 2 Response:   

“Every dollar needs to be directed toward on the ground needs. These plans burn the money and it buys 

nothing. Brush thinning – erosion control. Timber stand improvement – road & trail maintenance. There is an 

endless list that could be spent on better management.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R30 

Question 1 Response:   

“At what point is the forest service going to admit they need to control elk populations. There has been an 

explosion in herd size from year to year. 

The multiple use concept has been dead for years. There is only limited logging – very few cattle  

Now the emphasis is endangered species.” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R31 

[assessment topics #3, 5, and 7 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Less water in streams – Luna area-  

Fewer elk, deer, etc – Luna area – my area hunting with guns now – was bow & area & black powder  

Benefits – beauty & recreation including mountain bike riding & hiking –  

Fire danger – Thin forest like they did in Alpine - that saved the town in the Bear Wallow Fire – Home owners in 

Alpine had financial help in thinning property – I would take down trees in my meadows if I had help – Help 

make fire break for community of Luna! 

I am blessed to live in the Forest! Let’s keep it Healthy! Thank you!” 

Question 1 Response:   

“Thin Forest around Luna – partner with land owners to help them help their communities to create fire breaks 

Keep trails available for mountain biking & hiking” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R32 

Question 1 Response:   

“Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the Gila. 

6. Social, Cultural and Economic conditions. 

7. Benefits people obtain from Gila. 

8. Multiple used and their economic contributions.  
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15.  Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 

 

6 In the 60's, 70's and 80's there was a mill in Reserve and in the 60's and 70's in Luna. 

The mill in Reserve employed between 15-20 people per shift. There was between 6-8 log cutters, 8-10 skid 

hands-each side- 2 sides. 2 loader operators and 2 helpers-10-12 truck drivers. 

Average of 36 employees logging, 35 employees milling. 10 saws lopping, 1 person blocking skid trails and roads. 

2 people building roads. Approximate 84 employees. 

Luna mill had about half that 42. 126 Total 

As a result of logging stumpage money there were thinning crews 10-12 saws and 10-12 people piling. There was 

also tree planting being done at this time. 

200 people employed. 

Reserve had 400+ students -now they have 120 students.  

Quemado had 200+ students-now they have 130 students. 

This does not count stores-school personnel, gas stations etc. 

- Now the biggest employer in Catron County is WELFARE! 

As a result of the past logging in the 60's-80's the fire hazard was low. The creeks and springs ran year around. 

For example-Trout Creek in Luna area had fish until the late 80's, most of the time now, it doesn't even have 

water. 

Present day-Kellar has one small mill in Reserve that employees 10-15 people. 

In the 80's and 90"s there was erosion control being done that created jobs.  Fence building, recreation areas 

being built-brush pushes being done. The Forest Service used to use their crews to clean and build trails and to 

thin. Now the Glenwood District has a juniper push being done with the help from BLM. Kellar has a couple of 

small timber sales-small diameter logs only. 

The hunting is doing well here at this time, at the expense of cattle ranching. The elk population is so extreme 

the ranchers can't compete The Forest Service has let juniper and pinion [pinyon] and other species get so thick 

that between this and the elk all permits have been cut drastically, making it impossible for the family ranch to 

be profitable. 

The permit fee for ranching was supposed to be for Ranch Betterment Fund. Now the Forest Service will 

sometimes furnish some fence supplies for ranchers, but they will not help with anything else. 

Forest Service makes it hard to maintain roads and stock tanks, springs and brush with their Arch. Clearance, etc. 

untimely inspections and payment. 

7. Forest Service personnel get paid twice monthly, drive new vehicles; have new side by side, trailers, dozers, 

backhoes, blades, truck and trailers. They have insurance, vacation time and retirement. The Contractors have 

no jobs and as a result no perks. 

1. The Forest Service needs to sell timber of all sizes in a consistent and timely manner. 
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a. Creates jobs 

b. Infrastructures-mills-biomass plants-pellet mills, etc. 

c. Helping schools- enrollment number of students back up. 

d. Local business-stores-gas stations, etc. 

e. Thinning-Fire-Water Flow-Forest Health, homes and power lines. 

2. Forest Service need to use Ranch permit funds for Ranch Betterment. 

a. Fencing 

b. Brush Control-creating firewood-juniper slabs-posts-fence stays-biomass for power generation. 

c. Erosion Control-in two track roads and extreme washes. 

d. Arch .Clearances in a timely manner for stock tanks, brush pushes, trails and fences. 

e. Help with the Elk and Wolf problems. 

Forest Service was originated to insure there was an adequate amount of water and a sustainable amount of 

timber to meet the needs of the people. How have you met the needs of the people?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

R33 

“REVISION, n. [F.] The act of reviewing; review;  

Re-examination for correction 

Scientific societies, universities, federal agencies, and NGOs have become overwhelmingly interested in federal 

tax and large foundation moneys earmarked to be spent for promoting pre-conceived results in support of large 

scale political agendas over the scientifically defensible. 

MARGINALIZE vb. To relegate to an unimportant position within a society or group. 

The current regulatory atmosphere ultimately considers all human impact on the rest of nature ‘harmful’. Under 

the influence of the innumerable ‘environmental’ NGOS, with their marching orders from the same top down 

power/$ influences, federal land agencies have swayed to marginalizing behavior towards those peoples who 

have been on this land for many generations. The ranching cultural community is pushing eight generations - 

well beyond the UN benchmark for indigenous peoples. 

Referred to variously by agency publications as ‘on its way out’, or as practicing a ‘consumptive use’ the ranching 

culture is heavily burdened by endless restrictive federal register notices, and unceasing ‘protective’ landscape 

designations in never ending layer after layer of ESA management criteria. This criteria simply lists all essential 

historic cultural activity in the area as harmful - all the actions which support their culture are stated as harmful. 

This top down agenda to dehumanize will not stop at labeling historic cultures as ‘welfare ranchers’ while 

ignoring the fact that the ranchers' rights to water and the forage serviced by that water, etc., was granted to 

them by the traditional western-wide law of property acquisition, beneficial use. These ranchers have developed 

a high degree of care and ability in stewarding their lands. Many seminars organized by ranchers over the years 

bring together rangeland experts, biologists and agency folks to review the ever progressing and very 

environmentally successful practice of range management today. (See study on prevailing grazing practices 

during seven years of drought v. ‘no use’, included.) 
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Extensive recovery failures of the ‘get'em off gang’ in exclosure areas are legion but hidden while the negative 

false narratives created about the real stewards of the land abound in media, school programming and in agency 

and NGO presentations. If you hear something over and over and over, it becomes true, right? Sociological 

studies show this is an effective technique for manipulating public perceptions and values. 

That’s the strategy. It accomplishes a skewed public perception and therefore public opinion is manipulated to 

favor the agenda. 

Hateful comments continue to issue forth. 

There's the story of a range management v. ‘no use’ tour where the host made a high-risk offer to the 

environmentalists present while viewing the diversity and abundance of the managed land which had been 

compared to the destitution of nearby ‘untrammeled’ land as told by Dan Dagget. (Author of ‘Gardeners of 

Eden, Rediscovering Our Importance TO Nature’) 

‘Tell  me  what  you'd  like  this  place  to  look  like,’  the  rancher proposed, ‘and I'll make that my goal 

and work toward it,’ he offered, 

‘and that way we can be allies instead of adversaries.’ 

After a moment of hesitation, one of the environmentalists who had represented himself as a radical - an Earth 

First!er - responded. 

‘There's only one thing you can do to make this place better,’ he replied. "You can leave. Because if you stay, 

whatever you do to the land, no matter how good you make it look [or how much diversity and abundance there 

is], it will be unnatural and therefore bad. And if you leave, whatever happens to this place, even if it becomes 

as bare as a parking lot, it will be natural and therefore good.’ 

Says Dan, ‘… the Leave-it-Alone assumption has brought us to the absurdity that the actual condition of the land 

is irrelevant to determining if it is healthy or not.’ 

This irreplacable, valuable, somewhat tribal family and community oriented living historic culture has passed 

from great great great great great grandfather to great great great great grandfather, to great great great 

grandfather to great great grandfather, great grandfather to grandfather to father to son, generational family 

rancher, caretaker on   land, who has lost and has more to lose than anyone else from yet in another 

unfavorable land management document (THE FOREST PLAN) have been reduced derogatorily in the list of 

stakeholders as the diminuative [diminutive] "Permittee" and perhaps private "property owner" in the Public 

Participation Strategy. 

Stewards, food producers, responsible and valuable intact families and communities with integrity, are 

extremely valuable societal benchmarks during this time when societal breakdown poses as culture, but these 

people are being treated like foreign interlopers. 

Very powerful interests are busy aquiring [acquiring] control of all resources worldwide. They could not be more 

pleased with their progress. Their generous investments in U.S. land agency policy formation and top down 

funding has paid off bigtime in terms of what the ‘get ‘em out’ gang has accomplished. Finagling innocent 

people out many of their lawful private property rights and interests, and therefore eventually their very 
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presence is the main goal as these rights pose the main obstacle to top-down control of the resource treasure-

trove that is the Rocky Mountains and the American West. 

All this functions under the pre-planned gloss of ‘saving nature’, which of course is impossible when your agenda 

trumps the natural reality. 

Evil is a choice, or more properly a long, gradual succession of choices. And it never sleeps, is always open for 

business. 

Nevertheless the imperial attitude of entitlement of the oppressors wears no clothes. 

The illusions of extremists, of both the right and the left, are very dangerous things, for the very reason that they 

often incline themselves to sacrifice the individual, and even surprisingly large groups of individuals and 

segments of society, for the 'greater good' of their extremes 

and     their      illusions. 

SCIENTIST 

Who is a ‘scientist’? A scientist is a person who seeks truth of the world we can see by means of direct 

observations of that world. They often originate hypotheses about how the things in the world work and then 

tests those hypotheses with experiments and observations. Entirely on the basis of experiments and 

observations, he refines or rejects hypotheses and extends his knowledge. 

On the other side of the coin ANYONE can make ANYTHING look bad via 'scientific research' if they really want 

to. 

‘Human values, uses and concerns' 

In today’s melieu [milieu] of deceptive influences, real values, uses and concerns have given way to being mere 

representations of the prevailing manipulation of thought and attitudes. 

Today these words are, unfortunately, not adequate benchmarks for use in gauging real, informed and 

knowledgeable human likes and concerns as nowadays they actually call up a false cult-like belief system. The 

believers become mindless order-following cult members for all intents and purposes. The leaders of this cult 

system believe that they are now the absolute gods over society and can just propagate and mete out their 

version of reality however they see fit. 

The leaders of this phenomenon, while masters at social engineering, have no sense of right or wrong. Their 

'science' is bastardized by an ‘end justifies the means’ prejudicial campaigning that leaves real integrity and 

science in the dust bin. 

Yes, this pertains to the to the ‘scientific world’ as well as those who claim to be 'saving' this or that natural 

entity using 'science'. Unfortunately science has been compromised - badly. 

At Caltech, in the 50's and 60's, intellectual honesty was rigorously taught - by example. There were no courses 

in this. The student was simply surrounded by people who always approached their work with complete 

honesty. Dishonesty in any action meant immediate expulsion from campus by one's peers.  Sadly, this is no 

longer the case at Caltech today. 
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‘The notion of objective truth has been abandoned and the peer review process gives scholars ample 

opportunity to reward friends and punish enemies.’ 

Peter Berkowitz, political scientist and former law professor, senior fellow at Stanford University's 

Hoover Institute 

The properly trained order-following subject ‘enthralled’ by the charisma of a cause and its leader’s commands 

will go along with whatever command that they are issued. You will notice this at public meetings where the 

·’environmental' order followers repeat verbatim the exact same talking point comment over and over, as if 

they'd all had duplicate tapes inserted into their forehead. Contrast that with the real thinking individuals who 

have endless different points of view and insights. 

Such people don’t have a conscience. They don't know the difference between right and wrong behavior. They 

don’t have knowledge, they have training. These order followers have been indoctrinated into a cult. Trained to 

be ‘crusaders', mentally segregated from those not indoctrinated so that no voice of reason can reach their eyes 

and ears. Everybody is molded in a similar way. 

Repetition of same things over and over, in media, public PR programs, school programs is going to ‘train them’ 

like an animal. An animal receives training. Such endless repetition is how indoctrination is performed - 

repeated phrases, chants and songs. 

Human beings are supposed to be educated and receive knowledge. 

SCIENCE 

The first really big ‘environmental’ coup d’etat against the ranchers that I noticed was the fencing off of all 

riparian areas in two forests from cattle to ‘save’ the warm water fishes. 

In 1997 two ‘environmental’ groups sued the Forest Service to remove livestock grazing along 898 miles of rivers 

and streams in the Southwest, including the Verde. During the trial claims were made by USFWS ‘biologists’ such 

as ‘cows eat fish’ and ‘cows eat the nests (redds)’ fish species that don't build nests and ‘muddied the water of 

fish’ that spawn only in muddy water. As I heard it the USFS and the CBD settled out of court without proper 

science and the proper court procedures to make it all legal. They proceeded with the fencing anyway. 

This episode seemed to be the beginning of my awareness of the over-reaching and unscientific but ruling 

memes in Southwest agency ‘biology’, (1) that all cattle presence has a negative effect, no real science needed, 

and that (2) all human impact (except humans working for government agencies) is bad. 

In my neck of the woods a slide destroyed a bridge necessitating the clearing of a river crossing to provide access 

to the outside world. Permission was not given by USFWS personnel at first because it would put silt in the river 

which was ‘bad’. When it was pointed out that the siltation was going to be many times greater if the situation 

was not remedied, the answer again was "no", because ‘Even though there will be more siltation without a fix, 

that siltation was good, because it was natural.’ 

It was only after an elderly member of our community had a stroke as she tried to wend her way through a 

winding and confusing detour which was eventually granted by a property owner that us ‘serfs’ were finally 

granted permission to fix our road. 
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USFWS attitude had nothing to do with science, but you get the picture. 

The foremost fisheries biologist in the southwest became so concerned about these false beliefs and statements 

and the terrible effects on policy and endangered species recovery that he wrote a paper entitled, “Fish and 

Grazing Relationships: The Facts and Some Pleas." The last paragraph of his peer reviewed paper reads: 

‘I finish with two thoughts pertinent to the subject of monitoring and research on fishes and grazing 

relationships in the Southwest or Region 3 of the Forest Service. The first is that little new data are being 

collected and there is a continuing reiteration of what is in the (extremely deficient) literature about fish 

and grazing relationships. Selective rather than objective comprehension by individuals has dictated 

management alternatives for the last several decades. We as environmental groups, managers, and 

researchers need to stop expressing opinions, disputing and constantly litigating or threatening to and 

start collecting data from well designed, defensible research and monitoring activities.   Second, as the 

saying goes, ‘Without [valid] data, one is just another person with an opinion.’’ 

His analysis was from his own research and wide exposure to the facts. 

He personally was aware that the forced removal of livestock had led to the extinction of endangered cyprinids 

on vast reaches of Arizona Rivers. 

He had found that their highest populations tended to be in flood-blasted, warm, shallow, braided channel 

refugia and at places where vehicles splashed through streams, inside corrals (through which streams flowedO, 

and in river channels within mine sites which are regularly bulldozed. 

He asked biologists to be more accurate and rigorous and stop projecting their (alien and egocentric) anti-

livestock prejudices. 

(Special Report, “Refuting the Myths" 2004; RANGE)” 
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Silver City 
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Silver City on August 5th from 5 to 7pm at the Grant 

County Conference Center. 

 
Small Group Discussions at the Community Meeting in Silver City 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S1 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2 and 5 circled] 

“Concerned about motorized vehicles on walk trails.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Desertification of Gila & NM 

Destruction by motorized vehicles off the roads, cattle, and absence of predators 

all accentate [sic]” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S2 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, and11 circled] 

“=  trails – maintain, access 

=  grazing – ecological damage 

=  wolves – important for health of whole forest 

=  ecosystems – ATVs/cattle damage to riparian areas 

=  FS enforcement” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Trails: enhance partnerships with volunteer groups, VISTA, YCC, etc. to develop critical mass for trails 

maintenance and creation (recreate CCC.) 

 Coordinate with local government/state to better enforce travel management and other rules to protect the 

forest. 

 Identify and set aside ATV usage areas and encourage/enforce illegal ATV use. 

Grazing: Continue to reassess presence and numbers of cattle, especially in riparian and high erosion areas.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S3 

Question 1 Response:   

“1 & 2. Land & Riparian Areas:  Maintenance of healthy Gila Forest.  Unsustainable because of grazing and 

roads. 

 

1 & 2. Enforcement of Travel Plan (off road, excessive roads).  Budget reductions result in little enforcement 

presence on the Gila.   

 

3. Natural Processes are being compromised by fire suppression and human activity on forest.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   
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“Land and Riparian Protection > Increase Wilderness 

Travel > Increase Enforcement budgets 

Land and Riparian Protection > Reduce/tighten grazing allotment standards and numbers.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S4 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1 and 2 circled] 

“All important but: 

1 & 2 are basis for all others:  Ecosystem and it’s components  

Current condition very poor.  Have lived and worked in E. NM in 1970s & 1980s and while basic soil, water, veg 

wasn’t the best it could be back then, the trend since then has been down, down and today is very poor--more 

erosion; poorer plant composition, density, vigor; aquatic and riparian areas heavily used; more bare ground and 

loss of soil productivity;  

 

Year-round impacts so no periods of non-use for recovery of plants and soils - without which continued risk of 

loss & harder to get recovery.  Has been no Gila Forest management change to adjust for changing resource 

conditions, like drought.  Look @ Gila Wilderness as to ecosystem benchmark for potential and health.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Most current economic forest uses are not economically supportive, but they will be preserved regardless of 

what is necessary for #1 and #2 recovery and restoration. 

Grazing that might be ecologically sustainable will not be acceptable to permittees or forest personnel. 

Forest restoration will still remove large, old trees because thinning of smaller trees will also never be 

economical. 

I do not believe Gila Forest personnel will do any change that will make traditional users unhappy.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S5 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 9, and 14 circled] 

“I have been in S.C. and backpacked the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wildernesses for 22 yrs. 

 

1. I have seen improvement in ecosystems since cattle have been removed from the wilderness and riparian 

areas and allotments retired in the wilderness.  I would like to see the wilderness continue to be managed 

with forest health and wildlife habitat as the primary objective. 

 

2. Soil and water conditions have improved in the wilderness but there are areas of heavy ATV use that have 

damage some areas, esp. along the main stem of the Gila River at Turkey Creek.  I think the Travel 

management plan will help. 

 

3. Good use of fire management.  Fire needs to continue to be a natural process in the forest. 
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5. The Gila River is critical for protection of endangered species (birds & fish & amphibians).  The river is at risk 

from ATV use and potential diversion. 

 

9. Trails.  Trail restoration is needed in burns and trail maintenance in some areas.  The Forest has done well 

over the years using volunteer groups but we really need experienced paid trail crews to maintain open 

trails that have fallen into disrepair.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“I think the Gila National Forest should take every opportunity to preserve and protect riparian areas and forest 

health. 

 

There also needs to be work towards recovery of burned areas, through erosion control where needed.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S6 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #9, 11, and 15 circled] 

“In my 22 years of hiking the Gila, I have not seen noticable [noticeable]increase in numbers of users.  I have 

seen major degradation in trails and infrastructure.  So is the decrease in use due to the degradation? And, if this 

trend is reversed, will increased use be manageable?  It seems to me that is what a plan should address.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“I feel that the wildernesses are the major focal point of public use.  The resources of the forest should be 

focused to inhance [enhance] and preserve the use of the wildernesses.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S7 

Question 1 Response:   

“1. Trails, 2. Grazing 3. Ecology 

 

9/11  Enforcement TMR, budget/staffing/motorized on walking trails.  Damage of ATVs.  Trails huge to economy.  

Funding for trail maintenance.  Maint. Backlog @ campgrounds. 

 

1. Ecosystems becoming unsustainable due to grazing and roads.  Preservation of ecosyst/watershed.  Concern 

abt. cattle in riparian areas/how much grazing acceptable?  Where is grazing suitable w/o excessive erosion?  

Encourage beavers 

 

2. Natural processes compromised by fire suppression & other human activities.  Some thinning appropriate.  

Thinning cheaper than fire fighting = long term jobs (econ) 

 

1. ‘wolves needed to move cattle from riparian.’  Do see fewer browse lines. 
 

2. Air, soils, water - More thinning = more H20 (discussion of pros & cons).  Turkeys like non-thinned. 
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CCC Projects/type projects 
 

5. Reintroduction of wolf & wolf killing are concern.  Concern about indiscriminate trapping (also risk to 
recreating public). 

 
8. Recreation, Hunting, cultural resources all included.  Concerned about looting of cultural resources.  Not 

enough edu. of impt. of sites. 
 

Budget was a concern!  Ratio of fire too much relative to rest of FS budget -- not sustainable  Enforcement!  rec. 
shooting.” 
 
Question 2 Response:   

“Concerns about species succession due to global warming.  Will we be a desert, creating our own weather? 

 

Concern about recreation shooting/poaching and lack of enforcement.  Shooting cows . . . 

 

How to solve prob. of livestock grazing in riparian areas.  Better rule enforcement.  Lower numbers. 

 

Recreate the CCC.  YCC.  Kids/youth in the woods.  Build broader interest in natural resources.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S8 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 7, 8, and 14 dashed] 

“First impressions of a visitor living in SC for summer of 2015:  There seems to be an over-abundance of Juniper 

trees--is this normal? or the result of degraded eco-system?  

 

Does FS have a plan or guidance regarding balancing clearing, cutting one species over another? Esp. I have 

heard questions and comments from local SC citizen regarding limitations or frustrations of his desire to cut 

juniper for firewood.   

 

Is the current eco-system in sustainable, healthy balance? 

 

Also, how does fire-burnt areas affect the ability of Forest to store carbon?” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“I would like to see FS highest priority the restoration and recovery of more-nearly-undisturbed ecosystems.  

This will likely involve generation-long changes in economic activities that arose by the initial 

disturbance/distruction [destruction] of the forests.  Opportunities:  possibly the younger generation of 

'stakeholders' could be ecologically educated custodians of their local forest. 

 

Concern:  Undo influence by oil/coal industries on FS policy.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S9 

Question 1 Response:   
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[assessment topic #9 circled] 

“Recreation - there seems to be an increase in motorized use of trails.  On my favorite trail (an unimproved old 

forest road), that use can be destructive to the local environment.  It is also obtrusive from a [an] audio 

perspective - hard to hear the birds over the motor sounds. 

 

I'm a new resident (<1 yr) not yet well educated on much of this.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Improved design of  ATVs - less noise? 

 

Education regarding respect for trails, nature & other users. 

 

How about an 'adopt a trail' plan similar to the ‘adopt a highway plan’?  Give adopters appropriate training - 

have a volunteer coordinator to manage it?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S10 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 4, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13 dashed] 

“Note:  ‘is’ = ‘should be’ 

I have no knowledge of the Gila NF.  I came here to learn 

But generally my priority concerns are: 

1. Energy and mineral extraction are limited and well regulated 

2. Recreational use is given equal consideration to extractive and other economic enterprises--and that the 

economic benefits are recognized and correctly assessed. 

3. Infrastructure is maintained and improved without overburdening the forest. 

4. The contribution of the forest to carbon sequestration is fully accounted for. 

5. ‘Controlled burns’ and ‘fire maintenance’ is limited and does not put the forest at risk. 

6. Cultural & historic resources are protected and tribal areas respected.” 

 

Notes on Others Comments: 

 Goats/cattle →ecosystem "multiple use" 

 Burned timber →remove 

 Wilderness trails 

 Military airspace is "unrestricted" 

 ATV destruction of trails” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Not a user of the Gila sufficient to comment 

 

Others commented on a need for: 

 Better information about, and coordination of, volunteer opportunities re:  trail maintenance, ‘enforcement’ 

etc. 

 Use best materials to repair or maintain trials [trails] 
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 Don’t ‘overdevelop’ the trails 

 Improved budget (and budgeting) 

 Much improved factors (and judgment calls) used to ‘prescribe’ burns 

 

Make sure decision makers understand the environment for which they set controlled burns.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S11 

Question 1 Response:   

“2, 7, 8, 10, 15 -- This is a bit of a stretch to tie these 5 topics together; but one of the ‘issues of concern’ to the 

Regional military installations (WSMR, Holloman AFB, Ft. Bliss, et al) is the use of air space.  During the recent 

"Southern New Mexico & El Paso, Texas Joint Land Use Study" (published Dec. 14) we identified use of air space 

over non-military lands as a significant planning issue.  The military uses air space for a variety of purposes -- 

training, testing, noise attinuation [attenuation], etc.  The military has many types of permanent & temporary 

airspaces.  Some are flight corridors where pilots fly close to the ground to train.  The military also uses non-

military airspace when allowed by the FAA.  Often flight noise & wilderness do not mix.  Recreational users do 

not like helicopters disturbing them or wildlife or cattle or families.  We need to consider these potential 

conflicts or ‘encroachments’ upon the other users. 

 

8, 14, 15 -- The military sometimes needs to conduct training operations on sites that do not occur on local 

installations.  An example is Ft. Bliss & HAMETS Training for helicopter pilots (landings at altitudes above 8000-

9000 ft with varying veg & geol. cond)” 

 
Question 2 Response: 

“As the human population of SW New Mexico continues to grow, more people will come into conflict with other 

GILA NF users.  Complaints about noise, visual impacts, other disturbances will increase.  Many people demand 

cell phone & internet access, even in remote & wilderness areas.  Cell tower placement can be a conflict with 

military aviation.  Demand (by public) for areas to fly unmanned aircraft (drones) for photography can disturb 

other users.  Light pollution can be a conflict wherever increased human populations occur. 

 

But more people also increases the customer base & enlarges the forest stakeholder base-- & can create 

proponents for increased forest funding by congress.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S12 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 7, 9, 11, and 13 dashed or emphasized] 

9. Recreation (fishing)  

 

11. Trails, campgrounds 

  ↓ Volunteers do a good job of trail maintenance to include work on the CD trail. 

 

13. Cultural & Historical Resources 

  Need to be preserved & safeguarded from/for public & FS employees 
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7. Gila/White Sands air space 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“9. Recreation 

 

11. Trails, campgrounds Coordinator or director for volunteers.  Trail maintenance standards are so 

important. 

 

13. Cultural & historical resources.  Don't let FS employees damage or destroy cultural & Historical 

Resources in wilderness on Forest areas & Archaeological Resources.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S13 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 8, 9, and 11 circled and underlined] 

“Outreach/Education 

1. Gila as a ‘classroom’ for WNMU and other Universities 

 geology (field camps, field studies, collecting trips  

fossils (invertebrate)  

minerals (Mule  Creek obsidian) 

 biology (critters, botany)  

  field studies 

  student field trips, etc. 

 

WNMU makes a lot of use of Gila, at present ‘informal’  - Marcia Andre once said don't ask! 

 

Uncertainty about collecting policy for geologic materials.  USFS overall is collecting of invertebrates fossils, 

minerals, and plant fossils (petrified wood) is allowed except where explicitly prohibited, but often get confusing 

answers (so don't ask) 

-Not familiar with biological collecting. 

 

2. General public outreach 

 regular walks/signage 

 10-15 years ago regularly scheduled walks for public - not happening as much now. 

 participated in developing interpretive signage for Catwalk - not sure how being done now.” 

 
Question 2 Response: 

“Education/Outreach 

  trend: less occurring? 

 establish a regular ‘schedule’ plan of family-friendly walks 

 ask local ‘experts’ to lead trips/hikes 

 work on public information to disseminate 

_______________ 
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 Facilitate educational use of forest 

(what is ‘permit’ process - simplify?) 

Some way a professor can simply notify FS 

 Clarify collecting policies 

 

Trails 

  maintenance/priorities easily accessible 

  Ranking system for trails -- feedback from public” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S14 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics 3 (#2), 7 (#3), 11 (#1), 14 (#4), and 15 (#5) circled and reprioritized in parentheses] 

1. Is the road system change part of #11 INFRASTRUCTURE? 

 

2. Initial attack fire response i.e., air resources have been reduced to almost 0 [zero].  What will 

compensate for this loss? 

 

3. This ties into #11 if the roads are closed there will be no access for benefit. 

 

Question 2 Response: 

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S15 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #7, 9, 11, and 13 circled] 

“Access has become impaired due to fire, lack of upkeep on ‘(deep in-trails)’ - etc. 

 

Recreation is my primary reason for visiting the forest & wilderness areas.  I also enjoy and find the cultural & 

historical resources extremely important for our future generations.  I like to find and locate the old sites from 

history and old maps.  Many difficult to access now - trails/old roads not maintained or repaired so deep access 

is harder to get to.  I feel it's our responsibility to give our future generations these historical and cultural sites.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Target certain trails/areas needing work that have been deemed important and work them first - eventually 

getting to the others? Some groups such as  Back Country horsemen already doing some of this. 

  Boy Scouts? 

  YCC 

  Americorp Youth? 

 

Public Input - Website or ?  to post problems-observed issues?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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S16 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #9, 11, and 13 circled] 

“#9.  Recreation  

 the new Travel Management Plan is restricting recreation access to historically open areas on the GNF. 

 

#11. Infrastructure 

 there seems to be a trend on the GNF to close roads & abandon trails.  There are 100+ year old accesses that 

are no longer available. 

 

#13. Cultural & historical resources 

it is important to me that these resources are protected;  historic USFS sites, cabins, towers, historic mining 

& ranching sites. 

 

 The GNF has done a good job of protection for these.  Please continue to do so!” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“#11. Infrastructure: 

I am in the GNF at least 3 times a month and I see many, many roads and trails neglected.  I think the USFS 

needs to budget more for maintenance here for primary upkeep.  Then utilize more civic & recreational 

groups to do periodic upkeep.  Set up your website for public input on problems areas.  The GNF should seek 

user group/organization help and give them the resources to work on trails.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S17 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 3, 8, and 11 circled] 

“11.  Infrastructure - Access VIA, ATV, motorized not just feet, fewer campgrounds, more restrictions on usage. 

 

3. Fire - since we burned 100's of square miles now what! 

 

8. The premise of the forest is multiple use which is declining, less grazing, less lumber, less thinning 

  Less of everything except tight controls on what individuals can do in the forest 

 

1. Since ‘man’ is in control the health of the forest is in FS hands, therefore natural fires & controls – catching 

up with 100 years of suppression cannot be done in one season. Thinning, grazing and low slow fires make 

for a healthy forest.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Enforce rules don’t generate more” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S18 

Question 1 Response:   
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“Ecosystems – the condition of the ecosystem, good or bad, will have an overall effect on the other functions.  In 

general, am seeing improved ecological conditions across the forest.  This is true with range conditions on a lot 

of areas across the forest.  Riparian conditions in many areas are doing better (Gila River, San Francisco) 

 

Natural processes – the Gila has been greatly effected [affected] by the large fires in just the past several years 

(Silver Fire, Whitewater Baldy, Signal Fire).  Both negative and beneficial effects have been realized, depending 

on the severity:  Areas experiencing low to moderate fire has generally benefitted, high stand replacement fire 

has opened some areas and aspen is coming back.  Some areas are subject to erosion.  The Gila has been putting 

fire back into a natural process.  The last few very dry years did not help the overall process since it left large 

areas of stand replacement.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Continue to manage livestock grazing at proper levels and improve where needed. 

 

Manage to keep providing for healthy riparian conditions. 

 

Use fire at the right time and place to get back to a more natural condition. 

 

There are areas of thick P-J and brush that need fire to open them up and get them back to a more healthy 

condition. 

 

Keep the Gila the rugged and wild forest it is.  Don’t over develop the area with developed campgrounds and 

paved roads.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S19 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #8, 9, and 11 dashed] 

  “Multi-Use: 1. Timber – we are very limited 

     2. Ranching – decreasing 

     3. Mining – none 

 

  Recreation: 1. Accessing  (entering public land) 

     2. Camping – decrease area usage 

     3. Training for proper use – none 

 

  Infrastructure: 1. Trails – decreasing 

      2. Roads 

        A.  Paved 

       B. Gravel 

       C. dirt 

       D. 4 wheeler 

       E. Bike 

      3. Campgrounds 
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       A. Individual 

       B. Group” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

 “1. Write grants 

 2. Volenteer [Volunteer] 

 3. Volenter corinator [Volunteer coordinator]” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S20 

Question 1 Response:   

“8. I would like to see multiple use – a more holistic approach.  I would like to see more areas open to 

grazing on a limited basis with careful monitoring.  Also opening to logging those areas that were burned 

with good access (or chipping).  Utilize the burned wood.  Don’t waste it. 

 

11. Recreation – we need more camping areas on the Gila.  We also need to clear wilderness trails—

allowing folks with livestock, hunters, picture takers and hikers the ability to access the wilderness & 

surrounding forest without such difficulty. 

 

14. I think you need to work with land owners to obtain access through private land, but also realizing it is 

their land & needs to be respected. 

 

11. Open & maintain 4 wheeler access – many older folks can’t  hike or ride any more. 

 

More Forest Personnel in field  less in building – is that possible?” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Trails Contract 

  Grants for trails & campgrounds 

  Volunteers – Coordinator between Back Country Horsemen / Sierra Club 

 

Trails Choose stable materials to build trail in_ 

 

4 wheelers – limit amount of decibles [decibels] – noise prevention_” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S21 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 8, and 14 circled] 

“8. Airspace & Missile Testing Requirements/Restrictions for testing from/to White Sands Missile Range. 

 

14. Possible future land use in conjunction with missile testing such as tracking equipment, etc.  Depending 

on technology needs.” 
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Question 2 Response: 

“Concerns: 

Concerned with further restrictions on airspace use (if any) that would restrict testing 

 

Concerned with any future restrictions on right-of-way that may be needed such as needed for Communications 

equipment 

 

Opportunities:  

Colocation with existing right-of-way / communication site uses” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S22 

Question 1 Response:   

“2. Air Water Soil 

  Climate change is causing warmer and perhaps dryer conditions which are causing a lack of 

   snow pack and causing great changes in plant and animal life. 

 

Natural night sky is still excellent at the center of the Gila National Forest but is getting worse at the edges of the 

forest. 

 

Cows have changed vegetation-grass→juniper pinyon. 

 

People who are surrounded by the forest need tourist dollars to support the local economy. 

 

Funding decline for the Forest Service has made it more difficult to manage Forest. 

 

Many fewer Gila Forest employees compared to 1988.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Continue to construct the Cosmic Campground to attract tourists and their $ to the area. 

 

Continue to manage grazing and keep the cows out of the riparian areas.  Very important as climate warms.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S23 

Question 1 Response:   

“1. Recreational over use of trail infrastructure (I am in the forest at least once a week.  ATVs and 

motorcycles are using the CDT (closed to motorized vehicles).  Several of these off roaders throw beer 

cans everywhere.  They also ride through ripiarian [riparian] areas.  Set ATV speed limits. 

 

2. Rare and threatened plant species are being destroyed by over grazing.  Cattle are roaming through 

riparian areas.  Remove non-native species= salt cedar, Tree of Life 
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3. There needs to be more protection in existing designated areas for wood poaching and unlawful 

harvesting  these areas are overused and under enforced by law rangers.  Switch wood cutting areas 

more frequently. 

 

4. Continue to complete and maintain the CDT and all trails for economic growth and public use. 

 

5. Hire more staff to support the goals of the forest. 

 

6. Signage is needed for trails – trail heads and road closures – to support the travel management plan – 

how can the community help support these road closures. 

 

7. Too much hunting is causing a decline in necessary predators. 

 

8. Gila River should be designated as a Wild & Scenic River” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“1. More law enforcement hired – Public information in newspapers or radio stations reminding people of 

the rules, regulations and fines. 

 

2. Curb grazing – fence off ripiarian [riparian] areas for protection of fragile plants and water quality.  

Charge more cattle grazing fees.  Repair cut fences. 

 

3. Change wood cutting areas more frequently to help maintain the health of forest and monitor these 

areas with staff and cameras.  Encourage hikers to report unlawful behaviors. 

 

4. Work with youth groups and university to help maintain trails – camp outs – Youth corps Americorps – 

veterans – advertise in paper and on radio for set dates in certain areas – university could require 

students to volunteer 50 hours a year. 

 

5. Raise fees to support hiring more law enforcement 

 

6. Important to get the information out for road closure plan to be implemented.  Put up – road closure 

signs – issue fine on first time offense. 

 

7. - 

 

8. * Push now to have Gila River designated as a Wild & Scenic River to protect the watershed and 

ecosystems *” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S24 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 3, and 7 circled and #1 and 15 dashed] 
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“7. ‘Benefits’ cover it all.  A properly functioning forest provides services to all.  As you know balancing the 

uses to preserve the functioning processes is tricky. 

 

Climate change pressures, fire management are important to me (I do not live in the area).  Western wide trends 

are not unique to the Gila.  Be flexible. 

 

As a non-resident, I appreciate knowing you will be trying to adapt and ‘restore’ the forest to a functioning 

condition for biodiversity, healthy water, wilderness. 

 

Trends  hotter, drier over southwest make sure desired conditions are possible in new climate normals.  

Resiliency!” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Continued degradation and impacts to resource services (watershed functions) 

 

Research & data – cooperative agreements 

Pilot projects         (get to watershed scale) 

 

Create economics such as small diameter thinning uses (new products, energy) 

 

Quantify value of ecosystem services  (show to legislators )” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S25 

[assessment topic #9 inlcuded the note “Recreation should not include ‘hunting & fishing’ which are harvesting”] 

Question 1 Response:   

“The forest is stressed and so benefits people can obtain are impacted.  The stress appears to be from natural 

causes, climate change, and it has made the benefits harder to provide.  Livestock, natural fauna both compete 

for flora which doesn’t reproduce as it should.  The Forest Service itself is starved for funds so scientific 

recognition of the impact and enforcement are harder to obtain.  Public recreation facilities aren’t able to be 

serviced.  Cat Walk [indecipherable] is still shut out one possible revenue source is gone.  The increase in fire size 

has increased the needs of the Service in an area outside of “planned” direction.  Animal stocks dwindle, ATV 

penetration is increasing, hunting is more effective and efficient, etc., etc. 

 

Climate now is not what it was in 1986 and money allotted to the Forest doesn’t allow for implementation of 

old.  Historical sites are being imperiled before they are noted.  Too many thoughts to focus.  How much has 

Forest Operating budgets been reduced since 1986?  Adjusted for current dollars what amount to implement?” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Jobs!  Could result from attempts to work the trails, monitor the ATV & study the climate change, improve 

watershed, enforce extraction laws and protect and study the multitude of historical sites.  The Gila has 

treasures of American human habitation going back to square 1.  Jobs could result from developing access to 

one of the World’s Wild Treasures.  Set aside more wilderness.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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S26 

Question 1 Response:   

“2. Air, Soil & water resources 

 

7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 

  - Locals want to enjoy natural beauty of River 

  - Water use for environment & opportunity for development” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

  “Incorporate new data 

   Technology 

   Data 

 Climate variability 

 Hydrology 

   Engage public 

  Quantify value of resources” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S27 

Question 1 Response:   

“11. Infrastructure:  trails in general are in bad shape, partly due to fires, partly due to lack of regular 

maintenance.  This includes the path, the signs, the trailheads, etc.  There are trails that are so 

obliterated that they are in danger of being lost. 

 

5. At-risk Species:  The wolves reintroduction has been so politicized that the science & original intentions 

have been lost. 

 

1. Ecosystems:  Due to climate change & massive fires, much of the forest cover has been lost, soils have 

eroded, streams run less often and have been loaded with ash & silt. 

 

9. Recreation:  The lower impact recreations – hiking, camping, horseback riding, have suffered due to fires 

and lack of maintenance to trails, trailheads, signage, roads, etc.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Trails, campgrounds, etc. – leverage volunteers much more.  Trails can be improved in 3 stages: 

  1. Locate the route so people can follow w/o getting lost 

  2. Improve the path 

  3. Widen the path to current specs (6 ft wide, etc.) 

 

Campgrounds – use hosts to monitor campgrounds 

 

Employ an app or website to encourage user reporting of conditions & help w/ enforcement 

 

Suggesting fees for all uses of forest, so economics does not favor extractive uses of forest.” 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S28 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #14 dashed] 

“Trail infrastructure is in poor shape.  (Need maintenance) 

 When trail is maintained don’t overdo it (do more distance to ‘lesser’ stds) 

 Use app to help public inform us of trail conditions 

 

ATV & motorcycle mis-use of areas of concern (riparian areas, CDT) (ATV rally’s) 

 Littering associated 

 Speed limit for motorized vehicles 

 

Benefits people obtain are declining due to climate change 

 Desired future conditions should get ecosystems to function better & be resilient. 

 

Land use conflicts because of future uses (water, etc.) 

 

Gila River should be considered for Wild & Scenic River designation.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Implementing/Increasing fees for forest use (woodcutting, rec. fees, grazing) to help fund forest workers to get 

more work done. 

 This will provide more jobs/specifically law enforcement & interpret. 

 Student volunteers can get free pass for forest use. 

 

Need to do a better job engaging & using volunteers 

 

Small diameter economy would benefit overgrown forests. 

 

Quantify values of ecosystem services 

 Then show it to legislators.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S29 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 7, 8, 9, and 13 circled] 

“1. I value interpretive activities by USFS staff 

  a.  cultural 

  b.  historical 

  c.  scientific 

 

            needs 

Trend  Ad Hoc → Managed activity used to be more frequent  but seemed reactive. 



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 71  

 

Benefits 

 Recreation 

 Education 

 Economy (tourism)” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Opportunity to establish formal interpretive programs 

  Collaboration Opportunities: 

 Western New Mexico University 

 Audubon Society 

 Gila Native Plant Society 

 Grant County Rolling Stones Gem & Mineral Soc. 

 Grant County Archeological Society 

 Westerners 

 NM Geological Society 

 

Watershed Restoration?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S30 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, and 8 circled] 

“1. My concerns @ the above circled topics is that whatever practices that are implemented in the forest 

have an effect on the Gila River.  The River continues to flow long after leaving the Gila Forest, so it’s 

effects follow it.  I am concerned that people downstream need to always be involved with and 

informed of any ‘projects’ or ‘actions’ that might have beneficial or detrimental effects on downstream 

users.  Typically people outside of NM are not contacted to be involved.  This needs to be changed to 

include outside people. 

 

2. Maintain trails, increase and improve interpretive signage  →” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“← over” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S31 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 7, 9, and 13 circled] 

“*Education  – using the Forest as classroom 

   Recreation                      -more formal interpretive program                            -lifelong learning 

   Social                                  →trend ad-hoc                                                           opportunities 

                                             -managed activity 

   -Process                               → pro active rather than reactive                                -WNMU 
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  - Interpretive →                  → more opportunities – last 10                                   Aldo Leopold 

                                                  years dwindled                                                                High School 

  - Signage/Catwalk               → needs process w/public involvement 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Missile Restrictions – Air Restrictions→ 

  Multiple Uses→ 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Ecosystem, Air, Soil – multiple use – downstream users along Gila River 

                                                        – not usually receive notification on projects and what is going on 

                                                        – mailing lists – organizational mailing list 

 

Recreation/Infrastructure 

Trails – Access – general public & Forest Service 

 Use of trails  - how good is trail  Trail Crews 

 Social trails     Less trail maintenance 

 Messy & necessary    hard to find trails 

        More maintenance 

More   ↓ 

Partnerships & volunteers 

not have as many volunteers 

Significant volunteers” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Trails: more establishment of volunteer & other agreements 

  Maintenance schedule priority – ranking system 

 

Education/outreach lists of volunteers that might want to work  (volunteer website) 

    Make more of a priority or program of work 

    Isolate areas where interpretation would be beneficial 

    Get younger folks involved 

    WNMU – Outdoor club  

 

  “Washington trails association website” 

 

Hydrologic Function:  1902 – Mimbres ran all the way to the border 

    Headward erosion 

    Have not seen those kinds of flooding or flow since 

 

Special Use Permits – existing right-of-way issues” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S31 

Question 1 Response:   
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[assessment topics #7, 9, and 11 checked] 

“9 & 11:  Recreation & Infrastructure. 

Recreation - namely trails.  The trails in the Gila Wilderness are deteriorating due to lack of maintenance.  The 

trails are important for activities other than recreation. 

 

7.  A related topic would be benefits people obtain -- better trail maintenance would provide more hiking, 

backpacking and horse packing opportunities to the public. 

 

Trails, trails, trails!” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Trails maintenance - attempt to obtain more funding via grants (I realize Federal Funding of the FS has been 

reduced a great deal in the last few years). 

 

Encourage more volunteer groups to do trail maintenance.  I work with Backcountry Horsemen and an outfitter 

on volunteer trail maintenance.  However, we are few and the trail miles are many.  Maybe the WNMU outdoor 

club would be interested in doing trail work.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S32 

Question 1 Response:   

“I have noticed many washes are filled w/silt.  This will result in flooding if not addressed.  Floods do the work, 

but areas that need it are often not affected by flood. 

 

Existing designated areas need attention to make them usable by the public.  I am being informed of 

inaccessible areas due to trails not being groomed regularly. 

 

Gila National Forests are a resource than can be utilized to provide an income economy for small businesses 

nearby.” 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“My biggest concern is lack of manpower on the FS, and lack of interest in the population.  The FS should utilize 

technology to get the interest of people online. 

 

It is difficult to interest those near the forest who don't use it for recreation to be interested in helping take care 

of it.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S33 

Question 1 Response:   

“Salt cedar encroachment 

 

Woody vegetation encroachment 
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Disconnect between science & application. 

ex.:Forest has stated that % of fine fuels does not affect fire's ability to carry -- obviously a false 

statement. 

 

Fire management is improving but needs to be incorporated into livestock grazing analysis or vice versa. 

 

Riparian areas have improved as livestock have been removed. 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“less habitat diversity 

 

concern about loss of riparian habitat if salt cedar encroachment continues 

 

There is an opportunity for small diameter tree harvesting but this should only be utilized for ecosystem 

restoration not as a maintenance tool to continue the root problem of the encroachment, livestock grazing.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S33 

Question 1 Response:   

 [Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response: 

“Partnership opportunities:    

NRCS, Conservation Core groups, volunteer, stakeholders (maybe credit permittees (Rg) & permit holders) 

for work they have done (i.e., fixing fence or trail) FWS partners program, veteran programs, etc. 

 

Get the TEUI complete & useable 

 

Make appropriate & timely compromises for sustainable management & use of Forest System land moving 

ecological conditions towards Historic conditions. 

 

Work across land jurisdictions to accomplish conservation @ a landscape level.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S34 

Question 1 Response:   

“Trend away from historic conditions 

State & transition models transitioning away from Historic.  Transitioned beyond being able to address 

w/mgmt alone. 

 

W/3.3 mill acres & natural fire regiem [regime] altered treatments are not possible in intervals needed.  Will 

need to implement mass thinning efforts in ways to assist Rx burning efforts (patchyness in landscape).  Thinning 

mesas, road right-of-ways etc. inabiling [enabling] the stop of ecosystem changing wildfires. 
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Decreasing Forest Budgets especially in Recreation, trails, & range resulting in inability to keep up w/ structural 

maintenance. 

 

Shift away from treating Forest Industry (ranches, timber, outfitter/guides, etc.) like partners or stakeholders to 

treating like enemy.  Must learn to compromise & find win/win situations w/least impact to move ecological 

condition of Forest System lands toward historic conditions. 

 

Preservation is only good if what you have is worth preserving.  Forest has been managed so well (i.e. fire 

suppression) forest/brush encroachment has gotten out of control.  Conservation measures need to be 

implemented.  This may mean short term neg. effects w/sustainability in mind. 

 

                                                         _____________ 

                                                       /      |     |     |         \      

                        preservation     →  o      o    o   o          o   ←  over-harvest 

                  ↑ 

                                                          conservation 

 

Hard conversations need to be held w/NMDGF concerning elk #s on N. end of forest. 

 

Remember that one item may not negativily effect  forest users but several will result in users having the feeling 

of being pecked to death by 1000 chickens.  

 

Question 2 Response: 

[Comments on this page were a continuation from Question 1] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S35 

Question 1 Response:   

“3. Putting out fires has caused gross overgrowth in the last 60 yrs + 

9. There hasn't been accurate road map available at forest office for 25+ years 

9. Roads and trails have deteriated [deteriorated], need to let public help maintain them. 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S36 

Question 1 Response:   

“Ecosystems - New Mexico has 1.6 million acres of Inventoried Roadless Areas and about half of those roadless 

areas are located in the Gila National Forest.  These roadless areas are outside of existing designated 

Wilderness.  Inventoried Roadless Areas are vital areas that help sustain functioning ecosystems, including clean 

air and water.  Furthermore, roadless areas provide exceptional habitat for wildlife, and afford the public an 

opportunity to recreate in.  Whether hiking, hunting or fishing, the roadless areas of the Gila National Forest 

provide the public with outstanding opportunities for primitive forms of recreation. 
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Furthermore, proposed damming and diversion of the Gila River and San Francisco River are changed 

circumstances from the 1986 Gila Forest Plan.  These proposals could adversely affect the overall water quality 

of the rivers, and species that depend on them. The Gila National Forest should look at a Forest wide Wild & 

Scenic Inventory of rivers and streams to assess potential changes from proposed dams and diversions.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“There is a need and opportunity for new conservation designations such as Special Management Areas, 

recommended Wilderness, and Wild & Scenic Rivers.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S37 

Question 1 Response:   

3. Natural process - inclusion of fire back into the management plan. 

 

 2. Managing the natural resources to historic climax communities thru actions addressing those concerns when 

combined w/multi-use (such as brush mgt., livestock & wildlife water development, riparian restoration, 

etc.) 

o Look at bring timber harvest back into the management plan 

 

o Address T&E species w/end goal in mind & concentrate on those that success is most likely instead of 

one size fits all. 

 

o Forest staffing - not only making certain enough FTE's are in place to complete tasks to high quality, but 

the right folks are were [where] they need to be i.e., range specialists, arch, etc. 

 

o Create diversity in individual managent [management]/land use plans in partnership w/those individuals 

on the land having a seat @ the same table during the process as opposed to after decisions are made. 

 

o The current state of the forest as far as overgrowth and lack of natural openings created from years of 

hands off management driven by litigation is extremely concerning. 

 

o Conservation vs. preservation. 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 Recent trends of wilderness designations and road closures go against the multiuse vision.  Forest's can be 

manged [managed] thru "all the above" and still remain healthy & viable. 

 

 National Forests are untapped economic boomtowns for the Forest Service which would allow more 

freedom & increased staffing for better overall forest health. 

 

 Work w/USDA & national level to breath [breathe] life back into the CCC or some form of it. 
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 Work to eliminate boundaries when it comes to working agreements to include not only FS but private 

land, state land, and BLM 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S38 

Question 1 Response:   

“fire eliminated - as part of the natural 

esp. 

management 

 

STM  - trending away from → hist. cond. 

  active management 

 

patchiness - mosaic of habitats 

 

budget - how 

 hire right staff 

 
Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S39 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 11, and 15 circled] 

“I have seen a trend of overuse in certain areas.  There is an overuse in campgrounds like Grapevine that is 

contributing to a [an] increase in water pollution in the East and Main fork of the Gila.  There is also an impact of 

cattle in the main fork of the Gila North of and East of Turkey Creek.  It is my knowledge that these cattle are 

feril [feral].  These issues are not being dealt with and have been trends for years.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“My concerns are with the ecosystems of those areas.  For the campground use we could monitor the numbers 

during high-use times and provide extra fascilities [facilities] during these times and provide signing that states 

where the fascititives [facilities] are and that waste shouldn't be disposed in these areas.  Also, the FS should 

monitor and enforce those areas during high use times. 

 

For the feril [feral] cattle - besides just going in and removing/shooting, there could be tags provided for hunting 

possibly for low income families.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S40 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6 and9 circled] 

“6. Missing traditions 
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  Ex.:  ranching – environmental groups no respect for . . . 

 

6. & 13.: historical time line 

   Chain 

 

6. negligence – fire suppression - continue letting fire go 

    Lack of timber mgmt. 

 

Balance  FS needs to take more risks 

  Take a stand on either end rather than be in the middle 

 

Capacity for the Gila NF 

 

People will pay to camp on private land 

  “carrying capacity”  too many people 

 

Diversion 

→ past  we were naïve just trying to raise and feed family” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Get prisoners to help maintain trails 

 

Clean up the forest. pays general public rather than relying on volunteers” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S41 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 6, 7, 9, 10, and13 emphasized and the term “cultural” underlined and “ranching for 

example” written.] 

“Importance to me: 

1st  7. Benefits – hardest to assess due to so many people with their own opinions, but just the fact of having 

Nat’l Forest in our ‘back yard’ is a great benefit and it seems to ‘shrink’ as more & more people share it 

(i.e., crowded campgrounds).  How can we share the forest in a courteous, considerable manner as 

more people continue to visit the Gila? 

 

2nd  2. Air, soil and water resources – I need to learn more about the Gila watershed & the impact of the 

always possibility of damning the Gila R.  I feel this is the very soul of the Gila Forest and must be 

maintained, respected, & yet always available to people as the future brings big change. 

 

3rd  9. Recreation – My greatest concern is for the future of Glenwood & the importance of the Catwalk to 

their future (economically speaking).  My hope is that it will be restored once again, as it has after past 

floods have ‘injured’ it. 
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4th  3. Natural processes – running out of time, but the impact that the Gila has on people, animals, 

economy, etc., etc., is phenominal [phenomenal] & I feel that since I 1st  came to Silver City in 1964, the 

forest has been well cared for & its natural processes always kept in mind when decisions are made . 

 

5th  10. Energy & minerals – after having lived in West Texas from 1996-2001 & seeing the wind harnessed, I 

would love to see the Gila provide natural energy in some way unbeknown to me!  Hope someone 

comes up with some great idea!” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

S42 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics 2 (#2), 4 (#1), and 5 (#3) emphasized and included numbers in parentheses.] 

“1. Carbon Stocks.  80% of soil carbon is now in the atmosphere & photosynthesis needs to do its work in 

sequestering carbon.  This is the single most important topic for human kind.  The forest use – logging, 

camping, cattle – all need to be seriously reduced. 

 

2. The diversion proposed is a crushing defeat for most of these assessment topics.  The Forest Service 

should take a strong stand and detail for policy makers the crushing implications of diversion for these 

topics. 

 

3. ‘The Sixth Extinction’ received the Pulitzer Prize for 2015 & details the ‘thousands’ of species we are 

losing -  many too small to even know we are losing.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“#1. Carbon Stocks – My concern is that the Service will see itself ‘directed’ by public input & that much of 

the public refuses to accept scientific truth & remains shackled by political ideology. 

 

#2. My worry about the diversion is that the Service will defer to the ISC & remain silent. 

 

#3. The Service is inclined to be cautious w/species silently go extinct while they follow consensus. 

 

Funding Sources are always limited – but somehow the nation needs to deprioritize war & outer space & realign 

to infrastructure which includes forests.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

S43 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics 2, 6, 8, and 13 circled.] 

“Rank order: 

 1. 13 Devise some kind of time line showing beginnings of peopling on the forest to the present time.  

Include cultural & historical contributions of each time segment. 
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 2. 2 Historical time line for the rivers – how changed naturally as well as by man.  What impacts 

anticipated from long drought and large diversions. 

 

 3. 6 How many people (estimate) could forest support if fully utilized? As and if more development 

on it.  Numerical risk for more large fires?  How much impact from previous fires? 

 

 4. 8. List of all possible uses?  How would all of these uses be handled by how many more employees.  

How much would forest contribute if it was fully cleaned up?” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“All of this could be an economic benefit if this cleaning up, development & maintenance was partly or mostly 

done by the public while being supervised by anyone with such experience.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S44 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 7, 8, 9, 11, and14 circled.] 

6. I feel our culture is sometimes neglected 

7. 

8. 

9. I have seen a sharp decline in our wildlife.  Predators seem to be a major problem. 

11. 

14. Privat [Private] property owners locking gates to public land 

 

I feel the enviro-wacko movement has hidered [hindered] the FS by not letting them do the job they are trained 

to do. 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S45 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 9, and 11 circled.] 

“Higher demand for infrastructure, such as trails, roads, and campgrounds, yet there appears to be less 

resources (money) available to maintain and/or repair the infrastructure. 

 

Need to have a higher priority for fire prevention/suppression measures, which will also help with erosion 

issues, which will help maintain the infrastructures.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“For trails, prioritize which trails to repair, ask for volunteers to work on trails and other infrastructures. 
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Approach legislature to relax climate rules for prescribed burns.  Educate said persons regarding ecological 

damage of smaller controlled burns vs. large uncontrolled hot fires and resulting erosion.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S46 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 5, and 15 circled.] 

“1. Effects on riparian areas of poorly maintained trails and too many roads in the back-country.  Erosion of 

topsoil due to too many (excessively high numbers) access points for off road vehicles.  The effects and this 

erosion are negative, caused by high levels of motorized activity in the back-country. 

 

5. The motorized activity I mentioned in reference to #1 has negatively impacted many at-risk species, such as 

deer, elk, wolves, mountain lion and bobcat.  In today’s world of anthropomorphic extinctions worldwide, 

remaining enclaves of habitat for wildlife need to be protected from motorized activity. 

 

15. We need to expand the number (I have noticed lots of impact from roads on the edge of wilderness) and 

extent of total areas designated as wilderness, in my opinion as a bow-hunter for elk and deer.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“1. My concerns associated with #1 are that soil and plant communities – on which many other lives depend – 

will continue to worsen in diversity and quality.  Several opportunities that I see are (a) to hire local youth 

groups to re-habilitate these riparian and aquatic communities; and (b) to re-format these back-country 

roads – after closing them – into foot and horse trails. 

 

5. Habitat for at-risk species needs to be protected, as this habitat is being destroyed by human motorized and 

mechanized activities worldwide at an alarming rate.  My concern, therefore, is that my 8 year old daughter 

will inherit a world without these crucial species that strengthen and enhance any hunting experience and 

community.  An opportunity I see in this concern is to close additional back-country roads and expand 

wilderness designated areas. 

 

15. A concern I have about existing wilderness designated areas is that there needs to be an increase in the 

number of – and total acreage within – these designated areas in order to protect water, soils and habitat.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S47 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 5, 7, 10, 11, and 15 circled.] 

“Current conditions and trends I have noticed and observed on the Gila are less healthy soil and water 

conditions near areas heavily used by campers.  I don’t believe that campers are the issue, but the misuse of 

campsites.  I have observed more trash and debris in areas near misused or overused campgrounds. 

 

Also, there are many benefits that people obtain from the Gila.  The Gila provides a place of solitude.  The Gila is 

a place to get away from roads, cars and buildings.  Specifically:   West, East, Middle Forks.” 
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Question 2 Response:   

“The Gila provides a place of solitude away from cars, roads, buildings, and civilization.  The Gila serves as a 

place of refuge for many people and animals.  I have many concerns about potential damage that could happen 

to the Gila as a result of the desire for economic revenue.  Some of my concerns include: 

  1. potential dams 

  2. ATV use in aquatic areas. 

  3. Pollution of the Gila River, specifically from human & animal waste, ash, detergents. 

  4. The installations of roads. 

  5. Overpopulation & extinction. 

 

These issues could be addressed through: 

o Conservation 

o Strategically hunting 

o Monitoring of campground waste” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S48 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 9, and 11 circled.] 

“Have seen deteriorating infrastructure; declining trail maintenance & signage.  No campground improvements. 

 

Concerned about ecosystems health due to climate change, massive wildfires and lack of financial & personnel 

resources for oversight and maintenance 

 

Like to see more emphasis on recreation to attract visitors but consistent with obtaining both the financial & 

personnel resources to support. 

 

Concern the Gila has become the “forgotten forest” -- few visitors, low priority for funding & other resources.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Concerning ecosystems, we must learn to adapt to a potentially hotter & more arid forest 

 

Emphasis must be on proactive fire management with continued controlled burns & clearing of the forest floor. 

 

With the prospect of continued underfunding & lack of sufficient FS personnel, the FS needs to increase 

outreach to volunteer groups for assistance in trail/road maintenance, signage, campground clean up and brush 

removal. 

 

Suggest FS identify local and national NGOs & volunteer organizations willing to participate in specific projects 

and long term be responsible for continual maintenance & oversight.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S49 

Question 1 Response:   
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“11.  Infrastructure (e.g., trails campgrounds) 

 Some trails have deteriorated – trails in burned areas have not been rebuilt 

 Campgrounds – Many campgrounds in good condition, but some campgrounds are not being 

maintained as well as could be.  Flooded campgrounds still closed.  Some no fee campgrounds 

seem to have semi-permanent residents. 

 

9. Recreation – Appears to be conflicts with various recreation types such as horseback riding, OHV use, hiking, 

hunting. 

 

 5.    At Risk Species – Wolf program is just hanging on.  Plans to reintroduce river otters has stalled.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“11. Better use of volunteers to help rebuild trails.  Volunteer Camp Hosts to help keep campgrounds in good 

shape and assist rangers in enforcing campground stay limits. 

 

9. Make sure there are plenty of areas available for different recreational use.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S50 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 11, 12, and 13 circled.] 

“Too many roads and off road usage – causing roads to wash out as well as channeling water. 

 

Illegal wood cutting 

 

Some folks don’t pack out what bring in & leave trash in forest 

 

Would like to see more wilderness area as well as more special mgment areas 

 

Gila River should be designated as Wild & Scenic 

 

Improve vegetation on forest by reducing grazing & do some land restoration to improve native plants & 

watershed – overgrazing & ATVs have caused areas to gully out. 

 

Have experienced gullying out due to grazing & no attention to 

 

Illegal wood cutting – see a lot of it & the carbon stocks & climate change – extremely impt” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“With illegal driving in forest – damage to native plants & promotion of degradation of vegetation contribution 

to destabilized soil & more runoff. 

 Do more restoration & water management features to slow H2O down when have heavy rains 

 When do road maintenance – utilize 1 rock dams to reduce wash out or gullying of roads 

 Promote/allow/involve more groups to help with forest restoration 
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 Illegal wood cutting – damage to forest-harvesting of trees not supposed to harvest 

 Create more wilderness & special management areas that will limit usage of areas.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S51 

Question 1 Response:   

[all the assessment topics #1 through 15 circled with the term “Bigger!” next to “Gila Wilderness.”] 

 “Would like to trails restored – those that were destroyed during the fires 

 Better balance of forest users – too much emphasis on uses that are not beneficial to forest health 

 No. 1 priority – forest conservation 

 Better signage for trails & better enforcement 

 Develop some sites for birding and animal watching 

 Would like to see more wilderness 

 Would like to see some grazing leases purchased and land retired 

 No use of forest service land for Gila Diversion fiasco 

 Develop ‘quiet areas’ within forest in addition to wilderness 

 Make the forest a ‘hiking destination’ to the world! And birding too!” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Over compensation of fire danger by clear cutting forests 

 Science regarding tree thinning has changed – are current policies up to date? 

 Great opportunity to create wildlife and bird viewing stations 

 Create media campaign to promote Gila as a wildlife & birding sanctuary 

 Create more wetlands areas a la lake Roberts (but not a Gila Diversion) 

 Require insurance, registration & licensing on all motor vehicles driven in the Gila so public is protected 

 Education classes to inform public on best use practices and forest conservation” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S52 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 4, 6, 8, and 9 emphasized. “N/A” was written next to “Areas of Tribal Importance.”] 

“REC.  LESS ACCESS FOR OHV” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

LESS ACCESS FOR OHV REC. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S53 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1-3, 5-10, and 14 emphasized.] 

 “Decline in multiple use 

 Trend toward more preservation 

 Gov’t acquiring more property 
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 Restrict fire wood gathering 

 Declining thinning and logging 

 At risk species is at the expense of other species 

 Keep people’s needs first and foremost 

 Big wildfires and decline in people’s health and safety 

 Decline in county tax base and payments in liu [lieu] of taxes” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S54 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #6 circled.] 

“6. Social cultural & economic conditions 

  Health safety and welfare of people should be number one priority always! 

 

7. Benefits people obtain! 

  See above 

 

8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions 

  See above 

 

14. Land ownership and use 

  See above 

 

1. Ecosystems  3. Natural process 

  Ecosystems and natural processes are everything from what people see as the worst and the 

  best conditions on the land will exist even if there is no management by the FS” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Concerns with the conditions and trends. 

 

Due to litigation and the lack of concern for people on all forest land the only living organism that can 

understand what goes on has to yield [yield] to the need everything else.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S55 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 3, 6, 8, and 14 circled.] 

“2. Need watershed restoration and thinning to alleviate fires and restore water balance 

 

3. Fire needs to be part of forest process, but thinning should be done and timber harvested 
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6. Grazing should remain part of forest, as should grazing 

 

8. Multiple use is the original reason for national forests.  Don’t take away access.  Too much of forest has 

been destroyed by fire.  The loss of favorite trails is saddening. 

 

14. Land privately owned w/in forest should remain in private lands; mineral claims should be maintained 

and respected. 

 

To expand on No. 2:  The Gila River can remain wild in the wilderness, but let private landowners in the Gila 

Valley decide what to do with Gila River water for their farms & ranches to remain an economic benefit.  

Diversions on the Gila River have been part of the landscape for many years. 

 

The largest group of endangered SW willow flycatchers are on privately owned land!  Land managed for 

economic benefit.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Concerns continue to be watershed.  Bring back timber harvesting, keep grazing rights.  Timber harvesting will 

help restore watershed and prevent disastrous fires. 

 

The land belonged to us, residents of Grant County, before the Forest Service existed!  Give it back so we can 

sustainably manage the way our forefathers did. 

 

Ranchers and farmers are the original conservationists.  Without their land being viable, they would have no 

livelihood. 

 

Think of people first, not the critters. 

 

Do not put more restrictions on the forest and let us use it. 

 

Use the timber and the water beneficially 

 

Break the management of process and concentrate on real forest and habitat management. 

 

Support portable wood pellet manufacturing systems.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S56 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #8, 10, and 14 circled.] 

“1. Multiple use – has been diminished/reduced and seems to have lost its importance to the Gila.  This has 

resulted in a number ranches being taken out of production which has put a hardship on our local 

economy & tax base.  Logging & mining are non-existent on Gila NF. 
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2. Land Ownership:  The gila continues to buy more & more land & thus increasing their ownership & 

reducing not only tax base but also use & opportunities to make a living. 

 

General Forest Management has resulted in less economic opportunities/loss of local customs & culture.  FS 

management has resulted in loss of species & habitat through wildfire & hands off management.  Big game 

species such as mule deer have decreased & thus hunting opportunities/custom/culture has been lost. 

 

Energy & minerals:  except for minimal fire wood cutting FS management has not allowed/promoted any 

energy/mineral development” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Less economic opportunities/losing our customs & culture to the wants of Radical Environmental Extremist 

groups.  These groups have terrorized our local long-time residents.  Need to reestablish Multiple Use Grazing, 

Logging, Mining, Recreation, Wood Cutting Hunting.  Manage the land for the benefit of, people.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S57 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 5, 8, and 9 circled.] 

“3. Fire regines [regimes] being inappropriately used during weather patterns that result in destruction of 

ecosystems. 

 

5. Use of chemicals rather than mechanical means to remove undisirable [undesirable] fish species (kills 

more than targeted species.)  Endangered species being managed at the expense of other species. 

 

8. Multiple use has definitely declined due to influence of special interest groups pressure rather being 

driven by scientific data.  The  Gila is moving into a preservation mode rather than multiple use. 

 

  9. Some recreational opportunities are being diminished [diminished].” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“3. Total fire suppression during dry, windy months 

 

5. Require NM Game & Fish to use mechanical means of removal in streams.  Look at value of species 

affected by management of Indangered [Endangered] Species - manage all species. 

 

8. Complete all studies in progress.  Update GIS layering 

 

9. Increase Recreational opportunities.  Get back to multiple use rather than preservation.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S58 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #7, 8, 11, and 12 circled.] 
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[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S59 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 14 dashed.] 

“3. Natural processes - reduce forrest [forest] fire intensities, improved management practices, review & 

revise agency policy to work toward:  Best Possible Product as your stated goal 

 

7. Manage for the recreational purposes while being aware of local customs and cultures.  (fuel wood 

collection, cultural herb use, etc.) 

 

8. Allow for multiple uses in a sustainable environment [environment] 

 

11. Increase trails and campgrounds as the need arises.  As the Land of Enchantment is promoted more 

people will take advantage of the Gila Forrest [Forest].  Plan for increased public use. 

 

14. Federal government agencies need to increase coordination with all stake holders with respect to local 

landowners/leaseholders and their individual uses. 

 

5. As US Forest Service coordinates with other federal agencies on threaten or endangered species 

protection. A good scientific recovery plan must be developed.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“3. Take advantage of local experts (Soil & Water Conservation Districts) landowners who work and know 

the land all year have a lot of knowledge (culture/customs) 

 

4. Agency transparancy [transparency], honesty, truth, trust. 

 

11. Coordinate with local user groups to combine resources to improve trails, campgrounds.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S60 

Question 1 Response:   

  “1. Ecosystem: 

Grazing:  Over the last 30 years I have seen juniper trees spread at an incredible rate.  As they spread 

and grow less grass becomes available for livestock and wild game.  Currently, there are few greenwood 

cutting areas and these are limited to 12" in diameter.  Increasing the cutting areas & size restrictions 

will help slow this down. 

 

  2. Water: 
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I am very concerned with the number of cottonwood tree in the river bottoms.  They are taking an 

enormous amount of water from the rivers & lowering water tables.  This is bad for agriculture and 

wildlife 

 

  3. Access: 

With the current efforts to close roads in the forest access to places people have historically had access 

to is being limited or taken away. 

 

  4. Endangered Species: 

We are going too far overboard with endangered species.  The wolves are starting to devastate the elk 

herds.  Custom and culture are not being considered when it comes to protecting species.  Best science 

is not being used in determining if a species is in fact endangered.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“1. More greenwood areas with increased diameter allowances. 

 

2. Keep historic 2 track roads open with the understanding they will not be maintained. 

 

3. Heavily thin & limit cottonwoods and kill all salt cedar. 

 

4. Limit the number of wolves in all areas to ensure healthy wildlife numbers. 

 

5. Stop trying to protect too many species in one area. 

 

6. Listen to local people of all walks instead of people and organizations who don't even live here.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S61 

Question 1 Response:   

“Trail are being more obscure 

 

More fire areas because of overgrowth timber & grass 

 

Forest not used for timber, cattle, recreation 

 

Dead standin timber ? ? ?” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Money for forest management should come from the forest 

 

The wilderness should not be increased” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S62 
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Question 1 Response:   

“9. Recreation 

 More ATV trails are being shut down even though there are people willing to maintain them -- have to 

go out of state. 

15. Existing designated area 

 wilderness area is being enlarged 

 less access for ATV use 

 Less cattle allowed 

 have enough wilderness area. 

 

3. Natural processes 

 after a fire, dead timber is not allowed to be utilized (harvested) 

 Beetle kill trees are not allowed to be harvested 

 Overgrowth of undergrowth cause for fire 

 Climate change 

 wildlife moving into populated areas.  

 Trend more US Forest personnel in the office instead in the forest 

 

 TMR - Travel Management 

Illegal wood cutting 

trash on forest 

 

Have forest management as a profitable business instead of a govt. budget” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Allowing easier access for lumber companies to harvest dead trees & get a fee for USFS from the sale. 

 

Work on building a ATV program that would be profitable for the USFS with educating riders.  Drawing in riders 

from other states for great trail systems (like Moab UT or AZ) 

 

So much protection it's smothering the use of the forest.  Manage areas that are being abused.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S63 

Question 1 Response:   

 2. Recreation 

  A. Access - protection seems to mean losing access. This is a trend!!! 

Already know roads are closing.  Why?  Beauracracy [Bureaucracy]?  People who use places we ride ATV 

are other ATV riders.  See few if any of others.  People are afraid of losing what they have right now.  

Seems we are the bad guys (Trend) 

 

Our group hauls more trash out every time we go out.  This helps.  More we ride the more trash we haul 

out. 
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 1. Trees standing that are infested by bugs.  Why not cut them and use them before they rot. 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 

Trails Recreation Clubs (OHV) to maintain/mark 

    Clubs- sponsor trash out  

 We are willing to spend time and resources to maintain 

The only trail the forest service ask us to help with was the Continental divide trail (a trail we can't use).  Fire 

control is better where there is a road. 

Dead trees standing infested by bugs 

  Economic Contributions 

Wood pellet people would buy timber. Lumber people would buy (also burned timber if cut soon after a 

fire) 

Less wilderness  Recreation 

Wilderness is needed.  We have enough.  Losing more & more places to ride.  Back to access.   Lack of access will 

effect local business 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S64 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 9, and 14 emphasized and “These are public lands” written next to #14.] 

“Travel Management Plan - restrictions as to where OHV riders can go. 

 

Can volunteer groups provide OHV road maintenance  

Roads that we are told won't be kept up, are not being maintained now, why close them? 

 

Fire is a natural process, why after a fire, doesn't the USFS reseed or plant saplings to prevent erosion.  Look at 

the Black Range flooding.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“1. Why doesn't the USFS require everyone, including environmental groups, if you have a grazing allotment 

then the land should be used for grazing.  If there are no livestock on the land a natural means of 

seeding is lost. 

If you have a grazing allotment you should graze cattle on it.  If this doesn't happen then fraud has taken 

place and should be prosecuted. 

2. We need to keep public lands public.  Educate people in usage of the forest, enforcement of existing 

laws, don't place everyone in the same category.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S65 
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Question 1 Response:   

“9. Concern that OHV trails could be closed.  How can we as ATV riders stop the ones who have low or no 

integrity from trashing our land!  We pick up so much & it just does not stop. 

 

3. Why is the timber left to just rot & fall and this just provides fuel for fires!  Overgrown grass! 

 

15. Gila Wilderness is not available for the public use. 

           

          

Access           

Why are streams & rivers being closed off for recreation?  TMR! 

             ↑  

            NO” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Money from local resources 

  i.e. timber sales 

Needs to stay local 

 

Would encouraging more volunteers   

help stop the trashing in our forest. 

 

OHV/ATV concerns: 

Need to have access to the Gila Wilderness.  Love the wilderness - it should be available for everyone to enjoy” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S66 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #6, 7, 8, 9, and 11 circled.] 

“As you can see in my selections I am concerned about the use of the Forest 

 First I would like to see more thinning and use those materials to generate economic possibilities 

 I want the public to feel welcome in our forest 

 Improve the roads and trail - marked trails - good maps 

 Concerned about long closure after a fire 

 The Gila is the ‘land of many uses and I would like to see that remain 

 Keep our forest healthy & open.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“See #1” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S67 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 8, 9, and 10 circled.] 
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“3. Why is timber harvesting not approved in the Gila (to [too] thick). 

Why do you not approve ‘promptly’ the cutting & recovery of burnt timber from the Forest   fires we 

have annually.  The cost of fighting massive forest fires is too astronomical. 

 

   [indecipherable]/ 

8. What do you define as ‘multiple uses’ and what is the economic dollar income received by the Forestry 

annually from the Gila Forest. 

 

10. What is the ‘energy’ and mineral income realized annually? from the Gila” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“What is the unknown (to the public) cost of operating our Gila Forest.  Functions/operation. 

 

Why can't the forestry pursue trying to establish the same system/operations as was applied to the old C.C.C. 

camps to maintain the trails and camp grounds.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S68 

Question 1 Response:   

“1. Eco systems 
2. Recreation 
3. Infrastructure 
4. Land Ownership & use 

 
1. I'm seeing erosion, trash, what appears to be pollution* in streams (* Chemical?) Bear Creek east of 

Wood Haul Rd trail 
  -Users believe the designations of available water on maps - fictional springs in Royal John Rd area. 
 

2. Seeing considerable trash left by users at camp sites (e.g., Celebration) 
 

3. Trails listed on USGS maps that are invisible oon the ground (e.g., Meadow Crk) 
  - Trails need constant maintenance 

- Don't need new trails; just keep existing ones open & open the invisible ones or remove them from 
maps  

- Too much barbed wire lying around - traps for people & horses & wildlife (e.g. Ft. Bayard Wildlife Study 
area - also deteriorating & obsolete fencing (e.g. on formerly private land) 

  
4. Rules about public trails that pass thru private land need to be clarified & new closures by landowners 

published so you don't go miles up a trail & find you can't get thru (e.g., Cross Mtn, trail 806)  (updates 
posted regularly  on Gila Forest website) 

 
good stuff - Fire area reclamation 

  Grasses & wildflowers thriving in burned areas” 
 

Question 2 Response:   

“1 & 2.  Trash obviously spoils everything.  Does constant community outreach help?  Opportunity to send 

people to talk trash to school kids, church groups, parent groups, news outlets:  what trash costs ($, 
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hazards, clean-up).  How its paid for (taxes).  Stream pollution - why is it showing up?  What does it look 

like?  Is what I'm seeing in Bear Creek natural, organic, or something else?  Some outreach opportunity 

as for trash.  Stress solutions - take your trash out.  (I know you've been saying that all my life -- public 

service announcements in the 1960s, but I haven't heard any in awhile, it seems). 

 

 3. Trails - More outreach opportunities -- Aldo Leopold kids, fitness groups, hiking groups (especially for 

little trail jobs -- cut the brush back with hand pruners you carry on your belt – it’s OK to cut that stuff 

back  -- lots of hikers think it’s illegal to do this)  Same folks can pick up trash, BTW. 

 

Barbed wire - in a season when the forest isn't on fire, get fire crews to clean up & pack this stuff out -- 

it's a hazard to them, too. 

 

 4. Gila Forest website needs better attention.  Trail closure notices currently on line are years out of date. 

Opportunity to share update responsibility among willing & able staff.  FS knows who private land 

owners are.  Opportunity to get info from them by way of emails when they get annoyed with people 

tramping thru their property & put up a fence.  Hikers can use info that trail is no longer passable.  Post 

a notice at trailhead & on website.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S69 

Question 1 Response:   

 “9/11 Recreation & Infrastructure (Trails) 

Conditions are poor and growing worse for trails.  Wild fire in the last 5 years has negatively effected 

[affected] many trails on the Gila.  This situation will become worse as dead trees fall across trails.  Very 

little money seems to be available for maintenance. 

 

 3. Natural Processes 

Fire has made signative [sic] changes in forest ecosystems in the last 10 years.  There needs to be more 

analysis in the long term effects and change needs to be monitored over time. 

 

 8. Multiple Uses and their economic contribution  

I believe multiple uses should continue but because of environmental concerns costs to taxpayers are 

increasing.  I know this is not under forest control, but more costs need to be payed [sic] by community 

users” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“9/11 Fixed -- more volunteers (but process needs to be simplified and there needs to be better coordination) 

 

Fire crews need to be used more for trail maintenance when not emediately [immediately] needed for fire. 

 

Other solutions made under items on first page.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S70 
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Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 8, and 11 circled.] 

“2. Air, Soil & Water 

 Soil:  Soil health compared to historical conditions may have declined due to increased tree & brush 

cover & higher severity fires. 

 Water:  Quantity may have declined in surface flow due to increased transpiration from trees & brush. 

 Air:  Smoke historically may have been more common but less severe than currently. 

 

8. Multiple uses:  Livestock grazing is an excellent use that if managed holistically can be a surrogate for 

historical processes that maintained open forests & grasslands. 

 

11. Infrastructure - roads & access & motorized use appears to have increased.  Effects on soil, ecosystems & 

sedimentation in water appear to be increasing.  Trail maintenance & road maintenance may not have kept 

up with impact of effects.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“2. Air, Soil & Water 

Integrate management of disturbance processes to trend air soil & water conditions toward 

natural/historical, with considerations for climate change.  Use multiple use forest & range management as 

surrogates for natural processes.  Increase use of prescribed fire rather than wildfire to burn at less severe 

conditions. 

 

8. Multiple Uses 

Increase thinning to manage forest ecologically.  Where operationally workable, shift livestock grazing to 

holistic management.  Be more proactive in management of forest & range vegetation transpiration to 

restore spring & stream flows. 

 

11. Inventory point sediment & erosion problems on roads.  Mange to reduce sediment. 

Trails are important for access but many of the trails are almost impassable.  If funding is limited, work more 

with volunteer groups like BCHA.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S71 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 5, and 7 checked.] 

“Effects of Climate Change on Ecosystems as all systems become stressed. 

 

More pressure put on endangered species --Hiking intro to outdoor education” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“[Indecipherable] analysis of effects of global warming.  Serious review of water usage and potential effects of 

Diversion project. 

 

Work on identifying endangered species in the Forest and monitor their health. 
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Trail work to improve access for the” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S72 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 4, 6, and 8 circled.] 

“6. I have been actively involved with the GNF since 1998 in forest restoration and CFRP projects.  Until 2006 

collaboration was excellent and much progress was made.  After that time, key FS staff collaborators were 

lost resulting in apathetic and sometimes destructive trends in the FS/private relationship including the loss 

of restoration based businesses and capacity, and a reduction of successful CFPP grant projects -- to zero. 

 

4. Some of the developing wood products processing capacity locally has great potential for sequestration of 

carbon in the soil, and associated sequestration in enhanced vegetative growth.  It needs to be supported by 

the GNF.  

 

2. Other products have high potential for erosion control and increased capacity of the landscape to store 

water in the soils.  The GNF needs to support this work enthusiastically. 

 

8. The GNF has tremendous potential to support local economic development, but staff is not engaged with 

local E.D. efforts in spite of the Sec. of Ag declaring such as a priority in 2009 (or thereabouts).  Various 

entities would be energized by renewed participation by the GNF in economic initiatives.  Links to the Green 

Chamber of Commerce, Gila Woodnet, the SWNM Council of Governments, the Bingaman Green Jobs & 

Energy Task Force, the Food Policy Council, the Partnership for Responsible Business & the Center for 

Biological Diversity.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “See other side 

 

A real commitment to collaboration is the key.  My observation is that the GNF does not even understand what 

collaboration with the public means anymore. 

 

Staff needs to be genuinely interested in the community outside of the Agency.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S73 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 4, 5, and 7 checked.] 

“Because the Gila is one of the most important resources to our area for economic, ecological & tourism, the 

preservation of our precious resources, water, flora & fauna.  I feel the current status of these resources is 

endangered because of overuse by vehicles.  A real concern is the impact a proposed dam diversion will have 

negatively on the appeal to locals & visitors. 

 

All of the topics checked above are part of the above concerns.” 
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Question 2 Response:   

“Work with local groups like Audubon, Native Plants Society, the trails group using their assistance in making 

assessments of endangered species & trails needing maintenance -- use their volunteer services.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S74 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 5, and 9 circled.] 

“2. Water Resource - Threat to Gila River from a diversion is a dangerous trend.  Since global warming will 

reduce snowpack and availability of water to divert it would be a travesty to put a diversion on the Gila or 

San Francisco Rivers. 

 

5. Number of endangered and Threatened species throughout the Gila Forest in desperate need of protection 

also many species that are candidate to be listed. 

 

9. Recreation -- need for more and better maintained trails for quiet recreation for people to go enjoy nature 

in peace.  Too many ATVs making too much noise.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Concern: Water Resource - Gila & San Francisco Rivers will not have as much water in them due to climate 

change.   

Opportunity: Healthy watershed with money from AWSA instead of diversion 

 

Concern: Threatened & endangered species 

Opportunity: Create advertising campaign to promote tourism to see them.  World Class birding destination. 

 

Concern:   Recreation - Better trails for quiet recreation 

Opportunity:   Do something like NM Game and Fish GAIN permit for certain fishing and hunting areas that 

goes to promote areas for hiking, birdwatching, botanizing, etc.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S75 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 circled.] 

“Fires have reduced carbon stocks - but are necessary to maintain healthy ecosystems before too much carbon 

accumulates 

 

Diversion of the Gila River will in the future become a major problem although I don't know how this will be 

involved with the FS 

 

Endangered & Threatened species should be monitored.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   
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“Increased fire activity as a result of drought conditions and the resulting damage to soil & water. 

 

Opportunity may be thinning to reduce damage by lowering fire intensity. 

 

Stop diversion of the Gila 

Increase and improve habitat for endangered species e.g., cuckoo, willow flycatcher, orchids, gila minnow” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S76 

Question 1 Response:   

   “**Land of many uses   Keep!  No more restriction 
   Thinning for economic base (esp. pellet factory) 
  Recreation, trails campground - road closure after fire:  long time, longer time, why? 
  Preservation of nat. resource - Gila is economy - need sustainability 
 
  Water - Irrigation assoc. H2O yield ↓ due to density 
        quality ↓ due to fires 
       fires more severe 
 

Keep livestock grazing 
 

Road & trail problems due to lack of maintenance 
 

Climate change & snowpack - concerns about Gila diversions ** major impact 
 

species - need greater protection - need & science & data 
 

Rec - better trail maintenance 
 

Fires reduced carbon stocks  we ♥ carbon stocks 
 

Ecosystem health & climate ∆ [change] ↓ we need more focus 
 

All of these things  - clmfx [cumulative effects] on endangered species 
 

Ed outreach - outdoor ed for youth important 
 

Phenology - as w/bird populations #s very hard to say there's a trend.  Earlier arrival / increase in black hawks 
since PD stopped taking H2O” 
 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Integrate fire & resource management 

 

like NMDGF  - program - pay a yearly nominal fee to support rec.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

S77 
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“…my concern is that NM is able to exercise all water rights allotted to us by federal law and that individual 

water users are not impaired by new plan. 

 

Use 30,000 AF/yr of surface water rights 

Develop another 14,000 AF/yr AWSA surface water 

 

NM allocation from 1964 AZ vs. CA decree was 30 kAF.  2004 add 14 kAF.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Mimbres 
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Mimbres on August 6th from 10am to 12pm at Camp 

Thunderbird. 

 
Small Group Discussions at the Community Meeting in Mimbres 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M1 

[assessment topics #2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 14 underlined.] 

Question 1 Response:   

“General Discussion – Wilderness  

9/10 Closed campgrounds (Flooding) (Budget? / staff)  

9.  Trend of lower use – recreational  

  ↘focus on all types of camping 

14. New comers trying to keep others out  

  (not good for camping & longtime residents) 

6/9 ↓ fishing – (poison & fire & no restocking) 

1. ↓ Diversity of waterfowl & other dependent species, also concern about balance of large mammal 

population.  

1/7 Keep every trail 

1/2 Disconnect between upland/ riparian management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Opportunities & Solutions - Discussions 

 Public writing regional office & congressmen 

 Look at travel management maps that work on other forests.  

 ↑ grazing (but multi species) ↓ fuel load & ↑ logging  

    ↘Domestic in urban interface 

 Trail maintenance from outfitter guides in exchange for fees/permits  

 Opening/closing of facilities & forest areas – better public & total businesses information  

 Citizen Science & vol [volunteer] labor ↑ collaboration with public 

 “Volunteerism” – More informed  

 ↑ Cell coverage other places 

↓ In getting fire wood & hunting 

Side Q’s 
Travel Management implementation 

Set precedence that 

public was not listened”  

*Percent 

really closed. 

Emory Pass! 
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 Balance grazing/SAVORY concept 

 

1) Reporting Out ---- ↓REC budget 

---- Better communications in the forest / weekends 

2) 

 Traditional uses 

 Cost effectiveness of fire program 

 Stratify trail maintenance  

 Future & youth ↑ a range of activities (open the forest to more types of activities) 

 Stop closures 

 ↑ Volunteer coordination  

 Congressional lobby to get more funds from fire (the FEMA idea) 

 ADA access (Disability & Elderly) 

 Trail maintenance & loop trails/how to more effectively use volunteers 

 NVUM is not a good way to calculate use (people leaving) & how this is tied to budget 

 Travel management concerns 

 FS wants to limit many types of recreation (e.g. ↓ trails, ↓ camping types, cause ↓trend in use) 

 Where is the water at?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M2 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Access 

 Rec 

 Benefits 

  CG closed affects local economics  

Overall watershed condition - riparian water flow related to upland condition – improve management – grazing 

management – Opp [opportunity] for improvement is recovering on forest –  

Wilderness  

TMR effects – fuelwood/game retrieval  

            ↘Do locals have input need info limiting access to”  

Question 2 Response:   

 [blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M3 

Question 1 Response:   

 “↓ Blue Heron rookery gone/by poisoning the river no prey for birds 
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 ESA problem – single spp [species] management  

 Roberts Lake pre 

Closing down CG [campground] – bad for economics (outfitting) 

 Cg’s that are open are crowded –  

 Some cg’s are less use – trend to not caring 

 Less opportunity to teach children – car camping limited 

 Cg maintenance ↓ terrible  

 Need more information - Grapevine closed  

 Wanting to close the East Fork  

 New people coming 

 Cg hosts maps, with info about local area 

 need better news media & updated to public & for business  

 Game dept.  

 No fishing for & no future for fishing – used to guide a lot of fishing trips. 

 Won’t stock” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Take concerns upward to congressional/regional 

 Access to special needs folks 

 Summary - hunting license for wolves – funds to forests mtc. 

 ↑ graze ↑logging to reduce fuel loads  utilize  

 Small fire suppression  

 more informed volunteers to share & access info  

Wilderness  

 Let natural fires burn  

 Use outfitter guides to maintain in lieu of fees 

WUI wood cutting, multiple spp [species] grazing cattle, Sheep goats  brush height management 

 Use volunteers 

 Good info to local businesses about conditions 

 Citizen participation s.  ex- Provide GPS 

 to↗ FS ↓funded ↓staffed – get group of folks together – schools – to work w/FS 

 More collaboration w/communities  

 Cell phone towers – safety”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M4 

[assessment topics #3, 9, and 11 underlined and #1 and 9 circled.] 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Travel Management Plan concern to utilize recreation type opportunities 

 Fire regimes – maintaining natural fire processes 

 Watering wells for recreation (Infrastructure) 
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 Damage done by recreating vehicles concerned w/ continuing issues caused by non-implementation of 

travel management plan 

 Concerned w/ amount spent on T & E species  

Cost effective approach  

 Wolf 

 Gila trout 

 Water Resources (Possible Rain Catch Tank) Sappillo [Sapillo] Campground  

 Solar well implementation  

 Enjoy clearing of juniper stands to promote habitat for wildlife.”  

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Damage to natural habitat (Main Concern)  

 Utilize monies saved from conservation of T & E species toward recreation  

 Wants to see generations continue use.  

 Hard to finance forest objectives w/o sustainable access and continuous forest use 

 Enjoy healthy forest restoration / prescribed burns” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M5 

[assessment topics #8, 9, and 11 underlined and #1 and 9 circled.] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Campground need larger campsite for larger RV  

concerned about trail & road closing for access to public lands  

placement of roads & trail that wash out continuously”  

Question 2 Response:   

 “Need funding  

 Recruit volunteers 

 Charge a fee for camping 

 Reroute trails that wash out continuously  

 Identifying trails better” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M6 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 14,  and 15 underlined] 

“Access – in wilderness – maintain all trails in forest; keep jeep roads & ATV trails open – re open areas.  

Car camping important – reopen river camping – West Fork, Gallens [Gallinas]Camp Ground, Willow Creek, Car 

camping is how children get introduced to the outdoors 

Trend – Use is in downward trend: this appears to be the agenda of the USFS to limit camping, ATV use, 

horseback use, and grazing. 
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Need grazing of cattle & horses to improve ecosystem health, and economic health of local communities.  

Let fires burn in the wilderness to try to return to the natural condition.  

Clean trails with outfitters  

Need more information people – Not more law enforcement” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Wilderness: Let Natural Fires Burn  

Use outfitter guides to maintain trails in trade of fees. 

Forest & Urban interface: Use wood cutting, timbering and grazing to maintain open forests. Grazing of cattle, 

goats, sheep, horses for grass & brush height management. Keep roads open to accomplish management goals.  

Have information people meet public not law enforcement.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M7 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Poor maintenance of campgrounds (overflow of toilets) 

    ↘e.g. Mesa, Grapevine 

 No information – limited knowledge of campground hosts 

 Trend of closing 

o Opening campgrounds on hot mesas away from water 

 New residents → n 

 Fire →media → poor coverage 

   → Negative effect on local businesses  

 fishing →no stocking / poor fishing / used to have more business / Ash, poison, fire 

  ↘due to T & E species present (minnows) even effect Gila Trout stocking 

Watershed condition – stream flow → upland condition” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M8 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #7, 8, 9, and 11 underlined and circled] 

“Access – ATV & Truck for game retrieval / wood harvesting / recreation  

Travel management plan implementation is bogus. More rules addressing non existing problems – There is no 

damage from ATV’s – most all roads cause no erosion. In 10 years of riding it is rare to encounter other riders –  

Trend seems to me to be a plan to make it more difficult for the public to enjoy their forest.  
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Get rid of wolves – money could be for better uses.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Solutions: Abandon travel management plan.  

  Increase grazing to reduce fuel & fires. 

  Increase logging – removal of dead standing 

Proposal: Issue hunting licenses for wolves – fees to support forest maintenance  

Access: Forest Service should enter an agreement with a cell phone provider(s) to build a tower to serve more of 

the forest area.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M9 

Question 1 Response:   

“Important Topics 

1 – Ecosystems – General forest health always a priority. The wilderness areas here are a National treasure 

3 – Natural processes – fire protection & resources to local fire departments. * Lake Roberts is important water 

resource to landowners & homes in that area. 

8/11 – Multiple use/infrastructure – locals woodcut (a lot). Lots of confusion over effect of Travel Management 

Plan. Locals fear that public input was ignored; information not yet readily available.  

9 – We moved here to recreate in the Gila  

Trend – Seems to be towards limiting access, closing roads/ trails, shutting down campgrounds. (Is this because 

of budget?) 

Access - needed for hunters, woodcutters, retirees. Limits particularly hurt the elderly & families!” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Insure that public has good information on current conditions, such as open areas during fires and dam 

construction. This is very important to local economy.  

Urban interface treatments – important to local property owners 

Use volunteers – I’m active in VFD, and would be happy to find a way to help w/ forest issues in some way.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M10 

[assessment topics #1, 2, 3, and 5 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“#’s 1, 2, 3, 5, as these all seem to be very inheritably interrelated  
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The issues and current trends and conditions I am most familiar with are stream and riparian condition 

especially in the Mimbres River drainage. These conditions are of course affected by upload condition which are 

in turn affected by natural processes, esp. fire, climate, etc.  

I have seen quite a bit of recovery in riparian condition, but this has been tempered by post-fire related stream 

degradation. Also, grazing management has a tremendous influence on these conditions, which range from very 

good to extremely poor so I believe there is a lot of opportunity to improve these practices and therefore 

watershed condition.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Opportunities → Volunteerism, Citizen Science! Monitoring → 

Roads// trails – evaluating maintenance needs  

Grassland/watershed conditions 

FS – underfunded = maintenance!! ex.  

Citizen” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M11 

Question 1 Response:   

“Reduced infrastructure for logging 

 Old trees dying – should be used 

 Spotted owl ended logging 

Road conditions/maintenance has been reduced/declining 

People available to answer questions on weekends 

More access to information 

Maintenance of campgrounds, trails, roads, etc. declining 

 Need to improve our maintenance  

Important cultural sites have been identified, don’t need to protect all. – Nature will take care of the rest. 

Make trail #’s make sense. LR -1 = Lake Roberts Trail 1 

Trails should connect to make loops. 

- Has been developed using GPS but nothing done on the ground 

 Archy survey hindering progress on loops 

Recreation budget declining & 1st taken when needed  

Need to use popular media to advertise forest / lake conditions etc.  

Have people available to answer questions on weekend, face-to-face at ranger stations.  
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Need better communication (radio, cell service etc.) in the woods. 

- More & better infrastructure 

Announce when work will be done & post that volunteers are welcome.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M12 

Question 1 Response:   

“Communications: Currently there is no cell service in a large part of our community and most of the forest. As a 

member of the five department, I know that our law enforcement, EMS and fire dept. cannot communicate with 

central dispatch in many areas. Cell service covering the area would give everyone an alternate way to 

communicate in case of emergency.  

People in the woods could access maps and information that could make the difference in their enjoyment and 

possibly their survival. Things like a weather update or a call to say that a person will be early or late when they 

come out of the woods could be important.”  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M13 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“How to increase more opportunities  

→legislature control purse strings (reprioritize where $ goes) 

→ Look @ opportunities for private or public sector  

→Natural disaster funding for fighting fires  

→ Regulations problematic 

          ↓ Standard of living    ↓energy production  

Look @ cost-benefit ratio of projects  

  ↗recreation, industrial access  

Access →fire   woodcutters 

Harvesting burned acres 

More coordinated efforts 

- Public thinning according to a certain prescriptions 

Poor maintenance of juniper treatments 
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  →resprouting after Rx 

  →Herbicide application 

What to do to make $ for forest   more self-sustainable 

Concern – level of $ dedicated to endangered species  

- Poor success rate 

Limited amount  

- Can ∆ [change] conditions” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M14 

Question 1 Response:   

“people 

9- 

11- 

Need more info on weekends (office open on weekends) we need people in all districts to answer questions for 

local and traveling people – face to face.”  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M15 

[assessment topic #1 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

“1 – Woodland restoration – Harvesting of dead and dying trees as well as burned trees 

  Road maintenance  

  Trail maintenance 

9 – Recreation – maintenance of campgrounds, trails, roads – need better maintenance 

9 – Hiking, ATV’s, 4WD, horseback riding, fishing, hunting, grazing, mining  

13 – Maintain significant cultural & historic resources and let Nature take care of the tens of thousands of 

inconsequential ones.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – Major concern that information USFS receives from local residents will likely not be included in the plan.  

Reason: Our percentage of total input will be insignificant & not weighted. 

2 – Way too much money expended on endangered species and protecting insignificant ruins 

*Major Opportunity – open the forest for more industrial access – recreational access  
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Request increase in USFS recreational budget from 5% to 15%” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M16 

Question 1 Response:   

“11 – Trails & campgrounds need more money 

9 – Recreation – (office open on weekends) 

5 – At risk species”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Add people  

Add money”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M17 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “More  emphasis and money should be placed on recreation and public service the trends are down 

 Opportunities to open the districts offices on weekend and holidays to provide public service  

 positively – absolutely! 

 Opportunities to use more volunteers to maintain recreation of facilities and provide information to the 

public 

 Reallocation of budgets from other programs to recreation and volunteer emphasis”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M18 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 6, 9, 11, 14, and 15 circled] 

“1 – Road and trail maintenance 

2 – Firewood accessibility  

3 – Campground maintenance 

4.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – The loss of valuable resources 

2 – Make accessibility more available  

3 – Recruit more volunteer help to maintain areas” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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M19 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #7, 11, and 14 circled] 

 “Flooding and fires have left many trails very damaged, some are still closed. 

 Forest users are creating their own ad-hoc roads and campsites. 

 Trail access is not always clear, where can I go? 

 Much signage is old or inaccurate. 

 Trail location and road location has a great influence on the ability to keep them open – flooding will keep 

happening. 

 Fires are more dangerous and large than in the past. 

 Water use as far away as Deming may be diminishing what is available in the upper Mimbres.  

 There appears to be more beetle damage in the forest than in the past.”  

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “Get more budget money for infrastructure.  

 Facilitate volunteer effort if money cannot be obtained.  

 When trails are maintained, route them so they are less prone to flood damage. 

 Close campfire allowance sooner. More enforcement. Maybe even allow non-forest service people to help 

with enforcement.  

 Fix signage that is outdated (or gone)”. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M20 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #9 circled] 

1.  “Drought conditions – weather 

2. Fire frequency & degree. Rain intensity  

3. Smokey Bear 

4. Carbon held in plants released w/ fire 

5. We can’t save them all  

6. - 

7. Natural resources. Nature scenic & wildlife  

8. Grazing – wood products – parks 

9. ATV –Hunting – bird watching – hiking – camping 

10. Oil & mining  

11. Changes in technology 

12. Everywhere 

13. ? 

14. w/8 Forest Service 

15. Changes in technology”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Funding – Most $ spent on fighting fires – knee jerk reaction. 
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   Volunteers 

CCC – Un-employment high in one county away  

   Prioritize trails.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M21 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“With everyone using the internet to conduct their lives – to get information – to communicate – to conditions 

in the forest now are very poor, the trend is for more & more people to depend on cell phones and internet 

service, there is an opportunity to present the Gila Forest and Wilderness to the world through media and 

facebook etc. and improve the safety & enjoyment of the forest.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M22 

Question 1 Response:   

“Infrastructure:  There are numerous examples of roads that are proposed for closure in the Travel 

Management Plan, which are in extremely poor condition. There are still over 3,000 miles of 

roads open to motorized use.  

There are also numerous examples of old mining shafts, grazing fences and water 

developments, and recreational facilities that appear to serve little purpose due to 

deterioration.  

Recreation: The USFS has a very arbitrary system for calculating and monitoring recreation “visitors”. The 

assessment should evaluate ways to better monitor forest use, as opposed to selecting dates 

that typically don’t typify the average-user, such as Christmas Day, or New Year’s Day.  

Existing designated areas:  There are several large Inventoried Roadless Areas on the Gila National Forest. I 

am concerned that their integrity is at risk due to climate change.”  

Question 2 Response:   

 “Evaluate existing transportation system, its impacts on ecological integrity and aquatic and terrestrial 

systems. 

 The assessment should identify specific unused or little used ming [mining] shafts, grazing fences and water 

developments, and recreational infrastructure that are no longer needed.  

 Identify and discuss a range of species, both plant and animal, which could serve as focal species for the 

monitoring program to inform the planning process.  

 Identify opportunities for new designations, such as Special Management Areas, Research Natural Areas, 

and Recommended Wilderness.  

 Identify changed circumstances that may warrant additional review of rivers that may be eligible for 

inclusion in the National Wild & Scenic Rivers System.”  
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M23 

Question 1 Response:   

“Recreation – trails, roads, campgrounds closures ↑ conditions ↓ drought - fire frequency ↑ 

*multiple uses – continue 

Recreation – it is public lands” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Need $$$ - bottom line 

Fire program review – are we spending $$ putting fires out or putting on a show?  Need to look at how we are 

fighting fires – cost effectiveness 

Volunteers 

be more aggressive with fire restrictions  

more hazardous fuel removal 

Fit the infrastructure – maintenance of infrastructure to budget 

  

 

 

ID focal species to plants & animals for monitoring  

Handicap/elderly access to forest is important and should be provided for in the plan” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

M24 

Question 1 Response:   

1. “Campground sites big enough to fit 35’ motorhome 

2. Rock hounding in the Forest  

3. Roads closing in forest area 

4. Flow of Mimbres River   south”  

5.  

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Finance  

Cleaning dead wood area of forest.” 

 

Reality TV show – but no filming in wilderness  

Get city mental health workers/psychiatrists to write rxs → 2 weeks in Gila  
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Truth or Consequences  
The community meeting on the assessment phase was held in Truth or Consequences on August 6th from 5 to 7pm at 

the Sierra County Fairgrounds Albert Lyons Event Center. 

Small Group Discussions at the Community Meeting in Truth or Consequences 

Please see the Small Group Discussions and Assessment Input sections for more information on how input for 

the assessment was gathered.  As a reference, the assessment topics (including their number which are 

referred to in many responses) and the questions are listed below. 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends have you seen on the 

Gila? 

 

Question 2: 

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may be some of the 

opportunities in those areas?   
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T1 

Question 1 Response:   

“#5- At risk species, #11- Infrastructures, and #1- Ecosystems  

#11-  All of the infrastructure – roads, trails, and especially fences were severely damaged by the 1913 [2013 

Silver Fire?] fire. This is difficult to describe as a trend but the forest must address this before it can develop 

effective grazing, timber, and recreation.  Probably the most important and immediate problem.   

#2-  Ecosystems – Similarly the large fire effects have created major short-term and long term changes. 

Considering the imponderables introduced by potential climate change, prediction will be difficult. As a 

result, monitoring of effects of management strategies on various ecotypes is extremely important. 

Management will have to be flexible and adaptable.  

#5 –  At risk species, Here, too, good monitoring is key – conceivably all forest species are ‘at risk.’ Much better 

survey and monitoring methodology is needed.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“I pretty much jumped the gun in my earlier comments - - Our area (Hillsboro/Kingston) has been ‘reset’ by the 

fire. Monitoring – understanding effects of actions and natural processes is key.  

For all topics - greater ongoing local involvement and collaborative efforts with local communities.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T2 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic s#1, 3, 5, 11, and 15 circled] 

“1&3 –  Stop the burn baby burn policy that has resulted in fires being in sq. miles verses acres. The current fire 

attitude is resulted in catastrophic damage. Cattle, even sheep should be run to eat grasses that cause 

fuel overloads that spring up into the trees. Let us in, don’t keep us out.  

5 –  Stop the reintroduction of endangered species. You bring ‘them’ in and kick them out the public.  

15 –  I believe it takes an act of the Congress of the United States of America to create Wilderness. I believe we 

are still a Democracy!!!! 

11 –  Our Gila Mountains have never been developed into designated campsites, campgrounds, the roads ARE 

NOT improved. We (many, majority of locals) like it just like it is and would strongly suggest the Forest 

Service leave it alone. Trails (hiking) & roads that are already in abandoned condition don’t need to be 

closed, they’re almost impassible as they are. It is my experience with the US Forest Service action on 

roads or trails is – in 30 years I have never met a road grader or trail crew in my time in the Wilderness 

and public land.  

3 –  Why won’t the US Forest Service learn from the Apache Tribe in Arizona?” 

Question 2 Response:   

 [Blank] 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T3 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #3, 8, 9, and 14 circled] 

“14 – Land ownership & use – More restrictions have been put in use 

8/9 –  Recreation – hunting and ranching is a major source of income 

3 –  Natural process – Forests need to be maintained for disease/insect & fire control/water flooding 

15 –  Existing designated areas in the Gila Wilderness. 

5 –  At risk species is threatening rancher’s rights to raise their cattle in a productive & efficient manner” 

Question 2 Response:   

“14 –  Land ownership – Grazing is down & logging is down. Ranchers need to have access to grass for grazing for 

economic reasons. Without grazing, ranchers will be pushed out – who is going to have room for more 

cattle in other parts of the country – land is expensive 

8/9 –  Hunting provides a major source of income in the surrounding forests. If more areas are designated as 

wilderness areas it will be harder to access areas of wildlife. – Keep access by vehicles (motorized) for 

hunting/ranching.  

3 –  Forest management needs to improve to better manage forests to avoid decrease/ insect control, 

prescribed burns/logging to prevent forest fires *use environmental students from uofm [universities] to 

have internships to help for college credit for forest management 

5 –  All risk species should not be the trump card to stop a rancher from grazing large sections of their property 

or affect the grazing permits.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T4 

Question 1 Response:   

“3. (Fire Regimes) negative to 15, 13, 11, 9, 8, 7, must be planned to mitigate the damage caused by 

catastrophic fire.  

4.  Carbon stocks negative impact on 5, 6, 9, 1, 13, & 14 

5.  At risk species negative impact on 6, 7, 8, 9, lacks adequate information planning & implementation to 

mitigate negative impacts 

8.  Multiple use must be included as a primary directive as under Federal Law. Thus far noting [nothing] in 

presentation acknowledges valid existing rights. Empty allotments 

1.  Again carbon stocks (4) has a negative impact on springs & riparian aquatic, tree overgrowth since historic 

(50) years to (75) years have increased & destroyed upland meadows.”  

Question 2 Response:   
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“That the ecosystems of the National Forest system lands are being subject to overgrowth of P&J & Ponderosa 

Pine, Riparian, Springs watershed are not holding their water table.  

1- Increase timber uses 

2- Timber harvest then managed burns 

Loss of multiple use is occurring against congressional mandate.  

1- Increase allotment improvements  

2- Re-instate empty allotments. 

No mitigation of property loss due to faulty planning and policy. 

1- Vested & prior existing rights in planning opportunity to ensure those are valued in Forest Plan.  

2- Ownership of livestock on federally administered allotment is still private property policies for T&E 

should allow protection of property. 

3- ”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T5 

Question 1 Response:   

“6.  Social cultural and economic – The numbers of cattle granted on allotments has been reduced drastically 

over the last 20 years. Yet the improvements to the land use have gone up.  

5.  The # of at risk ‘species’ have also gone up at the expense of the social & economic impacts 

4.  The number of ‘large’ fires has been expanding since the rules of lumbering and reduction of grazing have 

been initialed.  

14.  Land ownership – restriction of new roads have increased. Roadless areas are forcing some off or 

inaccessible to their land.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“My number one concern is that the trends are one sided. It seems to all the trends – tend to be detrimental to 

the ranchers & outfitters.  

Limit the number & decrease the ability to add species to the at risk list.  

Go back to historical data when setting cattle # on allotments. That would increase grazing a potentially reduce 

extra-large forest fires. Logging permits to decrease water loss due to # of trees.  

On the information sources, I noticed that data on the ‘local’ level is missing. Historical data, diaries, news 

articles and historical reports need to be included.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T6 

[assessment topics #2, 3, 5, and 14 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

1. “Watershed management after fire to protect quality of water flowing down into lower watershed areas. As 

well as erosion control after fires to lessen sediment loads on downstream areas. Removal of or reuse of 
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downed trees to allow better regrowth of understory. What are the processes of insuring impacts to the 

public? 

What process do you use to assess the determination of a threatened species before the management of 

the species is implemented into the plan.  And will it remain an ongoing evaluation/monitor system?  

What assurance do you give to landowners they will remain to have access to their private property. When 

bordered by forest service/wilderness. Maintenance of infrastructure” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Forest overgrowth, and management of a healthy forest and ecosystems associated with unhealthy and 

healthy forest. The management of upper reaches of watersheds, allowances for small contractors and 

industries to benefit from use of overgrowth to make a healthy forest.  

Give landowners opportunities to help within local areas to improve the forest within their area. Maintenance of 

trails and infrastructures. Possibilities of crews on ground for maintenance on a yearly basis.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T7 

[assessment topics #6, 7, 8, 9, and 15 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

1. The travel management plan is reducing the stakeholders ability to access the forest. This has adverse 

economic impacts to this county. Further reduction in access to the forest will only make this worse. The 

Gila currently contains over 1 mil. acres of wilderness which is more than enough. It is becoming impossible 

for a hunter to pack out an animal without using a 4 wheeler which is being impacted. The forest should 

remain open for public use, not become an additional wilderness. It is becoming very difficult for a handicap 

person to access the forest. We must not see this further impacted.  

 

Question 2 Response:   

1. “Loss of economics to the county 

2. Further loss of access to the Forest. 

3. More wilderness study areas will hurt access 

4. More controlled burns to eliminate the risk of forest fires 

5. More logging in appropriate areas, buy [by] local operators” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T8 

Question 1 Response:   

8.  Rules & regulations have limited multiple uses – grazing, hunting, logging, mining, recreation – to 

the detriment of local economy and the culture and traditions of our western way of life.  

By statute the forest is to be managed to the benefit of multiple-use partners as full coordinating 

partners not as non-landed serfs.  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T9 

Question 1 Response:   

1. “My concern is access to the Gila, and not ‘designating’ more wilderness. Between the Gila and Aldo Leopold 

wilderness areas, there are more than 1,000,000 acres of wilderness – why do we need more? 

2. More Economic development of the resources needs to happen with logging, mineral extraction, etc. to 

generate jobs for local economies and help with the health of the forest. i.e. logging will help the overall 

health of the forest. 

3. There is a lot less water running in the canyon bottoms, not necessarily related to the current drought – the 

density of trees has had a dramatic effect on the water availability in the Gila – I have seen a dramatic 

change in the last 30 years.” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T10 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #7, 9, 10, 11, 14, and 15 underlined] 

“7.  The benefit of leaving open to all. With all the old road. Would also benefit the F.S. when fighting fire 

9.  Very important that you get out and look at and enjoy the high pine all the goodness that it has to offer  

10.  Leave it open and thin out the wood 

11.  If you can’t take care of road, you haven’t in 20 years so just don’t close the road 

15. Don’t put camps in one place, open it up.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“To help with the people to get to know the Forest with the good the bad to bring more people out to enjoy.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T11 

[assessment topic #9 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

[Blank] 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Add shooting range so the T or C shooting club can go shooting up there, it can get people up there and get 

more people to go shooting.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T12 

Question 1 Response:   

“Mainly fire & cattle (livestock) influences 
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 The fencing for each allotment pastures of the Black Range was a shambles before the Silver Fire. Now they 

are nonexistent – there is an open range whole forest wide. 

 Some springs were/are fenced but fencing [indecipherable] are anchor-wrapped trees instead of posts 

 Now [indecipherable] cattle have not been around Kingston for 2 years – we’ve seen a great increase in 

grasses. To us, emphasizing the importance of rotating livestock 

 The Silver Fire has brought great change to the Percha system. Incredible amount of sediment has been 

deposited and now where we had narrow drainages with no flood plain, we now have sediments traps 

retaining sponges and have seen a regrowth of willows, cottonwoods, and meandering.” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“We practice habitat restoration and have been excited to see the changes since the cattle have been held off. 

Our forest is changing with climate and fires.  

Use the volunteer system to support forest plan. What needs to happen – use us. Fieldwork, monitoring, local 

support.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T13 

Question 1 Response:   

“11. Infrastructure is lacking trails/roads 

 Most trails have not been maintained in years. Roads not maintained causing a danger in forest fires.  

1. Ecosystems – our parks i.e. colling [Collins] park  

Negrito creek – Eagle peak has over grown with alligator juniper and one seed juniper choking out the 

natural grazing for both ranchers and wildlife. This is also not fire wise.  

8.  Grazing allotments forest service is not allowing proper management”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Lack of proper management causes fire dangers/ causes loss of income.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T14 

[assessment topics #5, 7, 8, 9, and 11 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Current conditions are mixed. Two years ago, the Silver Fire created the biggest impact I have seen in over 30 

years as a resident of Kingston (a WUI Community). The flooding that resulted from the burn scars has 

negatively impacted forest roads and trails. This has impacted the casual use of the forest, through reduced 

access. Yet recent rains have improved the growth of grasses and wildflowers the Crest Trail (along the 

Continental Divide) to the N. of Emory Pass is quite beautiful right now.  

Another impact of the recent fire and floods has been the destruction of fences in the Kingston pasture, which 

contains cattle, which graze the Gila NF. Even before the fire, the fences were incomplete, which resulted in 

cattle coming into Kingston, damaging fruit trees and frightening people (as they are quite large and 

unpredictable). Now the situation is such that grazing around the Kingston community is untenable unless 

pasture fences are re-established.  
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The majority of local use of the Gila on the eastern edge is camping & hiking. Improvement of infrastructure – 

fences, trails and roads will improve access and benefits people obtain from the Gila. To minimize conflict 

between grazing and residents, fences must be repaired.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“With good rains in the current monsoon season, flash flooding is a concern that can be avoided with sensible 

camping and hiking. Improving signage should be an adequate approach to this.  

To repeat, the pasture fences should be repaired before grazing is again allowed on the Kingston pasture. There 

is a clear conflict between grazing on USFS land and private property owners in Kingston and other “WUI” 

communities, when cattle are allowed to leave public land and trespass on the private property. It is also a 

danger to motorists and cattle to allow cattle free access across state highways.  

Originally the fences were constructed by the USFS, and they should be maintained by the USFS, not left to 

deteriorate. Or grazing close to WUI communities should be discontinued. Raising grazing fees could be a 

solution to the cost of maintenance.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T15 

Question 1 Response:   

 “I am a Rancher 

1. Current conditions are on the upswing. The drought has ended. The range is improving. Most wildlife has 

increased. Quail are numerous now – where before they weren’t  

 Deer are struggling – a few 

 Elk are increasing - 

 Turkey are doing well.  

 

As a rancher – we are essential – N.M. is water short – without our wells (solar) a lot of country 

would be useless – Please no wolves – coyotes are plentiful” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T16 

[assessment topics #2 and 4 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

2. How will water resources be handled in the projected future considering the court case TX vs. NM 

& CO in terms of deliverables?  

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T17 

Predators are abundant  

Lion – bears –  

Coatimundi  
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Question 1 Response:   

“My interests of concern are items: 1, 2, & 3 

The forest is a national treasure & should be cared for in such a way that sustains it in a pristine condition; with 

care for watersheds, riparian areas & the critters that live there. This is a treasure that can be handed over to 

future generations.  

Fire is an important component of a natural regime & should be allowed to burn except in those areas where T 

& E species might be threatened.  

Preservation of the forest is important for scientific studies in the future.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“14. My concern is that the political will is to degrade the forest by trying to log, mine & drive all over causing 

erosion, degradation of watersheds & environments where T & E critters hang out and all wildlife.  

The sale of public land would lead to degradation & it would no longer be ‘this land is my land, this land is your 

land’, but belong to the highest bidder –  

Remains of past cultures would also suffer from lack of ‘best management practices.’ 

And what are the plans for climate change? Not on your list of, ‘Assessment Topics’” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T18 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #5, 9, and 11 circled] 

“5.  Need to protect unfragmented habitats for threatened endangered species and migration corridors – 

needed especially due to climate change.  

9.  Contributes at most 6 million $ locally tourism/ recreation industry is growing and sustainable 

11. Trails & campsites are foundation attributes necessary for allowing tourism/recreation to continue to grow – 

trails & campsites” 

Question 2 Response:   

5.  “Gila = 1st wilderness in the world. Let’s designate more wilderness areas to protect unfragmented habitat & 

insure migratory access.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T19 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #2, 5, and 9 circled] 

 “2.  Air, soil & water resources – Maintain resources to a health level.  No diversion of Gila.  

5.   At-Risk Species – Need to balance community interests & economic needs w/ at-risk species interventions. 
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9.  Recreation – Provide reasonable rec. sites (infrastructures) for recreation to be a meaningful economic 

generator in area.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“2. Remove [indecipherable] trees that stunt growth. Don’t allow water diversion.  

5.   At-risk – too many at-risk destinations 

9.  Rec – I’m told available space is being reduced & existent sites/facilities are in poor condition. Expand Rec. 

opportunities to enhance GNF revenue.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T20 

Question 1 Response:   

“1.   Ecosystems are in a downward trend predominantly mixed conifer & ponderosa pine due to too many stems 

per acre. i.e. had a grant to restore a riparian site but USFS would not allow removal of trees bigger than 9’’ 

– even though those trees were not riparian tress.  

3.   Fire regime should be restored on a regular basis through Rx & fire-use fires & budget 

2.  Overall watershed health is in a downward trend 

6. Social and economic are in downward trend due to decline in timber sales” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Too many trees can be addressed by timber sales – including >16’’ DBH, Rx fire, managed fire; more areas for 

firewood, thinning with lop & drop 

Watershed health could improve with improved management of trees, riparian sites, reduced erosion with 

improvements on slopes and streams, increased herbaceous cover through water developments for livestock & 

wildlife.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T21 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topics #1, 2, and 5 circled] 

“Another issue is the lack of trust between the feds & municipalities 

Seen drought – Silver Fire and the devastation caused by the run off on the burned areas. How do we keep the 

forest healthy – the devastations caused by bark beetles. Trying to improve riparian areas. Also I am very 

concerned about plans for the Gila River diversion. Personally I think it will have serious consequences. Also fire 

remains a key concern.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“How do we better manage water resources & in general forest resources. Balance between restoration, 

conservation & harvesting water, trees, wildlife. Need for pragmatism. Need to understand the real values of 

recreation – emphasis on ecotourism. Need to maintain some true wilderness & maintain corridors for wildlife 

to move between areas – need to ensure that certain areas remain inaccessible to motorized vehicle.”  
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T22 

[assessment topics #2, 7, 11, and 14 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“I remember the Gila. For 50 years. It is so plan [plain] to see your policies of the USFS are not working. We need 

to manage the forest by logging, grazing, having wildlife (not wolves) & road access. If you can’t access it & you 

can’t manage it. There is other ways to manage a renewable resource than just burning it. I hope the 

management at the top will do the right thing for the people & the forest.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“The forest has been mismanaged for so long it’s going to be hard to get it healthy again. The opportunities for 

our forest is endless. Grazing, logging, wildlife, recreation & the economics to our community.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T23 

[assessment topics #5 and 8 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Loss of deer and antelope on the forest.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“With the loss of deer, & antelope, elk in the forest in Monticello & Cibola forest. The problem is or could be 

water developments.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T24 

Question 1 Response:   

“Invasive plant and animal species  

 Can negatively impact livestock producers  

 Additional monitoring surveys should be conducted to find and eliminate invasive plant species that may be 

detrimental to the persistence of the vegetative communities found in the Gila.  

Solutions: 

1) Gila National Forest work with Cooperative Weed Management Areas to coordinate noxious weed inventory 

and management efforts.  

2) Soil and Water Conservation Districts, local subdivisions of state government, should be considered in the 

development of the Gila Forest Plan Revision. Districts include: Caballo, Salado, Grant, San Francisco, Hidalgo, 

Sierra and Quemado.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Please note the most recent USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service Census of Agriculture in 2012.  

The Gila Forest Plan Revision website stated that the National Environmental Policy Act process is scheduled for 

2016. The next census of Agriculture is scheduled for 2017. Depending upon the time of the Gila Forest Plan 

Revision, please utilize the most current agricultural census data and statistics.  
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 Cooperating Agency group (to include Soil and Water Conservation Districts) such as what the Cibola Forest 

Plan Revision has involved  

 Take into account the New Mexico Wilderness Act of 1980” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T25 

[assessment topics #2, 7, 8, and 14 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“1 – How the current condition (statistics) of trees per acre being assessed as part of the future plan revision.  

2 – Given the negative impact that large ‘hot’ forest fires have on soil and H2O sources, would continued use of 

thinning and implementation of logging be beneficial to reduce fuel load which will allow for less risk larger 

fires. Grazing would also allow for control of under growth. How is the forest plan planning on gaining 

statistics on the current grazing permits[?] Is current permittees giving data[?]” 

Question 2 Response:   

“1 – How are the current conditions (statistics) of trees per acre being assessed as part of the future forest plan 

revision  

1 – How can we reduce effectively reduce trees per acre that would benefit property owners, 

permittee’s and the forest as an ecosystem.  

2 - Use of cattle to supplement thinning costs allows for further access to overgrown areas.  

2 – Reallocation of funds to allow for thinning & logging in accessible areas reduce to fuel load and limited 

controlled burning to gain control over fuel load in ungrazable areas.  

3 – Use statistical data by NMDA and current forest leases to compare grazed land to ungrazed lands” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T26 

[assessment topics #1-5 emphasized] 

Question 1 Response:   

“(I believe the 15 topics overlap each other & in quite a few one affect the other.) 

We should be using all of our natural resources. Not allowing our forest to burn & waste. Not treat forest fires as 

an industry. Harvesting timber for wood products should be the industry & this would also help take care of 

items 1 through 15! 

Accesses for ranching, grazing, and mining should not be complicated. Ranching – grazing has always improved 

uses for available water & supplement where there was none before.  

Hunting is arguably the largest economic industry in N.M. All existing roads should be maintained & graded. 

Trails should be maintained & historical names kept. Wilderness areas should not prohibit temporary use of 

modern equipment to maintain water tanks, fight fires, etc. Selective logging – use assets & business to harvest 

trees & not burn.” 

Question 2 Response:   
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“Selective logging – including the use of helicopters to lift logs out to trucks. This will use some of the same 

assets that fight fires now and be more productive 

Maintain roads and trails. 

Work to amend the Wilderness Act to allow for prescribed logging & timber removal to alleviate and/or reduce 

forest fires. Also to allow heavy equipment to repair/maintain stock ponds.  

Use volunteers such as Boy Scouts, 4H, etc. to do conservation projects, maintain trails. Pay – supplement 

outfitters/guides/ranchers to maintain trails.”   

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T27 

Question 1 Response:   

“Forest is too closed off to logging and thinning. Becoming over grown and having bigger fires more often. Even 

some logging and thing would help.  

Land owners are having more run ins with Forest Service about livestock, frogs and other animals should not 

interfere with peoples way of life. The people that live on the land will always take better care of the land than 

anyone else because that land is there [their] living.  

Trails in the Gila are pretty much no more. Not even the men and mules that have used them for years can use 

them anymore. They are grown up and useless.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“It might help the trails if we could bring back groups, such as 4-H kids to work trails like they used to. Better 

grazing instead of more and more land cut off. Thinning and some logging would help everything and everyone. 

Over grown forest are not any good to anyone.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T28 

Question 1 Response:   

“Would like to see more logging projects and thinning projects. Forest is becoming too thick in some areas and I 

see a lot of harvestable dead timber going to waste instead I think there should be a permit available for small 

sawmill operators to easily obtain some of these usable trees in the Gila.  

Some of the riparian areas need to be thinned I see a lot of over growth in areas that are not grazed and it 

creates more problems than fixes to the environment. It is so thick the animals can’t get around so they leave 

the area to a little more open space. And the grazed areas are more attractive and less fire hazard plus I see 

more wildlife living in the grazed areas.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Make it easier to obtain permits to harvest lumber. Open areas to small scale logging.  

Thin riparian areas where there are not grazed. Maintain trails & roads. For recreation keep roads open. Don’t 

close roads. Keep trail names instead of numbers.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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T29 

[assessment topic #8 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Permit process isn’t working to be able to take dead logs out.  

Grazing has declined & riparian areas are overgrown. 

o Grazed riparian areas doing better 

Trails not maintained, in bad shape, can’t find trails on the ground from map. 

o Use place names for trails (don’t just use #’s) 

Economic development has reduced across the forest. (graze, log, rec.) More access – don’t close roads.  

Too much emphasis on T & E species 

o Action not taken just because species is present.  

Econ. Dev. would allow us to hire more staff to get things done. Need more conservation over preservation.  

Wilderness designation isn’t needed, have too much already.  

o Can’t manage wilderness areas as they are needed.  

Need landscape level projects are needed to manage properly  

Patented mining claims have been locked off by the forest.  

Past trends over used, currently toward prevention, need more conservation.  

Question 2 Response:   

“More selective logging to reduce fuels for when fires burn the [they] will not be devastating. 

Use volunteers to clear trails & not so much paperwork.  – 4H/ Boy Scouts  

Have guides/outfitters/ranchers clear out trails in exchange for reduced fees.  

Listen to locals instead of people from far away who may not even come to hike or recreate here.  

Improve trail/road maintenance to keep people coming to forest.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T30 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Lack of economic development (logging, grazing, recreation development) that would support the forest 

budget. Shutting down roads, access does not contribute to access and recreation.  

 Seems to be a biologist focused agenda targeting forest priority toward T & E species at the expense of 

multi-use.  

 Conservation taking a back seat to preservation. 

 Designating areas does nothing but hand cuff the FS in active management of the resources and most of the 

time contributes to continued resource degradation (see ‘Wallow Fire’) 
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 Developing economic engine the forest could provide to allow for more staffing opportunities, which would 

allow the FS to better manage in front instead of always playing catch up.  

 Don’t agree with the wolf reintroduction (see Idaho) and its elevated status over most other things but 

understand the FS is limited in actions they can take. However not real apparent much is being done to bring 

common sense to the issue.  

 Utilized timed grazing with cattle to manage/invigorate riparian areas, as opposed to the hands off 

approach.”  

 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T31 

Question 1 Response:   

“5.  At Risk Species – Need of scientific data to list the species. Criteria to list a species.  

7.  Benefits people obtain – multiple uses – logging, grazing, outfitting, and recreation 

8.  Multiple uses – (Use as a primary directive!) Taking them out or reducing multiple uses, we will no longer 

have a live forest.  

11.  Infrastructure – Need more trail work in areas that benefit uses.  

14.  Land Ownership and use – Current land ownership that are landlocked to private inholdings. This is due to 

no access through private property and roadless areas 

15. Existing designated areas – No more wilderness areas! Leave it alone.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“I am concerned that our Forests are not going to have multiple uses. I think you take multiple use out your 

forest will be no more.  

Opportunity is taken by allowing logging, ranching, outfitting, and recreation.  

Need to define riparian areas. Use data provided by range improvement task force (NMSU) as a non-

governmental source.  

Validate existing right on the forest. 

See attached sheet [input from attached sheet listed below] 

What changes have you seen on the Gila NF? 

1. More empty allotments 

2. Less cattle number on Allotments 

3. More Forest Fires 

4. More Trees… (Juniper and Pinon) 

5. Less cooperation between FS personnel and Ranchers’ 

6. More listed endangered species 
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7. Inholdings inaccessible due to road less areas 

8. Less personnel monitoring FS range horseback  

9. Regulations holding up progress of improvements of the range  

10. Less small ranching operations 

How do you hope the Forest will serve future generations? 

1. Keep multiple use on Forest 

2. Keep regulations down 

3. Appreciation of the people on the forest that keep waters running, pastures rotated, roads worked and 

general management of the Forest. For wildlife and livestock both.  

4. Ranchers’ involvement in all aspect of Forest Management.  

5. Educating FS personnel with an internship as a qualification to work for the FS. ( 1 summer, spring, fall 

and winter on different allotments to learn the operation of a FS Ranch) 

6. Update existing vegetation mapping systems 

7. No more expansion of wilderness areas.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T32 

[assessment topics #3, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 14 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“14. Land ownership and use – What logging is down, grazing is down on big land areas.  

5.  At risk species – How to have a check and balance system for this.  

9.  Recreation – Maintain hunting ranching livelihood 

7.  Benefits people obtain from the Gila are getting more limited year after year, (too many at risk species) 

3.  Natural Processes – Need to have more prescribed burns (less fuel)” 

Question 2 Response:   

 There needs to be more fuel control in Gila Forest. Examples grazing, logging, prescribed burns …. (thinning) 

 Private property rights are honored thoroughly. Example (water rights) 

 Reverse the trend of not thinning areas by finding a use for the small products (wood) FS create a pellet 

making plant in small surrounding towns.  

 Give land owners/allotment owners more say in the management in the land. (water trick tanks) 

 I want ranching to be an opportunity in all National Forests for me, my children and grandchildren.  

 Provide more data to the NMGFD that there are too many elk.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T33 

Question 1 Response:   

[assessment topic #9 circled] 

“2.  Less water, lots of trees 

3.   Fire is not as often and when one occurs it is very devastating and effects 
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4.  Carbon Stocks more growth  

5.  At risk species seems there is a new one every day and the problem is people 

7. Benefits grazing permits have been pulled and not stocked and trees are taking over cause fire danger 

11. Trails and roads are not maintained in all areas.” 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T34 

Question 1 Response:   

“Look landscape level considering effect of management in upland & effect of lower country (i.e. hydrologic 

functions) 

Working with Forest users as they have skin in the game & if included and feel ownership can get a lot done. 

Rather than getting the feeling of accused for everything.”  

              

 

 

 

 

Preservation      Stewardship Conservation       Sustainability         Over Use  

 

Trend of the past (pre dust bowl): over use  

Trend of present: Preservation  

Trend of Future: Stewardship/Conservation/Sustainability  

Bouncing from extreme results in trend away from historic conditions. In some instances moved beyond 

thresholds in state & transition models. In these instances an accelerated practice is needed. Consider 3.3 mill 

acres and a 20 years burn interval. This is impossible to manage. Strategic fuels reduction/habitat restoration 

treatment may provide patchiness to better manage fire for benefit to ecosystem moving ecological sites back 

to historic. 

Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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T35 

Question 1 Response:   

“Current Conditions 

 Man made activities or impacts (roads, erosion, by poor grazing practices) and severe natural processes 

have degraded riparian and aquatic resources 

 Lack of forest management long term have allowed some natural processes such as fire to more severely 

impact air, soil & water resources of the Forest 

Trends  

Drought & fire exacerbates the impacts created by man-made impacts causing the impacts to be more severe 

especially to at risk species & to programs that seek to re-establish native species.  

 Long term effects on water resources from erosion & siltation caused by fire damage. 

 Severe limitation to fishing resources & restoration of the Gila trout.  

 Condition of other National Forest in other states such as Colorado seem much better, cleaner, well 

maintained.  

 Loss of the trail system & signage”  

 

Question 2 Response:   

 “How to repair & restore resources is difficult when damage is still occurring 

 The scale if the problems are large & costly 

Opportunities  

 Take advantage of volunteers to assist Forest Service with less technical tasks. 

 Let volunteers (NGOS) take on maintenance of a section of stream or trail. 

 Advertise volunteer participation. 

 Cost share with NGO i.e. Trout Unlimited, Ladder Ranch. 

 Look for stream restoration specialists who have specialty in stream restoration techniques suitable for a 

southwest environment.  

 Species native to the Gila such as Gila Trout would bring sportsmen into the region & improve the economy 

whereas without those species people would not come to the area.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T36 

[assessment topics #1, 5, 9, 11 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“The degradation of streams and riparian areas, and the impact fish populations (endangered Gila Trout) has 

been severe and increasing. This is limited to the massive fires and subsequent erosion by flooding, and the 

instability of the watersheds to continuing erosion that fills in the stream beds and eliminate pools for fish. Right 

now there have been significant reductions in non-native trout species (rainbow, brown, brook) and the Gila 

Trout recovery streams.  There is great need for habitat and in stream restoration. The range for Gila Trout 

should be expanded into these streams that previously only held non-native and hybrids. The recreational 

fishing and associated economic benefits have been decreased dramatically. Fire and neglect has damaged 
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many of the trail systems, so that access is inhibited or prevented. Trail improvement and management needs to 

be an emphasis.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“The degradation of streams and watersheds decrease the quality of experience and value of the forest. The 

associated loss of endangered or at risk species is morally wrong and brings associated legal actions that restrict 

use and make efforts to repair or improve conditions more difficult. The degradation of trails and lack of 

maintenance of signs impacts access and inhibits public use of the forest. 

There are opportunities to emphasize and prioritize improvements and restoration and to increase public access 

and interest. Efforts should include volunteers, it would be beneficial to have dedicated staff coordinating 

volunteer efforts. It is important for the public to have a stake in the forest, and opportunities to learn about 

conservation and management. Priority should be placed on expanding the range of Gila Trout, reintroducing 

them to streams that have been impacted by fires.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T37 

Question 1 Response:   

“Catastrophic fires are the largest contributors to the degradation of all 15 items above. They money spent and 

that will need to be spent in the future greatly outweigh the programs that can be implemented. The number 

one goal of the USFS needs to be focused on the management to prevent these fires.  Proactive and not re-

active management needs to be the primary focus.  

The Black Range Fire of the 1950 is an example of the long term affects that we see 60 years later. We need to 

see reforestation of the native pine, and other conifers on the ridge tops so gravity will help nature along.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“Lack of funds for re-forestation - Utilizing volunteers 

Lack of management to prevent these large fires from continuing to occur 

Planning/establishing fire breaks utilizing natural barriers beforehand – proactive 

Damage done is exponential compared to prevention and the trend to spend more in this direction needs to be 

increased 

Erosion – no answer 

Trends of concern are non-local USFS personnel making desk decisions.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T38 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Large catastrophic wildfires (large, severe) 

 Has cascading effects on all the resources 

 Pearce study on catastrophic fires → air, water, soil impacts → erosion down to bedrock  

Invasive weeds → from straw/mulch  
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   → now spreading  

 Trail impacts 

 Campground impacts 

 Debris dams 

 Water quality temp/stream habitat (pools) for Gila trout  

 Limited fishing opportunities  

 Lack of ways to control fires 

 More & more fires  

 Different experience from CO NF – less maintenance of roads, more underbrush 

 Black hills – treatments to control litter 

 Lack of management with trails - logs covering access limited  

↘outfitters & guide maintaining trails 

 signage deteriorating  

 better volunteers AZ/ coordination with state foresters” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

“Adopt a stream → generate ownerships of certain areas 

Gila Trout fishery – unique – recreation socioeconomic benefits 

Stream restoration using Zeedyk techniques 

Watershed restoration w/ log & boulders - e.g. cross vane 

 Not costly  

 Encourage deposition & recruitment of riparian and aquatic vegetation 

 More community tie – ins 

 E.g. fishing days – (kid connections) 

 Volunteer projects (using supplies form USFS) 

 With areas of interest         join together w/ various groups.  

 Fire breaks using natural features assist w/ suppression efforts.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T39 

Question 1 Response:   

 “Infrastructure: Status of trails & campgrounds has been severely degraded in the Black Range due to fire & 

flooding. What can the community & organizations like the Sierra Club due to improve them? On a personal 

note, Railroad Canyon was one of my all-time favorite campgrounds.  

 At-risk Species: I am very concerned about the wolf reintro plan. It needs to be greatly expanded for their 

survival, but instead has been curtailed. the Gila NF is a key ingredient in their future.  

 Water Resources: Not enough can be said about the importance of water in the total health of the forest. I 

am particularly concerned about the proposed Gila diversion plan. Changes in water alter the entire 

ecoscape.”  

 

Question 2 Response:   



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 135  

 “As the population grows & NF funding declines, how do we expand facilities/trails etc. for use by this larger 

population? 

 How will the NF adjust from climate change impacts as the forest is an integral part of change mitigation, its 

health is crucial.”  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T40 

[assessment topics #7, 9, 10, 11, and 15 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

 “7. Hunting and fishing and hiking/exploring the Forest. 

 9. Camping and enjoying nature 

 10. Mining for minerals and any discoveries of geothermal 

 11. The maintenance of roads for access to areas in the Forest  

 15. The existence of the wilderness areas should be maintained for the purpose of the natural animals and for 

the people to enjoy.”  

Question 2 Response:   

“The maintaining the roadways or improving the roadways and including hiking trails 

Perhaps some guided group travel & hiking this way people who aren’t familiar or first time visitors.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T41 

[assessment topics #3, 9, and 11 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Recreation – Availability of camping areas, maps of trails, interesting facts (placed on signs) cell phone towers 

Infrastructure – Off trail use and impact on roads, vegetation  

Natural processes – Active patrols during fire season, use of volunteers in patrolling, supply of water in tanks” 

Question 2 Response:   

“That access remains unchanged 

Schedule monthly (?) tours of the Black Range/wilderness areas FR150, Cooney, Fire Towers” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T42 

Question 1 Response:   

 

            Blue      

       Brook 
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         Rainbow 

            Gila 

 

Question 2 Response:   

 

    1993 

 

      Spotted Owl 

 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

T43 

Question 1 Response:   

Empty allotments ↑ 

Cattle # ↓ – impacts on immed. community & in the wider economics 

Fire ↑  

PJ ↑  

Less coop [cooperation]  

More T & E 

Accessibility to pvt. land 

Roadless areas increasing  

Less FS pers. [personnel]  

People in group → valid existing & prior existing & wants defined & wants to participate in definitions  
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Question 2 Response:   

[Blank] 

  



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 138  

Input Received via emails and letters 
 

The community meeting materials were posted to the Gila National Forest Plan Revision website in late 

August.  These materials included the presentation, posters, questionnaire, and suggestion forms for 

additional information and plans to consider for the assessment.  Providing these materials electronically was 

an opportunity for people that couldn’t attend the meetings to contribute by providing responses and 

suggestions to the same questions posed at the meetings.  It was stated that this information for the 

assessment would be most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015.  An email was sent on August 31, 

2015 to the Forest Plan Revision contact list encouraging everyone to provide input.  Hardcopies of the 

questionnaire were mailed on September 3, 2015 to those on the contact list with only a mailing address. 

 

The input below reflects the assessment input that was received from emails and letters from a period 

approximately starting from the publication of the Federal Register Notice of Assessment Initiation on April 24, 

2015 to December 31, 2015.  These items are in the order they were received chronologically.  Some longer 

letters (>10 pages) were received during this period, and are included in Appendix G.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

L1 ─ Received on 3/4/2015 

 “What a Difference 25 Years Makes!! 

Reported in the Silver City Daily Press-early  1980's ‘Gila Forest makes 1 million dollars profit for the year.’ At 

that time no one paid much attention to the article.  After all if you ran the whole Gila Forest you should be 

expected to make a profit. 

 

What happened since?  99% of logging has ceased creating more fuel load to burn.  Bugs have infested tree 

stands killing them.  All revenue for timber sales to the government have ceased. 

 

Cattle numbers reduced by 75% leaving more fuel on the ground for wildfires and all revenue on these unused 

allotments have ceased. 

 

Catastrophic wild fires have burned 90% of the Gila in the last 20 years creating excess runoff, washed out roads, 

loss of habitat, ash runoff damaging streams, and costing millions of dollars per fire. 

 

If the current trend continues without putting cattle back on these allotments and logging timber you are going 

to see continued wildfire and money spent on them.  This is money that could be used for the betterment of the 

forest. 

 

Someone needs to look at the past management decisions since the 1980's, to see why the forest is in the shape 

it is now.  Do you think past management decisions caused this?” 

 

 

 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E1 ─ Received on 3/11/2015 

“I would like to register several general comments re the recently initiated Gila N.F. Forest Plan Revision. 

 

1.  Please give top priority to preserving and possibly restoring wildlife habitat. 

 

2.  Please give priority to preserving and protecting the wild qualities of the Gila National Forest, specifically by 

prohibiting motors in all designated and defacto roadless areas. 

 

3.  The Gila National Forest encompasses lands that qualify for wilderness designation that are not so 

designated; please plan to recommend significant tracts of these lands to become wilderness with protection 

under the Wilderness Act.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E2 ─ Received on 4/10/2015 

“…I was searching for a way of increasing business for the Alma /Glenwood community. It was brought to my 

attention that the area has unusually Dark Nighttime Skies. Over time with the help of community members and 

the Glenwood Ranger District, a suitable site was found and developed for astronomers. Observing nighttime 

satellite images of the US illustrates the unique advantage the area has for drawing amateur astronomers from 

across the Country. ‘Take only pictures, leave only footprints’ The site footprint has been established and a toilet 

has been installed. The camp sites and concrete viewing pads have yet to be installed. An amphitheater, water 

source, communications link and AC power will be beneficial to the site.  Note: This is nominally a Group 

Campground, open to the public for group activities.  We have come a long ways and I request that completing 

the site be high priority.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E3 ─ Received on 5/5/2015 

“Please include elk as a focal species and as a socially and economically important species.  
 
Please include specific forest plan direction for habitat management including early seral and forage habitat, as 
well as roads and ATV trails.  
 
Please consider elk as having an important ecological role (e.g., herbivory, prey and carrion, wallows, unknown 
ecological relationships), and for the public interest in wildlife viewing and hunting. Please specifically address 
their potential contribution to the economy.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E4 ─ Received on 5/18/2015 

“ban all hunting and trapping. ban all logging. ban new roads and shut down unnecessary roads. ban allrodeo, 

glyphosate and other toxic pollutants to contaminate the forests. please make sure i am put on the list to 

receive information on any new develoopments on any new planning on this gila forest. i note that the forest act 

was from l976 39 years ago and took no note of climate change or the horrendous extinction process that is 

currently taking place due to developers close relationships with our federal agendies and turning our national 

lands into private profit centers for them and not for the general good. we need to avoid that. we need to 

preserve open space for there is little enough of it left with all of the gofvt officials giving their pals endless uses, 
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inclduing the uses of the fs employees themselves. i believe the gneeral pubilc is being robbed right and left and 

ask for an investigation of this. the extinction of our forests is a horrendous attack on life on earth. this comment 

is for the public record. please receipt.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E5 ─ Received on 5/26/2015 

“Thanks for keeping me updated on the Gila Forest Plan revision process and assessment phase and for 

providing me with the opportunity to comment. 

 

I am still working on a post-fire assessment of 8 Forest Sensitive Species of the Gila NF (Whitewater- Baldy and 

Silver fires). My final report will be forthcoming within a year. However, since your assessment will be 

completed simultaneously I thought I would give you a preliminary assessment of the status of many of the 

sensitive plants of the Gila NF, or at least those found within the fire perimeters. In addition, I would like to 

comment on the lack of baseline information available on most of these species. Most of your existing 

information comes from old specimen collections and is seriously outdated, often by decades. Prior to this 

study, almost 90% of the known information was collected more than 20 years ago. Little or no information is 

available on the current status of these species (pre- or post-fire) and there has been no monitoring of any of 

the sensitive plant species. Current and up-to-date documentation of baseline information is crucial to proper 

management and needs to be included as a regular management task in the Forest Plan. The Gila NF is well 

known for its biodiversity and high degree of endemism which is reflected by the high number of Sensitive 

Species within the Forest. Eight of the 19 Gila Forest Sensitive Plant Species had all or significant portions of 

their range burned in the 2012 Whitewater-Baldy and the 2013 Silver fires. My post-fire study documented that 

most sensitive species will survive the immediate impacts of forest fires. However, several species had their 

entire known range burned by these and other recent fires and their habitat has been altered so severely that I 

do not anticipate that most of these populations will persist over time (Allium gooddingii, Penstemon metcalfei, 

Packera cardamine, Anticlea mogollonensis). Habitat alteration, post-fire floods and competition from more fire 

adapted species such as aspen have a more severe impact on sensitive species than the fires themselves. The 

Forest Service needs to address these impacts to their sensitive species and manage them accordingly. 

Management applications could include habitat restoration, seed collection for ex-situ conservation while these 

species still persist (for potential future reintroductions), post-fire surveys and inventory surveys in similar, still 

intact habitats to document potential additional populations in unburned areas, and regular monitoring of the 

most vulnerable species. Impacts of post-fire restoration efforts such as seeding and the placement of large 

quantities of straw for erosion control have not been assessed, but could potentially have significant impacts on 

species with small population sites (some species, such as Erigeron hessii, are only known form a few, very small 

rock outcrops). In addition to the collection of baseline information on the actual distribution and abundance of 

these species, post-fire monitoring of the most vulnerable species is essential to assess fire impacts and 

establish management direction to improve the status of a species and prevent a possible federal listing under 

the Endangered Species Act. Sensitive species management should be a focal subject in fire management, 

including prescribed burns and setting priority areas for treatment, as well as incorporating known locations of 

sensitive species into avoidance areas during firefighting and post-fire clean-up activities. Sensitive species 

habitats should also be considered when planning restoration activities, especially when using seeding and other 

erosion control measures. Impacts of restoration activities on sensitive plant species need to be monitored and 

documented. 
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Again, establishing a GIS database with current and comprehensive baseline information is essential for proper 

management of sensitive species and should be a priority task in the Forest Plan.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

L2 ─ Received on 6/11/2015 

 “Proposals for Gila National Forest Plan 

1. San Francisco River Wild and Scenic Designation from the bridge below Reserve to confluence w/ Gila. 

2. Desert Rivers National Monument (see attached) 

3. San Francisco River hiking trail.  Starting @ Glenwood Ranger Station, cross river to west side.   Downstream 

to the Blue River, up the Blue, pick a canyon & loop back east to Ranger Station. 

4. Re-open Big Dry Creek Campground & rehab old CCC trail up canyon.  Build road bypassing private land on 

the south side of Big Dry.  Purchase ¼ section or buy trail easement @ mouth of Big Dry.  

5. Keep ATVs & other vehicles out of river canyons (all) especially San Francisco. 

6. Better monitor fences for grazing exclusion on river. 

7. Manage uplands more for watershed health. 

- More grass equals greater water infiltration 

- Possibly control brush with goats 

- Reduce high upland grazing 

8. Obtain private tracts along river thru purchase or trades. 

 

DESERT RIVERS NATIONAL MONUMENT 

Proposal: 

This is a request to designate major portions of the San Francisco and Gila rivers and portions of their 

watersheds in southwestern New Mexico and southeast Arizona as "The Desert Rivers National Monument". 

 

Summary: 

The San Francisco and Giia Rivers are the premier remaining native riparian ecosystems in the southwestern 

United States. The rivers and their tributaries provide water for agriculture, livestock grazing, recteational 

fishing, recreation and drinking water. Western riparian zones are the most productive in North America, 

providing essential wildlife habitat for breeding, wintering, and migration. Although they comprise less than one 

percent of the entire landscape in the Southwest, they are home to the North American continent's highest 

density of breeding birds, rarest forest type (bosque), and more than 100 state and federally listed threatened 

and endangered species. The San Francisco and Gila Rivers and their associated riparian zones host rare and 

imperiled aquatic and riparian-obligate plants and animals, including fish and invertebrates that are found 

nowhere else In the world. Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, Loach minnow, Spikedace, Chiricahua leopard frog, 

Bald Eagle and Mexican Gray Wolf are among the threatened and endangered species dependant on the San 

Francisco and Gila Rivers and associated habitat. Approximately three-quarters of the vertebrate species in 

Arizona and New Mexico depend on riparian areas for at least a portion of their life cycles. Even xeroriparian 

habitats (arroyos). normally dry corridors that intermittently carry floodwater$ through low deserts, support five 

to ten times the bird density and species diversity of surrounding desert uplands. CurrenUy, riparian habitats in 

the Southwest are in extreme danger, and riparian oonditions are now the worst in American history. The 

degradation of Western riparian habitats began with severe overgrazing in the late 1800s and now Arizona and 

New Mexico have lost about 90 percent of these valuable habitats. 
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Damage to the San Francisco and Gila River corridors can be attributed to a variety of sources. those with the 

most significant impact include incompatible agricultural practices, removal of riparian vegetation and 

streambank modification/destabilization. Scientists and land managers have suggested other possible causes 

(direct or indirect). These include denudation of stream banks by direct harvest of trees and year-long livestock 

grazing in riparian areas; loss of beaver via trapping and habitat degradation or destruction; construction of 

levees; excavation of the floodplain and river channel; increased runoff and peak flow after storms due to 

degradation of watershed condition; fire suppression and possibly climate change. 

 

The San Francisco and most of the Gila currently have no protective status, other than a court ordered removal 

of livestock grazing along the river corridors (most often this area is less than 200 feet wide), and the 

designation of the lower Gila box in Arizona as the “Gila River National Conservation Area." Major 

environmental groups consider the San Francisco and Gila rivers among the most endangered in the Nation due 

to this lack of protective status. The current threats to these ecosystems are: water diversions, livestock grazing, 

and an exponential increase in “off road vehicle” use along the river corridors. 

 

Designation of portions of these rivers and their watersheds as the Desert Rivers National Monument will 

elevate their status, allowing the protection and enhancement of these rare and wonderful ecosystems. 

 

Background: 

The San Francisco and Gila rivers originate in the alpine forests of Arizona and New Mexico. They flow through 

wild and scenic canyons until their confluence in southeast Arizona in the upper Chihuahuan Desert. At this 

point they enter the “Gila River National Riparian Conservation Area”, until most water is diverted upstream of 

Safford, Arizona. The Gila River continues to San Carlos reservoir, below which the river is again free flowing as it 

enters the lower Sonoran Desert until it is completely diverted near Florence, Arizona. There are probably few if 

any native riparian areas in the U.S that are contiguous through such a range of habitats, or are in such good 

ecological condition. These rivers are ecological gems unparalleled in their diversity of wildlife and native 

vegetation, besides their scenic beauty. 

 

Severe livestock grazing degraded the native vegetation along the riparian corridors, in the 1990's a court 

decision ordered the Federal agencies to eliminate grazing on Federal lands in the riparian corridor in order to 

protect several endangered and threatened species. This protected corridor area is often less than 200 feet 

wide. A substantial amount of money was allocated to fence these riparian areas from livestock, and in the first 

few years, the native vegetation aggressively returned. In recent years however, the U.S. Forest Service and BLM 

have been fairly negligent in monitoring livestock grazing and thus damage is recurring. Some invasive plant 

species have established, but tamarisk did not gain a substantial foothold due to the low salinity of these rivers. 

These nonnative plant species are only a minor threat to the native ecosystem as long as livestock grazing does 

not resume. 

 

There have been several serious attempts to dam or divert the San Francisco and Gila Rivers yet so far none 

have actually occurred. Currently, with the recent water rights settlement on the Gila River in New Mexico, the 

prospect of another water diversion project seems imminent 

 

The recent exponential increase in ATV use along the San Francisco River and portions of the Gila River is 

degrading the riparian habitat and allowing easy access for the looting of numerous archaeological sites. The 
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Forest Service has not addressed this issue and in their proposed forest road plan for the Gila National Forest, 

they actually plan to designate the San Francisco Riparian corridor as a road. The BLM in Arizona, while 

eliminating ATV traffic in the "Gila River National Riparian Area", have done nothing to limit damage in the 

Kearney to Florence section of the river. 

 

Proposal: 

Federal Public Lands along portions of the San Francisco and Gila rivers will be designated as a National 

Monument in order to protect these exceedingly rare ecosystems. The Monument will be administered by the 

existing agencies with oversight from the National Par1t Service. Recreational uses such as hunting, fishing, bird 

watching, hiking and non motorized boating will continue as they are now. A TV use will be eliminated from the 

riparian areas and possibly more of the monument The current livestock exclusion along the riparian corridor 

will be made permanent and will be enforced more effectively. All portions of the monument will remain in their 

current wild state. Other agency management will not be affected. 

 

Private lands within the monument will not be taken by imminent domain, and can be purchased only from 

willing sellers, though there shall be an active effort to purchase lands along the riparian corridor. Eagle creek in 

Arizona is privately owned by Freeport McMoran mining, and due to the exceptional nature of this area, some 

sort of effort should be made to purchase, exchange, or co-manage for ecological values. 

 

Management costs should be minimal accounting only for a few employees to monitor the riparian areas, some 

signage, and written materials to be made available at the current management agencies. 

 

The rural economy in the proposed Monument area is largely resource-based and the economic well-being of 

these communities is directly related to the health of the watershed. Economic benefits have occurred in other 

rural areas with resource based economies that have been protected by gaining Monument status. Increased 

tourism and recognition as an important National resource will benefit these rural communities.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E6 ─ Received on 7/7/2015 

“New Mexico Department of Agriculture (NMDA) submits the following comments in response to the United 

States Forest Service (USFS) notice of initiating the assessment phase of the Gila National Forest (Gila) land 

management plan revision (FPR) (80 FR 28222-28223). Our comments are in response to the Gila’s invitation to 

“engage in a collaborative process to identify relevant information and local knowledge to be considered for the 

assessment.” NMDA plans to provide comments on the “Assessment of Ecological/Social/Cultural/Economic 

Sustainability, Conditions, and Trends for the Gila National Forest (Assessment)” when it becomes available and 

to participate throughout the forest plan revision process. 

 

One part of NMDA’s role is to provide proactive advocacy and promotion of New Mexico’s agricultural 

industries. Agriculture contributed $4 billion in cash receipts to New Mexico’s economy in 2013 (Annual 

Statistical Bulletin, 2013). NMDA supports management of National Forest System lands under the principles of 

multiple use and sustained yield as congressionally mandated by the Multiple-Use and Sustained Yield Act of 

1960 (16 U.S.C. 528-531) and further codified by the National Forest Management Act of 1976 (16 U.S.C. 1601-

1614). 
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Invasive Species 

Invasive plant and animal species can negatively impact livestock producers and the future functioning of the 

forest as a multiple-use resource. Additional monitoring surveys should be conducted to find and eliminate 

invasive plant species that may be detrimental to the persistence of the vegetative communities found in the 

Gila. NMDA encourages the Gila to work with Cooperative Weed Management Areas (CWMAs) to coordinate 

noxious weed inventory and management efforts. A current list of CWMAs along with contact information is 

available at http://www.nmda.nmsu.edu/apr/noxious-weed-information/. 

 

NMDA suggests that in addition to on the ground monitoring, USFS utilize regional and local geographic 

information system (GIS) database resources to identify and track nonnative and invasive species in the planning 

area. NMDA can provide Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCD) boundary and New Mexico CWMA 

boundary GIS files to the Gila Forest Planning Team. 

 

SWCDs in or near the Planning Area for the FPR 

SWCDs are local subdivisions of state government and have a legislative requirement to promote responsible 

and effective use and management of soil and water resources as set forth in the New Mexico Soil and Water 

Conservation District Act (73-20-25 through 73-20-48 NMSA 1978). Many SWCDs have adopted district land use 

plans to guide efforts to meet their legislative requirement. These plans, which are in various stages of 

completion, and the engagement of the following SWCDs should be considered in the development of the Gila 

Forest Plan Revision. Please refer to Appendix A for a map of the SWCDs in or near the planning area. 

 Caballo 

 Grant 

 Hidalgo 

 Quemado 

 Salado 

 San Francisco 

 Sierra 

 

2012 Census Data 

Please note the most recent United States Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics Service 

Census of Agriculture was completed in 2012 and includes comprehensive information regarding all agricultural 

commodities within New Mexico as well as in or near the planning area for the Gila FPR. The Census of 

Agriculture can be found at: http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/. According to the Gila FPR website, the Notice of 

Intent to revise the plan and begin the National Environmental Policy Act process is scheduled for 2016. The 

next Census of Agriculture is scheduled for 2017. Depending upon the time of the Gila FPR, NMDA requests the 

most current agricultural census data and statistics be utilized. 

 

Evaluation of Wilderness Suitability 

As part of the revision process, the Planning Rule at 36 CFR §219.7 (c)(2)(v) states that in developing a proposed 

new plan or proposed plan revision, the responsible official shall, ‘Identify and evaluate lands that may be 

suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System and determine whether to recommend 

any such lands for wilderness designation.’ 
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The New Mexico Wilderness Act of 1980 (Public Law 96-550) at Section 104 (c) states, ‘Unless expressly 

authorized by Congress, the Secretary shall not conduct any further statewide roadless area review and 

evaluation of National Forest System lands in the State of New Mexico for the purpose of determining their 

suitability for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System.’ 

 

It appears that evaluating lands of their suitability for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System is 

conflicting with existing federal law. NMDA is concerned about Forest Service efforts given this language and 

requests an immediate review and suspension of the evaluation until the conflict can be addressed. Statewide 

forest planning efforts could be challenged, and additional resources expended toward this effort may be 

wasted if this issue is not resolved. 

 

Conclusion 

NMDA maintains a strategic goal to promote responsible and effective use and management of natural 

resources in support of agriculture. NMDA requests the USFS incorporate the aforementioned issues, sustained 

yield, conditions, and trends pertaining to agriculture in the development of the assessment and throughout the 

Gila FPR process. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the notice of initiating the assessment phase of the Gila National 

Forest (Gila) land management plan revision (FPR) (80 FR 28222-28223).” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E7 ─ Received on 7/29/2015 

“public comment on plan to log our forests by greedy evil us govt agencies 

as an american citizens, i assumed that our govt was ok. now i have become just how corrupt our govt is and 

how nothign is protected by our agencies. although we all paid for them to protect, these agencies have 

eliminated the word protect from what they do. they use. they overuse. that is the plan of the evil govt 

employees at the fs, subject to bribes, local pals they devour our national sites for, etc. 

 

i hav ecomplaints about this site as follows and at other fs sites, which are poorly managed to give jobs to fs 

employees and not to preserve nature. the preservation of nature should be what they are there for. 

1. no hunting no trapping. 

2no toxic chemical use to destroy nature, birds/grass, vegegation, etc. let nature take its course. 

3. no new roads 

4. no burning of vegetation which pollutes the air and causes toxic fine particulate killng of fellow ameicans, who 

get lung cancer, heat attacks, strokes, pneumonia, asthma and allergies from polluted air. 

5 no logging 

6. a policy of aiding nature, not killing it in the war on nature waged by this agency. we want a clean up at the fs 

and get rid of the war on nature guys in this agency. this comment is for the public record.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E8 ─ Received on 7/31/2015 

“Please accept my input for the current forest planning process: 
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1) Actively support the wolf reintroduction program on Gila National Forest lands. Allocate significant personnel 

and financial resources to step up the program and figure out an effective way to promote the science of wolf 

reintroduction to good ecological effect. 

2) Work to curtail grazing of livestock on Gila National Forest lands. There are 30,000 public lands grazing leases 

in the West and 300,000,000 Americans. If you do the math 1% of 1% of the people hold these permits and are 

being subsidized to destroy the watersheds and ecology of the beautiful lands entrusted to the Forest Service to 

protect for the other 99.99% of Americans who own these lands. The Forest Service at present has a culture that 

supports this bad land management practice. Since we live in a democracy, all interests, including pro-livestock 

interests need to be represented at the appropriate level, which is 1% of 1% of your staff. If the Gila National 

Forest had 10,000 employees, then only one of these would be prolivestock. If you manage 2.2 million acres, 

then 220 acres can have livestock grazing on it, and the rest should not. 

3) Finish up the long delayed travel management task, and close a bunch of unnecessary and harmful roads with 

proper enforcement. My gosh, President Nixon ordered the Forest Service to do this, and he has been dead for 

how many years? 

4) Actively work against the proposed Gila River diversion that would take place on Forest Service lands. As you 

are well aware, the majority of locals are opposed to this billion dollar bucket of water. Be clever and find a way 

to block the corrupt process that is now underway by upholding policy and the law. 

5) Work to bring the forest in to natural balance with respect to fire. Grazing and fire suppression has created 

unnaturally severe burns. Use the best science to work yourself out of a job here, and allow the forest to re-

attain its natural fire cycle. 

6) Take an ecological look at post-fire management and try to eliminate the seeding of non-natives in burned 

areas. Work against hasty and ill-advised “emergency” post-fire river work. This work is not being done by 

people who have studied modern river restoration such as Dave Rosgen. Let science and far sighted natural land 

management lead the way. 

7) Close the North Star road and buy up any private inholdings along its route, then rejoin the two wildernesses 

into one as originally proposed by Aldo Leopold. 

Thank you very much. I won’t be in town for the upcoming meeting in Silver City.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E9 ─ Received on 8/5/2015 

 “I AM QUITE INTERESTED IN 102030405011-12-13-14. I WOULD LIKE GILA TO BE WILDERNESS DESIGNATION. I 

AM PARTICULARLY INCENSED ABOUT THE MASSIVE LOGGING YOU DO IN OUR NATIONAL SITES. I THINK YOU 

ARE LOGGING EVERYTHING IN SIGHT TO SELL TO CHINA. TO ME, IT IS CLEAR THAT WILL BE NOTHING LEFT FOR 

OUR CHILDREN AND THAT IS A SHAME AND AN EXAMPLE OF GRASPING GREEDY AMERICAN AGENCIES LIKE HTIS 

ONE. WHAT YOU DONT LOG, YOU MAUL. THIS IS A NATIONAL SITE, NOT A LOCAL STATE OR COUNTY OR LOCAL 

TOWN SITE. THE LOCAL COMMUNITY CAN SAVE ITS OWN LAND FOR ITS OWN USES. THIS IS FOR 325 MILLION 

PEOPLE. WE DON’T WANT TO SEE LOGGED HILLSIDES AND ALL THE ANIMALS DEAD AND GONE MAULED BY 

YOUR AGENCY. THAT IS NOT A PLAN. WE WANT PROTECTION, PRESERVATION AND RESPECT FOR OUR 

NATIONAL LAND. THIS AGENCY PRESENT WORK GETS AN F MINUS FOR SERVING THE BEST INTERESTS OF 
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AMERICANS AND MANKIND. THE SNEAKING OF SO MUCH LOGGING , MINING AND DRILLING DESTROYS. YOU 

CAN NEVER GET IT BACK. IT TURNS INTO THE DESOLUTION OF NEWARK NJ. THIS COMMENT IS FOR THE PUBLIC 

RECORD. PLEASE RECEIPT. ALTHOUGH I CANNOT BE A TTHE MEETINGK I CERTAINLY CARE ABOUIT THE LAND. 

AND THE ANIMALS, BIRDS, VEGATION ON IT. IT WAS A GIFT TO AMERICANS THAT YOUR AGENCY IS DESTROYING 

DAILY.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E10 ─ Received on 8/5/2015 

“1 - The Gila contains hundreds of thousands of acres of designated wilderness, including the first wilderness in 

the country, designated in 1924. However, there is a need and opportunity to expand and protect additional 

wilderness. Why? NM has the fewest wilderness areas among all western states and increasing urbanization 

and development outside the forest make preservation of remaining wild areas a key priority.  

 

2 -  Wild, roadless lands and free flowing creeks and rivers of the Gila are essential to wildlife conservation, 

recreation, and the Gila’s distinct wilderness heritage. Habitat fragmentation is a threat to all species, both 

on land and in water. Habitat corridors for migration and movement must be mapped and preserved. Roads, 

which facilitate the spread of invasive weeds and degrade water quality, must be minimized and maintained 

appropriately. Free flowing waters within the watersheds must be preserved. 

 

3 -  Locals and visitors alike come to hike, camp, and hunt in the Gila’s wild backcountry. This recreational 

tourism helps contribute nearly $6 million to local economies and is a growing industry. Promoting 

sustainable, recreation-based jobs that attract young and diverse residents is the key to New Mexico’s 

economic future. 

 

4 -  Trails and recreation sites are heavily used and in dire need of maintenance. Groups of active volunteers 

exist within local communities to help with this type of work, which needs to be better planned, 

coordinated, and executed. 

 

5 - Restoring the forest habitat by using and managing natural fire in ways that protect human safety and 

property has been a successful strategy on the largely remote and wild Gila. Fire promotes forest health and 

species diversity and is a necessary part of forest ecology. Forest management should focus on protecting 

and restoring forest health by encouraging and managing natural fire, not by incentivizing timber harvesting.  

 

6 -  Lush riparian areas, like those that surround portions of the Gila and San Francisco Rivers, provide vital 

habitat for imperiled species and outstanding recreational opportunities in the arid Southwest – these areas 

must be protected. Countless areas within these river zones and other drainages throughout the Forest have 

lost much or all of their riparian vegetation and their topsoil, due to livestock grazing, and should be 

restored to their former condition to increase populations of songbirds, beaver, elk, fish, and other wildlife.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E10 ─ Received on 8/7/2015 

“Was not able to be here for the session. 

Please see article (linked) for inclusion in plans for USFS to recognize need to address climate change. 
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http://www.mikehudak.com/Articles/PLR_Methane.html” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E11 ─ Received on 8/7/2015 

“please include in the record.  ‘New mexico's rangeland worst in US’ 
http://www.abqjournal.com/207461/abqnewsseeker/new-mexicos-rangeland-worst-in-thenation.html” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E12 ─ Received on 8/11/2015 

“Neither of these maps are complete with regard to airspace that the military uses. But the attachments provide 

some basic starting point regarding areas where the military use airspace. I do not have on these maps the 

information regarding the floors of the various flight corridors. I know that some areas are down to ground level 

and others are 100 feet AGL, others are higher. We probably need someone with airspace expertise to interpret 

it all. But you can imagine the use conflicts with military training and testing missions over designated 

wilderness areas. 

Unfortunately, I did not find a map with all the military airspace shown. Most of southern NM is under military 

airspace of one kind or another. Much of it pre-dates the first wilderness designations.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E13 ─ Received on 8/18/2015 

“HERE IS SOME FIGURES OF DOLLARS THE BURRO MOUNTAIN HOMESTEAD RV PARK . ie 
OWNED BY SOUTHWESTERN CAMPER RANCHES. 
A. SOUTHWESTERN CAMPER RANCHES SPENDS A TOTAL OF $311,168 YEARLY INTO THE 
GRANT CTY ECONOMY. 
 
B. A SURVEY CONDUCTED OF 58 LEASE HOLDERS RESULTED IN $212,O96 SPENT 
YEARLY INTO THE GRANT CTY AND SILVER CITY ECONOMY. WE HAVE 134 SITES HERE 
SO THIS IS A SMALL SURVEY 
 
C. ONE OF THE MAIN ATTRACTIONS TO THIS AREA IS ATV RIDING ., WE ALSO HAVE THE 
CONT. TRAIL AND MOUNTAIN BIKING.  I WILL ADDRESS THE TRAIL SYSTEM WHICH IS 
IN NEED OF REPAIR. THERE ALSO A 50" PROPOSED RULE ON THE WIDTH OF TRAILS FOR 
ATV RIDERS. AS I SAID IN THE MEETING THIS IS A BAD FIGURE, MANY OF OUR RIDERS 
RIDE SIDE BY SIDES AND THE 50" WOULD CUT THEM OUT. WE WOULD RECOMMEND 
THE PROPOSED RULE BE CHANGED TO 60". 

 
THE PARK HAS FULL TIME RESIDENCE AND DAILY AND WEEKLY RV CAMPERS. 

 
LOSS OF THE TRAIL RIDERS BECAUSE OF THE 50" RULE WOULD GREATLY EFFECT THE 
LOSS OF REVENUE FOR SOUTHWESTERN CAMPER RANCHES AND ALSO FOR THE LOCAL 

 
D. THE MAPS YOU HAVE FOR THE PUBLIC ARE INCORRECT” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

L3 ─ Received on 8/18/2015 



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 149  

“Please plan to spend some taxpaper dollars where they will do some good. I realize the changes will have to 

come from the top but there is no way to get a tangible benefit from filling a parking lot with government 

vehicles and a building with bureaucrats. Shoot for road maintenance, fire breaks, stock tanks and brush control. 

Spend the money on bulldozers and diesel fuel.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E14 ─ Received on 9/1/2015 

“Please include the NMED Wetlands Program Beaver Mapping Project in the Gila Plan Assessment. Here is the 

link: 

https://www.env.nm.gov/swqb/Wetlands/projects/Beavers/index.html” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E15 ─ Received on 9/1/2015 

Question 1 Response:   

“Ecosystems - forests, grasslands, streams, etc. 

In spite of the fact that the Gila is one of the western national forests using fire the most, forests across the Gila- 

particularly pinyon/juniper and ponderosa pine - are densely overstocked, compromising forest health and 

habitat for wildlife. This leads to little understory cover to carry fire or to slow erosion.   

The health of grasslands is only positive on a small scale where more advanced grazing management occurs. 

Across the forest it seems that grasslands are threatened by 1) over-grazing 2) encroachment by trees and 

shrubs and 3) dropping water tables. 

Some streams have been affected by recent fires and associated flooding and scouring. Many are impacted by 

over-grazing; a lack of riparian vegetation increases scouring. In the wilderness where grazing is excluded the 

trajectory of streams is probably positive and recovery from floods will occur. 

Air, soil and water resources 

Just from observation, it seems that soil movement on a large scale, including actively eroding arroyos and 

downcutting, is a problem, and that this also leads to a drop in the water table. 

Natural processes 

Flooding - Since the Gila has two 'large' undammed rivers and numerous tributaries, flooding is still a process 

that's intact and continues to support healthy (with nutrient cycling and water storage) and diverse aquatic and 

riparian ecosystems. 

Natural and prescribed fires occur on the Gila and are restoring, albeit somewhat dramatically and” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Concerns relate primarily to grazing management and also a lack of resources to support management (fires, 

thinning, stream restoration, road closure, riparian exclosures, etc.). 

Opportunities exist to prioritize some watersheds for restoration and to develop collaborative groups that 

support restoration, including partnering on funding proposals.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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E16 ─ Received on 9/5/2015 

“pubilc comment on federal register 

1.no new roads 

2. no use of toxic pesticides, herbicides chemicals 

3. no prescribed burning because fine particualte [sic] matter causes heart attacs [sic], strokes. lung 

cancer, asthma,pneumonia, allergies 

4. no hunting or trapping - have respect for wildlife and birds - stop this massive war on 

wildlife that the foret serivce [sic]  is into 

5. no logging 

6. no grazing, mining drilling on this national land, which should be a site of peace for our 

childrens world 

this comment is for the public frecord [sic]. this agency's plans seem to be to use up and devour all 

national land. i find this disusintg [sic]. it senoguh [sic]  to make american vomit. this comment is for the 

public record. plese [sic]  receipt.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E17 ─ Received on 9/16/2015 

“I’ve received your letter dated September 11, 2015 requesting information you may be able to use in the Gila 

National Forest Plan revision process. You specifically ask for documents and data relevant to consider in your 

assessment. 

Please refer to the 2010 State Forest Action Plan (FAP, a.k.a. New Mexico Statewide Natural Resources 

Assessment and Strategy and Action Plan) and the accompanying data atlas. You can find the executive 

summary with links to both documents plus the GIS models and layers used to develop them on the Forestry 

Division’s website at:  http://www.emnrd.state.nm.us/SFD/statewideassessment.html. 

The Division is currently in the process of reviewing the FAP and will be updating portions of it over the next 2-3 

years. We can notify you of updates as they become available, if you wish. 

Feel free to contact me or our Socorro District Forester, if you have any questions about these resources.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E18 ─ Received on 9/16/2015 

[assessment topic #3 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

Fire mitigation is the most important of all – catastrophic fires destroy all the other items listed. Increased 

programs of thinning, and controlled burning are essential to help prevent mass destruction by huge fires.  
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I was unable to attend the August meeting, but please keep me on the mailing list for updates on this and other 

related items.  

Question 2 Response:   

[blank] 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

L4 ─ Received on 9/25/2015 

[assessment topic #1,2, and 5 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“The Gila ecosystem – soils, waterways, plant life – has been severely and unacceptably degraded by livestock 

grazing.  For too many years I have witnessed the damage cattle do to the forest : the fouled and trampled 

riparian areas, the eroded landscape, the barnyard conditions and barbed-wire obstacles along hiking trails.  

Livestock compete with native wildlife for scarce resources, placing further pressures and threatened and 

endangered species. 

over→” 

Question 2 Response:   

“The Revision of the Forest Plan is an important opportunity to abolish livestock grazing in the Gila.  In this era of 

drought, fires, and flooding, cattle in the forest only compound the devastation.  The Gila is a precious resource 

that belongs to everyone, and should be managed that way that preserves the struggling ecosystem.  Ranchers 

should not be allowed to continue their stranglehold on our public lands, turning the Gila into a cheap feedlot.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E19 ─ Received on 10/14/2015 

“We are now partnered with the Gila National Forest to finish the Cosmic Campground. Therefore, I think it 

fitting it be included in the plans. [Forest Supervisor] wrote us a letter of support to the International Dark-Sky 

Association to apply for certification of the Cosmic Campground as an International Dark Sky Sanctuary. Further, 

he had four concrete pads poured on site to set up telescopes on for observing. [Forest Supervisor] has, also, 

agreed to have all the security lighting made natural night sky friendly by having Navopache Co-Op change 

lighting to full cut-off fixtures. They have agreed to install the fixtures free of charge. 

We ,also, ask that the Gila National Forest include the natural night sky as an asset under their protection. A 

natural night sky is becoming a scarcer resource even as I write this email.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E20 ─ Received on 10/14/2015 

“The Wilderness Act States: 

 

A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby 

recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man,  

 

This means untrammeled day and night. 
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There should be a plan assess the natural night sky and to protect it by all available means. 

 

I include a map for your consideration. The Natural Night Sky on it is defined by 2006 satellite data.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E21 ─ Received on 10/14/2015 

Question 1 Response:   

“The assessment topics most important to me are # 2,  #6, #7, #8,  #9, #10, #11 and #13” 

 

Question 2 Response:   

I would like to see more opportunities in the areas of archery and how that can be an economic driver for this 

area.  Students from UNM and Woodbury University did a conceptual of an Olympic size archery range as a 

potential to increase economic opportunities for the county. 

 

 Enhancing economic opportunities with additional campgrounds, birding trails, bike trails, walking trials etc.   

 

 One of my concerns is over-regulating which leads to non-use of the forest.”   

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E22 ─ Received on 10/14/2015 

“Stop subsidizing public land grazing. Support the flagging wolf re-introduction program substantial way.” 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E23 ─ Received on 10/14/2015 

“We appreciate the challenges of balancing the competing needs of the various factions making demands upon 

the Gila National Forest and the US Forest Service personnel who tend to it. As the NM Interstate Stream 

Commission must also meet the needs of all the citizens of New Mexico and comply with environmental laws, 

we need to ensure that any changes made to the Forest Management will not impinge upon New Mexico’s 

ability to exercise its rights to divert 30 KAF per year (granted by the 1964 Arizona v. California Decree), and 14 

KAF per year (granted by the 2004 Arizona Water Settlement Agreement). 

 

We hope to work closely with the US Forest Service in the coming years, along with the NM CAP Entity, to 

develop water works that will synergistically benefit human users and the environment.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

L5 ─ Received on 10/15/2015 

[assessment topics #3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 15 dashed] 

Question 1 Response:   

 “1. Too much overgrown Wilderness acreage as well as other areas designated road less. 

 2. Trending USFS (TMR) desire to close roads and limit camping 

 3. The trend for USFS (TMR) not to take into account population and demographics. 

 4. Local forests are unhealthiest they have ever been in the history of our nation.  Forests are badly overgrown.” 
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Question 2 Response:   

“1.  Overgrown Wilderness areas are susceptible to wild uncontrollable fires, Willow in NW & Wallow in AZ are 

sad examples.  These road less areas are not accessable [sic]to average American citizens.  Only elite few who 

have horses or are physically fit enough to hike miles may access these areas.  There is no allowance for elderly 

or disabled.  USFS hands are ties to fight fires in Wilderness areas.  Please, please do not designate or recomend 

[sic] anymore Wilderness/Primitive areas.   

 

2.  Closed roads inhibit fire suppression and Search and Rescue (Public, Health, Safety and Welfare).  Once again 

road closures limit the access ability to the elite few.  Elderly, handicapped & even average American Citizens 

are excluded.  Road closures promote unhealthy overgrowth.  Closed roads hurt the economics of communities 

even states.  (Hunting, Fishing, Ranching Wood Cutting.)  Wood cutters will not go in a clean out the forest if 

they are required to pack cords of wood for over 300 ft.  Keep roads open 

 

3.  USFS (TMR) does not treat small communities fairly.  Highly populated areas tear up hill sides.  That is not 

happening in our area, yet roads that have been open over 50 years are being closed.  Keep roads in small 

communities open.  Foot prints are already there. 

 

4. Maintenance is needed in overgrown forests for fire suppression.  Overgrowth restricts sunlight, water, space, 

& nutrients for healthy vegetation.  Overgrowth allow for invasive species such as beetles.  Overgrowth take 

needed water from watershed.  Allow loging [sic], keep roads open for wood cutting, hunting, and recreation.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E24 ─ Received on 10/15/2015 

“public comment on above forest plan 

ban all logging 

ban all new roads 

discontinue unused roads 

ban all hunting 

ban all trapping 

ban all prescribed burning -air pollution you cause is killing fellow americans 

stop all toxic pesticides application which kills all species 

your mauling of the forest is not appreciated by anyone. you are not there to make 

work for yourselves. protect and preserve nature animals birds.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E25 ─ Received on 10/17/2015 

“I suggest that you consider historic agricultural use of the forest and waters in the forest.  Do not do anything 

that might in any way prohibit the ability of water users to take advantage of currently owned water rights or 

the additional 14,000 annual average acre feet of water available through the Arizona Water Settlements Act.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E26 ─ Received on 10/18/2015 

“This is not a suggestion for other plans, but rather some concerns with your suggested plan, I am concerned 

with the ‘All Lands Approach’  to planning because of its potential to infringe on private property rights.  My 
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family has owned private land and has held a forest service grazing permit for over 100 years and we have done 

our best to take care of both.  I would like to see the ‘All Lands Approach’ removed from the plan. 

 

In view of the vast wilderness areas already in existence, I would like to see a hold, or at least a decrease in any 

further designated wilderness areas.  I believe we need to keep more of the public lands open for recreation, 

grazing, and development of oil and minerals if that becomes necessary in the future.  And those decisions 

should come from Congress and not by executive order from the president!  Thank you for considering my 

comments.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E27 ─ Received on 10/20/2015 

Question 1 Response:   

“You do not list permitted livestock grazing as a separate activity to be assessed. I am aware that forage 

conditions and trends are continuing to improve especially following some of the recent large fires, yet grazing 

permits continue to be cancelled or reduced.” 

Question 2 Response:   

“Is this Forest to become another National Park (exclusive use)rather than a National Forest where all resources 

are managed for the greatest good? This seems to be based on the squeaky wheel of environmentalists rather 

than good science. What are the current permitted numbers of cattle compared to 2005?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E28 ─ Received on 10/20/2015 

“1) The GNF suffers today from excessive impacts from ATVs and other off-road vehicles. These vehicles are 

routinely driven in areas already officially barred to them, and are used to create multitudinous new 

unauthorized roads throughout the forest. Riparian areas are especially hard hit by this misuse--areas around 

the San Francisco River south of Glenwood come immediately to mind, but they are everywhere. The damage is 

massive in some areas, and likely permanent. Recognizing limitations on USFS resources, the revised plan should 

address itself to finding ways to stop blatantly inappropriate motor vehicle incursions so as to protect delicate 

environments and flora and fauna, not to mention the beauty of the forest that ‘non-industrial’ (i.e, foot and 

equine) users would like to enjoy.  

Implementation of the long-delayed Travel Management Plan should be accomplished now. Once it's in place, 

this should be the moment for a calm but serious campaign of enforcement. Special focus should be placed on 

areas that are frequently violated. This would send a message to heedless users that they need to abide by the 

rules and respect the forest. Offenders should be prosecuted according to the statutes, and prosecutions should 

be publicized to make it clear to the whole population that the forest is not a communal backyard to be trashed 

at the whim of those who happen to possess such equipment.  

It may also help to designate specific areas where ATVs are authorized for use -- in effect, ATV recreation parks -

- so that folks who have invested in these machines can find outlets without destroying the vast majority of the 

forest. Developing such areas will allow the USFS to point to a balanced approach.  

This is inevitably a controversial arena -- but the USFS won't succeed in its mission if it doesn't move seriously on 

the matter of enforcement. A segment of the local population may be outraged by the stricter imposition of 

limitations which they perceive as interference with longstanding practice, but another, probably larger segment 
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will be just as outraged if the USFS continues to shrink from its duty in this area. Avoiding public outrage will 

never be a successful guiding principle for the FS. 

2) Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and a Silver City Connector Trail. The USFS is to be congratulated for 

its efforts to coordinate with local and national hiking groups, and for doing its best to maintain trails, trailheads 

and related facilities despite its evershrinking budget for such efforts. In today's world of shrinking natural 

enclaves and the ever expanding, almost ubiquitous technological "made" environment, perhaps the highest use 

of the national forests, aside from sustaining the biosphere that lives there, is to allow humans to reconnect 

with more or less unmediated nature via hiking, backpacking, camping, horseback riding, mountain biking, rock 

and mountain climbing, and responsible fishing and hunting. 

Access to the forest and to trails is a difficult matter where private owners on the boundary block off trails and 

roads. Since the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail is perhaps the single most salient feature of the GNF, I 

would urge that completing the remaining segment of the CDT re-route to the north of Bear Mountain be made 

a high and urgent priority. Changing the route around Silver City greatly enhances the experience of the CDT by 

maximizing the quantity of forest trail walking as opposed to along highway or other nonscenic (and potentially 

dangerous) roadways. The revised route has been under consideration for many years, and the final piece 

between Mangas Springs and LS Mesa Road needs to be completed as soon as possible. 

Since that re-routing of the CDT means that it no longer runs through Silver City, and since Silver City was 

recently honored with the designation as the first "Gateway Community on the CDT", the re-routing necessitates 

development of a high quality connector trail from Silver City to the new CDT north of town. Currently hikers are 

obliged to dodge miles of traffic on Little Walnut Road to reconnect with the CDT above the Gomez Peak 

recreation area. This is neither a scenic access route nor a worthy "gateway" from the trail to and from the 

Gateway Community. Since 2014 Silver City has become a critical base of operations for south-to-north CDT 

through hikers, hosting an annual kickoff of the through hike season and serving as the hub for CDT Coalition 

shuttles down to the starting point on the Mexican border. 

A natural route along a very scenic ridge west of the Western New Mexico University campus is potentially 

available to serve as not only a beautiful and effective connector trail between the CDT and town, but a 

wonderful means of access to the GNF and the CDT by WNMU students and Silver City/Grant County residents. 

(Once in the GNF, this connector trail would hook up with the "old" CDT at its trailhead on Bear Mountain Road 

just southeast of the mountain. That segment from Bear Mountain Road to the "new" CDT west of Eighty 

Mountain is one of the most beautiful trails in the entire Forest.) WNMU owns a good portion of the 2 miles of 

private land on the potential route, and the WNMU Foundation has agreed to serve as the coordinator and legal 

holder of the connector trail right of way, and local groups are working to develop the trail. 

The USFS plan should include a commitment to working with local groups including WNMU, the Silver City 

Greenways/CDT Connector Project, the Grant County Trails Group, the national CDT Coalition, and others to 

make better access to the GNF and the CDT from Silver City a reality. 

3) Grazing programs. The history of New Mexico following the arrival of Europeans has been uniquely marked 

by massive despoliation of the landscape due to overgrazing of delicate desert and mountain habitats by 

introduced European domestic species. The visible record of that devastation is everywhere in and around the 

GNF. Recognizing the narrow bands of flexibility and authority available to GNF leadership, every reasonable and 

innovative action possible should be queued up in the new Management Plan to rationalize and significantly 
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reduce inappropriate cattle and related grazing in the GNF. Lease holders have long had strong influence on this 

issue, which has been largely out of public sight. But the public as a whole has at least as great an interest in the 

protection of the forest, if not more, than the narrow interests of local ranchers. I urge the GNF to be fair but 

aggressive in working to correct existing grazing practices that have always been detrimental to the forest in 

terms of erosion, riparian damage, and wildlife habitat destruction. Because single-issue constituents - - 

especially those with a direct financial interest in an issue -- are very loud does not mean that they are entitled 

to drown out the voices of the public as a whole, or the interest of the forest and its inhabitants themselves. 

Thanks for the opportunity to provide input.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E29 ─ Received on 10/20/2015 

"I wanted to acknowledge that we had received your letter regarding initiation of the forest planning process, 

and wanted to thank you for keeping us in the loop. 

 

With regards to the assessment phase, one of the things we recommend that you consider is our list of Species 

of Greatest Conservation need when developing your list of Species of Greatest Conservation Concern for the 

plan revision.  The revision of our State Wildlife Action Plan is near completion, and you can find the proposed 

list of Species of Greatest Conservation Need within the current draft of the SWAP at 

http://www.wildlife.state.nm.us/download/conservation/swap/State-Wildlife-Action-Plan-New-Mexico-Draft-

10_02_2015-highres.pdf.  See appendices D and F for information regarding threats and status of the species.  If 

you need help evaluating which of species are likely to occur on the Gila NF, we are able to assist you with that 

process. 

 

If there are other specific pieces of information or documents that you need from NMDGF for the forest 

assessment report, please don’t hesitate to contact us.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E30 ─ Received on 12/11/2015 

[assessment topics #1 and 11 circled] 

Question 1 Response:   

“Designate the Gila River as a Wild and Scenic River.  Do not let the ISC/DOI/BOR use FS land for a diversion of 

the Gila River. 

 

“The Burro Mountain section is being over used. A decline of wild life in the area has been observed. Over 

hunting and trapping and grazing and wood harvesting both legal and illegal has decreased the flora and fauna.  

This section of the Gila Forest should be closed for a few years to let it rest and recover. 

 

There is extensive overuse of motorcycle and ATV use.  To the extent that riders are using chainsaws to cut new 

roads.  These are used for woodcutters and motor racing. 

 

I also help maintain the CD Trail and while working on maintaining the trail condition, 6 motorcycle riders came 

up.  ‘I have been riding this trail for 30 years’.  ‘It does not hurt the trail and after the 1st rain you cannot even 

tell’.  ‘I pay for this trail’. 
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Cows need to be kept out and motorized vehicles as well of washes and riparian areas.  Fences around these 

areas should be checked because people open them up and do not close gates or cut the wire. 

Unauthorized roads need to be bulldozed or boulder closed off and posted.  People past these points must be 

cited upon 1st contact.  Hire more Law Enforcement and put up cameras.  One on Red Rock Road where 

pavement ends at cattle guard and one on Tyrone/Ridge Road past the intersection of Burro Mountain 

Homestead would and one at the intersection of Red Rock Road and The Ridge Road would catch 95% of 

vehicles entering this section of the Gila National Forest. 

 

Observation while hiking in the Burro’s and Gila FS and Wilderness of over 3 years of frequent die offs of Emery 

[Emory] oak population.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E31 ─ Received on 12/21/2015 

“Known/Expected Wildlife Diseases and Aquatic Invasive Species 

Gila National Forest Area 

December 2015 

Rabies—Three kinds of rabies occur in the Gila. Arizona fox rabies was the subject of the well-publicized outbreak within 

the past 10 years. Occurrences of this disease basically covered the area from the state line eastward to Beaverhead 

area, but it was not known to move any farther east, despite expectations that it could do so. 

Bat and skunk rabies probably cycle at low levels and nearly continuously throughout their host populations in the Gila. 

Sylvatic plague—Should be expected in rodent communities throughout the Gila. 

Tularemia—Should be expected in populations of leporids and possibly other small mammals in the Gila. Recent cases 

are not documented from the Gila; however, recent human cases have been documented from as close as Bosque del 

Apache. 

Parvovirus, distemper—Recent individual cases are not known, but likely circulate at low levels throughout the small 

carnivore community in the Gila. 

Elaeophorosis—An outbreak occurred in the 1960s, and the condition persists in at least low levels within the Gila 

currently. Likely found within ungulate populations throughout the forest. 

Pneumonia complex—May be present within bighorn populations in the Turkey Creek/San Francisco River area. 

Hemorrhagic disease—Likely present in some levels within ungulate populations across the Gila, as conditions to 

support midge vectors are occur throughout the Forest. 

Barber’s pole worms—These stomach worms would be primarily found within grassland areas of the Gila, as the infect 

pronghorn and secondarily mule deer. 

Mycoplasma—Bacteria with potential to infect turkeys throughout their ranges in the Gila. Status of these infections 

within the Gila is unknown, but warrants monitoring. 
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Chronic wasting disease—Not known from the Gila, but found in other areas of southern New Mexico. New Mexico 

Game and Fish would be interested in obtaining more samples or information on the presence/absence of this disease in 

the Gila. 

Chytridiomycosis—The fungus Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis has been documented in amphibians at multiple 

locations in the Gila, including Chiricahua leopard frogs inhabiting upper Gila/San Francisco, 

lower Gila, and Mimbres River/Black Range areas. Should probably be considered as potential to occur within any water 

body on the Forest. 

Crayfish—Crayfish (most likely Orconectes virilis) are present and may be spreading within the Gila. Could be found 

within reservoirs, streams, irrigation canals, or silt-covered/rocky or gravel substrates, particularly in lentic waters. 

Bullfrog—Bullfrog s may be common in any permanent water bodies within lower elevations of the Gila, particularly in 

lentic waters. They have invaded habitats for native aquatic species.” 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

E32 ─ Received on 12/21/2015 

[received a table with the following assessment input] 

Assessm
ent Topic Condition Trend Concerns Opportunities 
“1. 
Ecosystem 
– forests 
(fire&fuels, 
timber 
mgmt..) 

Forest condition can be 
grouped into 4 categories; I 
don’t know the spatial extent of 
each: 
1) Pinyon/juniper and 
ponderosa pine forests in 
particular are densely 
overstocked, compromising 
forest health and habitat for 
wildlife. This leads to little 
understory cover to carry 
surface fire or to slow erosion. 
2) In recent large high-severity 
fires (Whitewater-Baldy & 
Silver Fire), some forests have 
probably been permanently 
converted to shrubs (NM 
locust, oak, etc.). This mostly 
has reduced cover of spruce-
fire and mixed conifer forests, 
but also ponderosa pine. 
3) Prescribed fire and natural 
fire have either maintained or 
restored forests (primarily 
ponderosa pine) within the 
natural range of variability 
(more open forests, patchy 
structure, multi-aged. 
4) WUI/fire and fuels 
management. WUI treatments 
have been a focus on the Gila 
and some percentage of WUI 
treatments are thinned, but 
need to be maintained 

For the 4 categories: 
1) trend is negative. PJ 
continues to increase in 
density. 
2) trend is negative. It 
will be difficult to restore 
forest cover once shrub 
cover predominates, with 
a different associated 
fire regime. 
3) Trend is positive. In 
some areas, prescribed 
fire and natural fire are 
restoring forest structure 
& composition. 
4). Trend is likely 
positive, although area 
treated is likely small. 

1) Seems like there 
are not enough 
resources to 
conduct prescribed 
fire, fuel reduction 
and restoration 
treatments: funding 
within the Gila NF, 
but also not the 
collaborative of 
technical capacity 
among local 
partners/operators 
to increase treated 
areas. 
2) Concern 
thatwildland fire is 
not used as often 
as it might (perhaps 
due to resources or 
fires activity in other 
regions?) 
3) Concern about 
wildfires that would 
occur in the big 
burn areas (re-
burns that would 
burn 100-1,000 hr 
fuels on the forest 
floor).  

The pace and 
scale of forest 
restoration needs 
to increase, and 
there’s an 
opportunity for 
Gila NF 
leadership and 
staff to commit to 
being more 
dedicated to 
collaborative 
efforts and 
discuss the 
existing 
challenges that 
are barriers to it. 

1. 
Ecosystem 
- 
grasslands 
(grazing 
and 
rangelands  

Grasslands are threatened by  
1) over-grazing (degrades soil 
function and fertility)  
2) encroachment by trees and 
shrubs and  
3) dropping water tables due to 
historic and active down-cutting 
in drainages and arroyos.  

Overall grassland 
condition seems to be 
downward, in some 
cases stable, in a few 
cases improving. 
Conditions are improving 
where grazing impacts 
are managed and grass 
seed heads mature and 
become established, or 
where tree/shrub density 
has been reduced with 
mechanical treatments 
or fire.  

1) Concern is that 
current grazing laws 
do not allow enough 
flexibility to enable 
permittees to 
reduce their 
numbers or use of 
pastures.  
2) Monitoring of 
rangeland condition 
(not annual forage 
consumption) 
associated with 
grazing permits is 
inadequate to 
detect change.  

While grasslands 
are slow to 
recover, improved 
management and 
treatments 
(including 
addressing the 
down-cutting in 
arroyos) could 
improve the 
condition of 
grasslands, and 
slow soil loss.  



Gila Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

Page | 160  

Assessm
ent Topic Condition Trend Concerns Opportunities 
1. 
Ecosystem 
– rivers and 
streams  

1) Some streams have been 
negatively affected (down-
cutting to bedrock, lack of 
riparian veg.) by recent fires 
and associated flooding and 
scouring.  
2) Many are impacted by over-
grazing; a lack of riparian 
vegetation increases erosion 
and destabilizes banks.  
3) Un-grazed rivers and 
streams are typically in good 
condition, if not recently 
impacted by large fires and 
floods.  
4) Overall, the mainstem of the 
Gila River on NF land is in 
excellent condition: multi-aged 
dense stands of native riparian 
vegetation. The natural flow 
regime creates and maintains 
the entire aquatic and riparian 
ecosystem.  

Trends associated with 
text in column 2.  
1) Trend – probably still 
downward  
2) Trend – downward  
3) Trend – improving  
4) Trend - In the 
wilderness and other 
areas where grazing is 
excluded, the trajectory 
of streams is probably 
positive and recovery 
from floods will occur.  

1)Most significant 
concern is that 
AWSA could 
negatively impact 
riparian and aquatic 
resources 
associated with the 
Gila and San 
Francisco Rivers.  
2) Concerned we’re 
missing the 
opportunity to 
stabilize streams 
impacted by post-
fire floods.  

1) Specific rivers 
and stream could 
benefit from 
restoration. For 
example, 
continuing and 
expanding the 
work that occurred 
at Black Canyon 
and initiating work 
on Negrito Creek.  
2) Restoration 
opportunities are 
effective and 
typically response 
in riparian areas is 
rapid.  

1. 
Ecosystem 
– climate 
change  

We are experiencing warmer 
and drier weather, reduced or 
no snowpack, and greater 
fluctuations in extreme weather 
patterns. As a result, we’re 
seeing increased droughts, 
fires, floods, and insect 
infestations.  

Ecosystems and 
species, both to varying 
degrees, are stressed.  

We’re not seriously 
considering how to 
mitigate or reduce 
effects of climate 
change.  

Opportunity: 
assess resources 
and climate 
change impacts, 
and how these 
could be 
lessened.  

2. Air 
quality  

Great, except during big fires. 
Even then, we’ve been 
fortunate that often the smoke 
moves away from the larger 
communities.  

(Unknown)  Air quality concerns 
can restrict 
prescribed fire use.  

Keep the public 
informed about 
how prescribed 
fire and wildland 
use reduces the 
likelihood of big, 
severe wildfires.  

2. Soil 
resources  

Soil movement is probably still 
occurring on a large scale, 
including in actively eroding 
arroyos. Down-cutting is a 
problem; this also leads to a 
drop in the water table.  

Trend always depends 
on the period of time 
assessed. There’s less 
soil loss now than in the 
early 1900’s (height of 
grazing numbers on the 
Gila NF?), but soil is still 
being lost due to grazing 
management, roads, 
trails, etc.  

I’m concerned that 
this doesn’t seem to 
be a priority. Given 
how long it takes for 
soil to develop, we 
should be trying to 
keep it.  

Forest and 
grassland 
restoration 
(including after 
wildfires), as well 
as improved 
grazing practices, 
could improve soil 
resources.  

2. Water 
resources  

The long-term trend is probably 
a reduction in water availability 
(in springs, streams, rivers) due 
to drought.  

Unknown across the 
Forest. On the 
allotments TNC 
manages, it seems that 
management of water 
resources has been 
important.  

Concern: water will 
always be a limited 
resource and we 
need to manage it 
sustainably.  

Opportunity to 
partner with 
grazing permittees 
to maintain or 
improve water 
resources.  
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Assessm
ent Topic Condition Trend Concerns Opportunities 
2. 
Watersheds  

Depends on the watershed. 
Whitewater Baldy and Silver 
Fires had both negative 
(erosion/down-cutting) and 
positive (thinning of vegetation) 
effects.  

Unknown. Overall 
condition in some 
watersheds is improving, 
others not.  

Numerous 
watersheds could 
benefit from upland 
or riparian 
restoration 
treatments – but 
resources are 
limited.  

Collaborative 
partnerships could 
accelerate 
watershed 
restoration.  

3. Natural 
processes – 
Fire 
regimes  

Both natural and prescribed 
fires occur on the Gila more 
than on most other national 
forests. This work needs to 
continue.  

Where fire is used as a 
restoration tool, the 
outcome is usually 
positive. In some cases, 
rx.fire in PJ has not been 
very effective in reducing 
tree density (so trend is 
stable/slightly positive).  

Concern that fire is 
not used as much 
as it could be due to 
limited resources.  

The Gila NF, b/c 
of Wilderness and 
low pop. Density, 
will continue to be 
able to use fire as 
a tool.  

3. Natural 
process – 
Flow 
regimes  

Since the Gila has two 'large' 
undammed rivers (Gila and 
San Francisco Rivers). The 
flow regime is intact and 
continues to support healthy, 
diverse, and predominantly 
native aquatic and riparian 
ecosystems. Flooding supports 
nutrient cycling, groundwater 
re-charge and numerous other 
ecosystem processes 
(spawning, cottonwood/willow 
recruitment, etc.)  

Positive.  Most significant 
concern is that 
AWSA could 
negatively impact 
riparian and aquatic 
resources 
associated with the 
Gila and San 
Francisco Rivers.  

Irrigation diversion 
management 
could be improved 
(esp. winter 
baseflows).  

5. At-risk 
species 
(T&E)  

Species dependent. We have 
large and stable SWFL and 
western yellow-billed cuckoo 
populations along the Gila 
River. Other species are 
struggling.  

Native fish are 
rebounding after the fires 
and floods.  

Monitoring is 
needed to 
monitoring T&E 
species.  

Funding is 
sometimes 
available to 
improve habitat or 
conduct surveys.  

6. 
Economic 
conditions  

The SW NM counties are 
among the lowest ranked in 
NM for economic vitality.  

Seems positive, in that 
the economy is 
diversifying and less 
directly linked to copper.  

Local economic 
conditions constrain 
local business that 
might otherwise be 
better able to 
support restoration 
and stewardship on 
the NF.  

1) Gila could 
become more 
committed to 
understanding the 
challenges of local 
businesses and 
try harder to 
support them.  
2) Economic 
benefits of the 
Gila NF to the 
local communities 
could be 
quantified.  

7. Benefits 
people 
obtain from 
the Gila  

Many: grazing, fuelwood, 
passive recreation, 
hunting/fishing, motorized 
recreation, etc.  

Benefits have shifted 
over the last 100 years 
from extractive benefits 
(timber, wood, forage) to 
being more recreation 
focused.  

Concerned about 
the perception that 
benefits have 
diminished with 
increased resource 
protection.  

. Benefits the Gila 
provides could be 
better 
described/quantifi
ed for the public.  
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Assessm
ent Topic Condition Trend Concerns Opportunities 
9. 
Recreation/
Education  

Recreational use on the Gila 
varies. In Grant County 
Recreational use seems high.  

Unknown.  I am sorry GCEC 
doesn’t do the River 
Festival anymore. 
We need local 
champions for envr. 
education.  

Always an 
opportunity to get 
more 
kids/students 
outside  

15. Existing 
designated 
areas  

Condition: good (although trails 
always need to be maintained). 
Wilderness areas can help 
protect resources and also 
enable fire use. Of course they 
also restrict some management 
options.  

No trend.   Wild & Scenic 
River designation 
for the Gila River 
is a great 
opportunity.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Suggested Information Sources and Plans 
The best available science, local information, national perspectives, and native knowledge will be used for the 

assessment by gathering existing information.  The Gila National Forest will consider relevant existing 

information from governmental and non-governmental sources.  The Gila National Forest will also review the 

plans of Tribes, Federal agencies, and State and local governments, and consider how the revised plan can 

contribute to compatibility and reduce conflict. Audience members were encouraged to suggest information 

sources, specific publications, and plans to consider using the blank cards on the table by the posters.  

 

Suggested Information Sources 

“NMSU – Range Improvement Task Force” 

“Jornada Experimental Range - Ecological Site Descriptions” 

“Local ranchers, residents, outfitters, and guiders” 

“The alternative found ecologically preferable by the Regional Forester in the Region wide forest plan revision for the 

Mexican Spotted Owl and Goshawk completed in mid-1990” 

“2006 Light Pollution Atlas” 

“2011 Economic impact of visitor spending in New Mexico (Tourism in New Mexico 2011 analysis)” 

“We are collecting natural night sky measurements started Oct 2014 → toward” 

“Species – Don’t forget annual bird counts” 

“White Sands Missile Range testing requirements” 

“New Mexico Wilderness Alliance” 

“Visit this website for current information about local siting of birds and wildlife. www.blackrange.org” 

“’Inventory of Butterfly species on the Gila National Forest, Southwestern New Mexico’ [approximate title] 2001 – This 

was prepared for the Gila National Forest.  Copies should be on file in the Silver City office.  I would direct special 

attention to the Nokomis Frittilary (Speyeria nokomis), local and rare on the Forest (and the United States).” 

“Species lists 

 Southwesternmoths.com  moths of the Gila 

 gilaflora.com 

 Vascular Plants of Gila Wilderness  (left column = more resources)   mosses of the Gila 

 seinet 

 New Mexico Rare Plants website 

 Butterflies of Grant County  169 species   BAMONA” 

“Southwest Forest Assessment Project, info/data with NM Natural Heritage. 
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ISC compiled a ton of resources related the Gila River/Watershed. The info is compiled in a large excel database and can 

be found on nmawsa.org. 

Gila Flow Needs Assessment is found on nmconservation.org, relates to pot’l impacts of diversion and climate change on 

the Gila River. The climate modeling may be particularly of interest – as well as understanding how the natural flow 

regime support the diverse and resilient riparian and aquatic communities.” 

 

Suggested Plans 

“County Fire Plans” 

“Consider the counties ‘Land Management Plan’” 

“Invite local Farm Bureau to revision plans” 

“Include the Gila Trout Recovery Plan” 

“Greenways Trail Master Plan from Silver City” 

“Apache-Sitgreaves NF Plan” 

“White Sands Missile Range test requirements” 

“2010 State Forest Action Plan (FAP, a.k.a. New Mexico Statewide Natural Resources Assessment and Strategy and 

Action Plan)”  [a copy of this plan was received on 9/15/15] 

“Grant County Comprehensive Plan”  [a copy of this plan was received on 9/23/15] 

Draft State Wildlife Action Plan ”  [a copy of this plan was received on 10/20/15] 

Grant Soil and Water Conservation District – 5 year Plan of Action and Annual Workplan [copies of these plans were 

received on 10/30/15] 

San Francisco Soil and Water Conservation District – Land Use Plan [a copy of this plan was received on 10/30/15] 
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Appendix A: Posters 



 

Forest Plan Revision – Assessment Phase 
 

 

1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 

2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 

3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails)  

4. Carbon stocks (amt. of carbon stored within plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 

5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species)  13. Cultural and historical resources 

6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 

7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 

8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions   

The Assessment Phase will rapidly evaluate existing information about 
ecological, social, and economic conditions, trends, and sustainability.   
 
The Assessment Report will be organized around 15 resource topics: 



Gila National Forest - Forest Plan Revision  
Road Map 

Initial   
outreach and 
engagement 

2016 2017 2018 

NEPA Review Process 

Assessment 
 

Initial Stakeholder 
Engagement 

 
Communication and 
Collaboration Plan 

 
Science Synthesis 

 
Existing Conditions 
and Trend Analysis 

 

 
Develop Draft Plan 

and Monitoring 
Program 

 
Develop 

Alternatives 
 
 

Public Review of 
Draft Plan/DEIS 

 
Response to 

Comments and 
Adjustments to 

Plan/DEIS 

Selection of Preferred 
Alternative 

 
BA/BE and 

Consultation with US 
Fish and Wildlife 

Service 
 

Notice of Objection 
Period 

 
Final  Plan/EIS and 
Record of Decision 

Plan 
Implementation 
and Monitoring 

2015 

Dates are anticipated and subject to change 

Forest Plan Revision Steps 

= Milestone 

Notice of 
Intent (NOI) 

to Initiate 
Assessment 

Needs for 
Change 

Identified 

NOI to 
Initiate NEPA 

process 

• Tribal consultation 
• Community Meetings 
• Collaborative Work Sessions 
• Organization Meetings 
• Community Events 
• Online engagement 

• Workshops to 
identify key 
issues 

• Online 
engagement 

 

• Meetings/workshops 
to receive feedback 

• Online engagement 

• Public availability of 
Final EIS and Final Plan 
and beginning of 
objection period 

• Online engagement 

Assessment 
Report Publicly 

Available 

Public review 
of biennial 
monitoring 
evaluation 

We are here 

Opportunities for Public Engagement 

2019 



Identified the following plans to review so far…* 

Catron, Grant, Hidalgo and Sierra County Master Plans 

Cities of  Lordsburg, Truth or Consequences,  & Town of Silver City Comprehensive Plans 

New Mexico Department of Game & Fish Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy 

New Mexico State Implementation Plan (Air Quality) 

New Mexico Forest and Watershed Health Plan 

New Mexico State Water Plan 

Socorro-Sierra Regional Water Plan 

Southwest New Mexico Regional Water Plan 

New Mexico Water Quality Management Plan and Nonpoint Source Management Plan 

Soil and Water Conservation District Management Plans 

Bureau of Land Management Resource Management Plans 

Neighboring National Forests’ Land and Resource Management Plans and Plan Revisions 

Community Wildfire Protection Plans 

 *Please suggest other plans to consider 
using the blank cards on the table  

 

Coordination with other planning efforts 
 

• Review the plans and policies of Tribes, other Federal agencies, and State and local governments 
• Consider how the Revised Plan can contribute to compatibility and reduce conflict 
  
 



 

 Gila NF data: Recreation Opportunity Spectrum, Scenery Management System, 
 Infrastructure data, Mid-Scale Existing Vegetation Mapping, Forest Inventory data,  
 Terrestrial Ecological Unit Inventory, GIS layers, National Visitor Use Monitoring, 
 Watershed Condition Framework analyses, Ranger District Program Files  

 US Fish & Wildlife Service and NM Depart. Game & Fish Wildlife Survey Data  

 NM State Air & Water Quality Data 

 US Geological Survey Physical, Hydrological, & Biological Data 

 US Census Data 

 National Agricultural Statistics Service Census of Agriculture 

 Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, Sierra Cos., & Other Local Governments’ Socioeconomic Data 

 University publications, research station reports,  or academic studies 

  University of New Mexico Forest-wide socioeconomic assessments 

 Federal agency, state, county, community, or non-governmental organization reports 

 Monitoring information 

 Local Community Botanists & Ornithologists (Amateur & Professional) 

 Tribal knowledge 

 Relevant analysis or information offered by the public 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 

Possible Information Sources for Consideration* 
 

*Please suggest other information sources or specific 
publications to consider using the blank cards on the table  

Consider relevant existing information from governmental and non-governmental sources 



Geographic extent of analysis for social and economic 
assessment topics   

 
Plan area – The area within the Gila National Forest boundary 
excluding any private inholdings. 
 
Area of Influence – Area where the management of the plan area 
substantially affects social, cultural, and economic conditions.   

• Often set at the surrounding county boundaries, but we need 
to determine the appropriate boundaries for the area of 
influence for the Gila NF.*   

• The area of influence concept recognizes that the Forest 
provides contributions outside the Forest boundary, and is 
commonly analyzed for social, cultural, and economic effects 
and sustainability.   

 
Broader landscape – The plan contributions can affect a specific 
interest, but do not fundamentally affect the social, cultural, and 
economic conditions. 
 

 

Assessment Phase – Spatial Scales 
 

*If you would like to receive updates and provide input on the development of the area of 
influence analysis, please use the signup sheet on the clipboard below. 

? 

Potential Area of 
Influence 

Plan Area 

Broader 
landscape 



Identifying Species of Conservation Concern 

• Species must be native to, and known to occur in the plan area. 

• Best available scientific information about the species indicates 
substantial concern about a species’ capability to persist over the long-
term in the plan area. 

• Species with NatureServe ranks of G/T1 or G/T2 must be considered. 

• Species with NatureServe ranks of T/T3 or S1 or S2 should be considered. 

• Species that should also be considered include the following: 

• Species listed as threatened or endangered by 
relevant States, federally recognized Tribes, or 
Alaska Native Corporations. 
 

• Species listed by Federal, State, federally 
recognized Tribes, or Alaska Native 
Corporations as a high priority for 
conservation. 

• Species identified as species of conservation 
concern in adjoining National Forest System 
plan areas. 

• Species petitioned for Federal listing and for 
which a positive “90-day finding” has been 
made. 

• Species for which the best available science 
indicates there is local conservation concern of 
long-term persistence in the plan area. 



What is a Species of 

Conservation Concern (SCC)? 

“a species, other than federally recognized 
threatened, endangered, proposed, or 
candidate species, that is known to occur in 
the plan area and for which the regional 
forester has determined that the best 
available scientific information indicates 
substantial concern about the species’ 
capability to persist over the long-term in 
the plan area.” (36 CFR 219.9). 

Species Lists Used to 

Identify SCC’s 

• New Mexico Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need 

• New Mexico BISON database 

• New Mexico Listed species 

• New Mexico Heritage database 

• Arizona species list (adjacent to Gila 
National Forest) 

• NatureServe database 

• Partners in Flight bird list 

• Gila National Forest bird list 

• New Mexico Rare Plant database 

• US Forest Service Region 3 sensitive 
species list 

• US Fish and Wildlife Service species list 

*If you would like to receive updates and provide 
input on the development of  the species of 
conservation concern, please use the signup sheet 
on the clipboard below. 
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Appendix B: Powerpoint Presentation on the Assessment Phase



8/18/2015 

1 

Forest Plan Revision 
Assessment Phase 

Gila National Forest 

August 2015 

Since March 

 Meeting summaries 

 

 Public Participation Strategy 

 

 Federal Register Notice of Assessment 

Initiation 

 

Since March… 
 Assembled planning team 

 Started compiling data and 

plans  

 Held internal meetings 

with each District and 

Regional Office 

 Attended over 20 

organization meetings and 

community events 

 

Core Planning Team 

Reserve District meeting 

Why are we here this evening? 
 Create common understanding of the Forest Plan and 

key assessment topics 

 

 Provide opportunities for stakeholders to share 
knowledge, plans, and data for the assessment 

 

 Continue dialogue between the forest and 
communities 

Truth or Consequences 
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Planning Process 
The Adaptive Framework of Planning 

We are here 

The Assessment Process 

Potential 
Need 

Engage Partners 

Action Plan 

REPORT 

(Roles) 

(Need for  
Change) 

 15 important ecological, social, and 
economic resource topics  

◦ What is the condition? 

◦ What is the trend? 

◦ What is at risk? 

 

 Gather & analyze existing info  

 

 Use of best available science, local 

information, national perspectives, and 

native knowledge 

Timeline to complete the assessment: one year from May 2015 

It’s the foundation for: 

 establishing “needs-for-change” to 
the 1986 Gila Forest Plan 

 

 Principal document that supports 
plan revision and future 
management direction 

 

 Opportunity for stakeholders to 
contribute information for later use 
in plan development 

 

Why is the Assessment Important? 

The assessment report is not a decision document 
 

 

Important Ecological Resources 

 Ecosystems 

 Air, soil, and water resources 

 Natural processes  

 Carbon stocks 

 At-risk species 
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The assessment 

will characterize 

and evaluate the 

status of 

watersheds and 

water resources 

and their role in 

sustaining 

ecosystems within 

the plan area. 

Aquatic Ecosystems, Water Resources 
Willow Creek 

Reserve District 

Important Social and Economic Influences 
 

 Social, cultural and economic conditions 

 Benefits people obtain from the Gila 

 Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 Recreation 

 Energy and minerals 

  

 

 

Recreation, timber, 

grazing, minerals, 

and other multiple-

uses provide jobs 

and income to 

communities, and 

help maintain social 

cultures and long 

standing traditions.   
Assessing Multiple Uses 

 
Recreation Uses ─ Silver City District 

 Infrastructure 

 Areas of tribal importance 

 Cultural and historical resources 

 Land ownership and use 

 Existing designated areas 

 

Other  

Important Social and Economic Influences 
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Stakeholder Participation in the Assessment Phase 

 Helps everyone understand existing and predicted 
future conditions 
 

 Provides an opportunity for the public to 
contribute local knowledge 
 

 Provides a basis for transition to needs for change 
and plan revision 

 

Lake Roberts 

Information Sources 

*Please suggest other information sources or specific publications 

to consider using the blank cards on the table by the poster  

 Gila NF data: Recreation Opportunity Spectrum, Scenery Management System, 

 Infrastructure data, Mid-Scale Existing Vegetation Mapping, Forest Inventory data,  

 Terrestrial Ecological Unit Inventory, GIS layers, National Visitor Use Monitoring, 

 Watershed Condition Framework analyses, Ranger District Program Files  

 US Fish & Wildlife Service and NM Depart. Game & Fish Wildlife Survey Data  

 NM State Air & Water Quality Data 

 US Geological Survey Physical, Hydrological, & Biological Data 

 US Census Data 

 National Agricultural Statistics Service Census of Agriculture 

 Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, Sierra Cos., & Other Local Governments’ Socioeconomic Data 

 University publications, research station reports,  or academic studies 

 University of New Mexico Forest-wide socioeconomic assessments 

 Federal agency, state, county, community, or non-governmental organization reports 

 Monitoring information 

 Local Community Botanists & Ornithologists (Amateur & Professional) 

 Tribal knowledge 

 Relevant analysis or information offered by the public 

Consider relevant existing information from governmental and 
non-governmental sources 

Coordination with other planning efforts 

Identified the following plans to review so far… 

 Catron, Grant, Hidalgo and Sierra County Master Plans 

 Cities of  Lordsburg, Truth or Consequences,  & Town of Silver City Comprehensive Plans 

 New Mexico Department of Game & Fish Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy 

 New Mexico State Implementation Plan (Air Quality) 

 New Mexico Forest and Watershed Health Plan 

 New Mexico State Water Plan 

 Socorro-Sierra Regional Water Plan 

 Southwest New Mexico Regional Water Plan 

 New Mexico Water Quality Management Plan and Nonpoint Source Management Plan 

 Soil and Water Conservation District Management Plans 

 Bureau of Land Management Resource Management Plans 

 Neighboring National Forests’ Land and Resource Management Plans and Plan Revisions 

 Community Wildfire Protection Plans 

 
*Please suggest other plans to consider using the 

blank cards on the table by the poster  

• Review the plans of Tribes, Federal agencies, and State and local governments 

• Consider how the Revised Plan can contribute to compatibility and reduce conflict 

  
 

For more information… 

Forest Plan Revision website 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671  

 

With links to: 

 2012 Planning Rule  

 Final Directives 

 

Email: 

gilaplan@fs.fed.us 

 

 

 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
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How can you help? 

 Be an active participant in developing a future vision 

for the forest 

 Tell us what you value about the forest 

 Share your knowledge and data  

 Offer your ideas on forest management with us. 

Small Group Discussions 
• Use Assessment Topics as a framework to answer 

two questions 

 

• Incorporate responses into the Draft Assessment 

Report  

Silver City 

Question 1 

For the Assessment Topics that are most 

important to you, what current conditions and 

trends have you seen on the Gila? 

 

1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 

2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 

3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 

4. Carbon stocks 12. Areas of tribal importance 

5. At-risk species (e.g. endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 

6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 

7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 

8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions   

Assessment Topics 

 

Question 2 

What are your concerns associated with the 

conditions and trends you mentioned, and what 

may be some of the opportunities in those 

areas? 
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Next steps 
 

 Provide knowledge and data 

 Incorporate information into the assessment 

 Continue presenting at organizational meetings 

 Release draft assessment report  for feedback in 

spring/summer 2016 

 Revise draft report based on feedback  

 More community meetings to discuss key findings and 

collaborate to determine needs-for-change 
 

 

Then… 

 Publish a notice of intent to revise the forest plan in the 
Federal Register 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your willingness to 

participate in these collaborative 

work sessions and for your future 

engagement in developing the revised 

Gila Forest Plan 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire



OMB Control #0596-0234 

Please send responses preferably in digital form to gilaplan@fs.fed.us, or mail to Gila National Forest, Attn.: Matt Schultz, 3005 E. 
Camino del Bosque, Silver City, NM 88061, or drop it off at one of the District Offices.  This information for the assessment will be 
most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015. 

Gila National Forest - Plan Revision 

Questionnaire 
 

 

ASSESSMENT TOPICS* 
1. Ecosystems (terrestrial, riparian, aquatic) 9. Recreation 
2. Air, soil, and water resources 10. Energy and minerals 
3. Natural processes (including fire regimes) 11. Infrastructure (e.g. trails, campgrounds) 
4. Carbon stocks (amount of carbon stored within the plants and soil) 12. Areas of tribal importance 
5. At-risk species (e.g. threatened and endangered species) 13. Cultural and historical resources 
6. Social, cultural and economic conditions 14. Land ownership and use 
7. Benefits people obtain from the Gila 15. Existing designated areas (e.g. Gila Wilderness) 
8. Multiple uses and their economic contributions  

 

*For more information on the Assessment Topics, please visit the Final Directives website at:  

http://www.fs.fed.us/im/directives/fsh/1909.12/wo_1909.12_10.docx  

 

Question 1:  

For the Assessment Topics that are most important to you, what current 

conditions and trends have you seen on the Gila? 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/about-forest/districts
http://www.fs.fed.us/im/directives/fsh/1909.12/wo_1909.12_10.docx


OMB Control #0596-0234 

Please send responses preferably in digital form to gilaplan@fs.fed.us, or mail to Gila National Forest, Attn.: Matt Schultz, 3005 E. 
Camino del Bosque, Silver City, NM 88061, or drop it off at one of the District Offices.  This information for the assessment will be 
most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015. 

 

Question 2  

What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you 

mentioned, and what may be some of the opportunities in those areas?  

 

 

mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/about-forest/districts
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Appendix D: Suggestion Forms



OMB Control #0596-0234 

Please send responses preferably in digital form to gilaplan@fs.fed.us, or mail to Gila National Forest, Attn.: Matt Schultz, 3005 E. 
Camino del Bosque, Silver City, NM 88061, or drop it off at one of the District Offices.  This information for the assessment will be 
most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015. 

Gila National Forest - Plan Revision 

Suggestions on Information Sources to Consider 
 

 

During the Assessment Phase, the Gila National Forest will consider relevant existing information from 

governmental and non-governmental sources.  Please suggest information sources or specific publications to 

consider using the space below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In case we need to get ahold of you for more details on your suggestion, please provide a way to contact you. 

 

 

 

 

 

Name:       Email or Mail 

       Address: 

mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/about-forest/districts


OMB Control #0596-0234 

Please send responses preferably in digital form to gilaplan@fs.fed.us, or mail to Gila National Forest, Attn.: Matt Schultz, 3005 E. 
Camino del Bosque, Silver City, NM 88061, or drop it off at one of the District Offices.  This information for the assessment will be 
most useful if submitted before October 15, 2015. 

Gila National Forest - Plan Revision 

Suggestions on Plans to Consider 
 

 

The Gila National Forest will review the plans and policies of Tribes, other Federal agencies, and State and local 

governments, and consider how the Revised Plan can contribute to compatibility and reduce conflict.  Please suggest 

plans to consider using the space below.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In case we need to get ahold of you for more details on your suggestion, please provide a way to contact you. 

 

 

Name:       Email or Mail 

       Address: 

mailto:gilaplan@fs.fed.us
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/about-forest/districts
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Appendix E: Community Meeting Flyer 



 
 

The Gila National Forest is in the process of revising a land and resource management plan that has been in place 
for almost 30 years. This multi-year effort will result in a Forest Plan which describes the strategic direction for 
management of forest resources for the next fifteen years. 
 

What is the Assessment Phase? 
The public is invited to contribute to the first phase of the revision process, the Assessment Phase, where 
ecological, social, and economic conditions and trends related to the Gila National Forest will be identified. The 
conditions and trends found in the assessment will help to identify the current Forest Plan’s need for change, and 
aid in the development of the revised plan. 
 

What is the purpose of these community meetings? 

 Create shared understanding of the Forest Plan and key assessment topics 

 Provide opportunities for stakeholders to share knowledge, plans, and data for the assessment 

 Identify the values, uses, and concerns communities have related to the Gila National Forest 

 Strengthen links between the forest and nearby residents, users, and interested parties 

Community Meeting Schedule: (all meetings will last approximately 2 hours) 

Monday August 3rd  Tuesday August 4th Wednesday August 5th Thursday August 6th 

 

GLENWOOD 
Glenwood Ranger District 

Start Time: 10 am 
Location: Glenwood 
Elementary School  

 

 

MIMBRES 
Wilderness Ranger District 

Start Time: 10 am 
Location: Thunderbird Lodge 

QUEMADO 
Quemado Ranger District 

Start Time: 5 pm 
Location: Quemado 
Consolidated School 

RESERVE 
Reserve Ranger District 

Start Time: 5 pm 
Location: Catron County Fair 

Grounds in Fair Building 

SILVER CITY 
Silver City Ranger District /Gila 

National Forest 
Start Time: 5 pm 

Location: Grant County 
Conference Center 

TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES 
Black Range Ranger District 

Start Time: 5 pm 
Location: Sierra County 

Fairgrounds 

    
 Feel free to share this flyer with friends, neighbors, and organizations you belong to. Information about future 

public participation meetings and collaborative workshops, as well as Forest Plan Revision updates, will be 
posted on our website http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671. 

 Email gilaplan@fs.fed.us with any comments, questions or additional ideas. 
 

 

Gila National Forest 
3005 E. Camino del Bosque 

Silver City, NM 88061 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/gila 

Phone: 575-388-8201 
 

 USDA prohibits discrimination against its customers. If you believe you experienced discrimination when obtaining services from USDA, participating in a USDA program, or a program that 
receives financial assistance from USDA, you may file a complaint with USDA. To file a program discrimination complaint, please visit 

http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html 
 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671
http://www.fs.usda.gov/gila
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Appendix F: Youth Engagement Report 



GILA NATIONAL FOREST 2015 FOREST PLAN REVISION, ASSESSMENT PHASE 
YOUTH INPUT 

NOVEMBER 24, 2015 

KATHY WHITEMAN 
POB 112 

GILA NM, 88038 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The success of land management is dependent upon public participation. The Gila National Forest is 
currently revising the 1986 Forest Plan to align with 21st century management objectives. This report 
highlights findings from an outreach initiative which provided youth with opportunities to contribute 
input to the Assessment Phase of the Forest Plan Revision. During the Assessment Phase, ecological, 
social and economic conditions and trends are identified and related to the Gila National Forest. The 
conditions and trends found in the assessment will help to identify the need for change in the current 
Forest Plan and aid in the development of the revised plan. 
 
METHODS 
 
On-line survey techniques and interactive classroom sessions were used to collect data. The on-line 
survey questions were in alignment with the Gila National Forest Public Participation Strategy (2015) 
and were guided by the Forest Plan Revision Community Meeting materials questionnaire regarding 
ecological, social, and economic resource conditions, trends, and concerns 
(http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gila/home/?cid=STELPRD3828671) (see question 3, Appendix A). The 
on-line survey, created using Survey Monkey, was released to the public on 28 September 2015. The 
survey was announced in part through an email invitation sent to 77 individuals including Grant County, 
New Mexico high school principals, elementary, middle and high school teachers, public school 
administrators, Western New Mexico University college students, faculty and staff (Appendix A). The 
invitation to participate in the survey was also posted multiple times on the Western New Mexico 
Outdoor Program Facebook and Twitter pages. The survey closed on 20 November 2016.  
 
Interactive classroom sessions were used to collect data from 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students who attend 
Aldo Leopold Middle School in Silver City, New Mexico. The face-to-face component was conducted in 
conjunction with a USDA Forest Service utreach in the school on 4 November 2016.  Students were 
divided into three groups by grade level. Each group discussed forest planning and identified land 
management challenges. Each student was given a 3 x 5 index card and asked to write the answer the 
following question:  “If you were the land manager, what would you do?” This question allowed 
students to identify a forest issue (management objective) that was most important to them.  Students 
were then asked to flip the card over and answer the following: “If you were in charge, how would you 
achieve your management goal?” This question was intended to provide strategies and actions that are 
needed to successfully achieve the identified goal. Detailed answers to these questions can be found in 
Appendix 2. Because middle-school students were not asked to specifically identify any of the 15 
ecological, social, and economic resource topics put forward by the Gila National Forest Land Planning 
Team, their answers to the land management question were coded and assigned to one or more of the 
15 topics (Appendix 2). 
 
RESULTS 
 
Approximately 100 young people provided information through the on-line survey and interactive 
classroom sessions.  A total of 53 people participated in the on-line survey. The majority of respondents 
identified themselves as New Mexico residents (N= 75%) who resided in Grant County (N=85%). About 
half of respondents indicated that their knowledge of existing forest conditions was average (questions 
1 and 2, Appendix A) while 30% considered themselves to be very knowledgeable and informed.  Of the 
53 on-line respondents, almost half (N=25) did not answer content questions 3-10 (Appendix A).  
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Question 3 asked respondents to rank as many or as few of the 15 ecological, social, and economic 
resource topics listed in Appendix A. Responses to Question 3 are listed in Table 1. Existing designated 
areas, at-risk species, air, soil, water resources and ecosystems were considered extremely important by 
the majority of respondents while energy and minerals were most commonly identified as the issue of 
least importance. Similarly, middle school children identified ecosystems as being extremely important 
while energy and minerals were the least important topic (Appendix B and Figure 1). 
 
Question 4 asked respondents to consider the topics that they had identified as important and  to 
further articulate conditions they have observed in the Gila National Forest (N= 20; Table 2). Fire 
damage, poor trail maintenance, and human impact were listed as areas for improvement. Interviews 
with middle-school children also revealed a strong interest in trail maintenance (Figure 1); 13% of 
middle school students listed trail maintenance as a top management priority. 
 
Question 5 asked respondents to consider observed trends in the Gila National Forest (N=20; Table 3) 
while question 6 asked respondents to identify concerns or threats that they believe impacted the Gila 
National Forest (N= 18; Table X). All-terrain vehicles/off-road vehicles were the most frequently cited 
threat and two respondents listed politicians and bureaucracy. Question 7 asked respondents to 
consider opportunities for the Gila National Forest (N=16, Table 5). Several people noted opportunities 
for collaboration and partnership through education initiatives.  
 
Questions 8 and 9 focused on best and worst possible outcomes. These questions can be useful in 
identifying possibilities; both the worst and best outcomes are possible and either can be fostered when 
acted upon. A balanced view allows movement toward a desired outcome (Chadwick 2010). Question 8 
asked people to consider the worst possible outcome of a forest plan revision (N=18, Table 6) while 
question 9 asked people to consider the best possible outcome of a forest plan revision (N=18, Table 7). 
Question 10 asked people to identify the strategies and actions needed to promote their best possible 
outcomes (N= 16, Table 8). Education and public involvement were often cited strategies thought to 
promote best possible outcomes. 
 
A total of 52 Aldo Leopold students and one teacher participated in the interactive classroom 
component. At the middle school level, students were particularly concerned with ecosystems and 
ecosystem processes, including trophic interactions and forest health. Middle school students identified 
fire, flooding, trails and multiple uses as important (Figure 1). Detailed middle school responses can be 
found in Appendix B. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This report highlights findings from an outreach initiative that provided youth with opportunities to 
participate in the Assessment Phase of the 1986 Forest Plan revision. Through on-line and classroom 
sessions, young people indicated that ecosystems were extremely important forest topics. This topic 
however is sufficiently broad, suggesting the need for refinement and articulation to identify specific 
desired forest outcomes. All other social, and economic resource topic categories are directly related to 
ecosystems, and results from this outreach project cannot tease apart the many ways in which youth 
consider ecosystems to be important to the forest plan revision. 
 
The on-line component highlighted off-road vehicle travel as being an important consideration in forest 
planning (Tables 2, 3, 4, 6, and 7); the majority of youth indicated a need to reduce off-road vehicle use.  
In the classroom and through the on-line survey, youth indicated that they have observed trash and 
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other signs of human use, including poor trail maintenance and concentrated camping. Observed trends 
include lack of forest maintenance, non-educated managers, lack of educational outreach, better 
management, floods and increased fires.  Opportunities identified by the on-line group included 
community outreach, partnerships with Western New Mexico University, partnerships with ranchers, 
partnerships with the community, educational outreach initiatives, additional signage, logging, research, 
river preservation, and ecotourism were also noted as opportunities. In general, the on-line group 
indicated that the worst possible outcome of a forest plan revision would result in both loss of access to 
the forest and increased use of off-road vehicle use. The best possible outcomes included improved 
infrastructure, opportunities for economic growth (i.e. logging and thinning), continued use, and better 
management of ecosystems/trophic interactions. Strategies and actions that would promote the best 
possible outcomes largely included education, educational outreach, and continued opportunities for 
public involvement. 
 
Through the interactive middle school sessions, students indicated an interest in ecosystems, 
particularly “saving” the trees and protecting baby animals. These age-appropriate responses 
demonstrate a concern for natural systems. This concern is important as students mature and develop 
practices that foster a positive land ethic. Middle school students also indicated that fire was a concern, 
particularly those fires caused through human negligence. Middle school students, like their older on-
line counterparts, expressed the need to clean up trash; littering was identified as a problem. Almost 
one quarter of middle-school students identified trail maintenance as being important which suggests 
that forest access may be a key community need in the revision of the forest plan. Interestingly, most 
middle-school students incorporated a collaborative approach to solving their management objectives. 
Many worked in teams to achieve a management goal, and noted that public involvement and 
education were important (Appendix B).  
 
This information will be useful in establishing the needs-for-change to the 1986 Gila Forest Plan, 
supporting the revision process and directing future management objectives. Public land figures 
prominently in the psyche of local residents as the Gila encompasses over 50% of the land area in Grant 
County. Area youth use the forest and, as this report illustrates, are concerned about its future. 
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For the topics most important to you, what current conditions have you seen in the Gila National Forest? 

1 I have found some trails poorly marked. The erosion and damage caused by the large fires in the 
past few years are of concern. 

2 The idea of "wilderness" has been trampled by cattle and mining interests. Close the roads- let the 
wilderness be. 

3 not being shut out of the forest 

4 The Gila has very good trails and campgrounds available. If there was more availability to maps 
and services for hunting regions.  

5 I have seen a lot of tourism based businesses operating in the area like cycling tours, but the roads 
are not designed for this type of traffic combined with cars etc. there needs to be tourism 
development or restriction it is dangerous at the moment. I have also seen a lot of fire damage. And 
a reduction in wildlife. 

6 The forestland is well preserved as well as the campgrounds and trails. 

7 Definitively trash, a lot of trash  

8 Increased human foot traffic including hikers, bikers, ATVs, etc. 

9 There are all types of ecosystems from forest to grassland to desert. 

10 The campgrounds seem to be maintained well. I don't think there is quite enough logging being 
done though. Without logging first fires will spread and destroy everything especially in years when 
we haven't had enough moisture. That goes hand in hand with the animals whose habitat is 
destroyed along the way. I don't think we should let logging take over but there's parts of the forest 
that seem super dense.  

11 Too many roads.  Areas of overgrazing.  Inability to accept wildlife.  Too many privately developed 
areas.  

12 Smokey Bear is one of the worst things to happen to our national forests. The Republican agenda 
where everything needs to produce money. This isn't just on the Gila, but all public lands. 

13 Overall I feel the condition of the forest is in good shape. I do feel the use of ATV's should be 
monitored & their trails should be limited especially due to erosion. 

14 Mismanagement of the grazing lands. In order for a forest to sustain itself, it must be used. Grazing 
does wonders for the land and ranchers are the best caretakers of the land because their livelihood 
depends on it. 

15 Most are okay 

16 Bad fires. Bad access to areas. 

17 Hotter, dryer conditions leading to more fires, larger fires. 

18 Over-use in some campgrounds. 

19 big fires and maintenance of trails does not seem as important as it is not being done 

20 It is my understanding that BLM land has a lot of cattle grazing. I don't know if the forest does. I 
hope not!  

Table 2. For the topics most important to you, what current conditions have you seen in the Gila National Forest? Fire damage, 
poor trail maintenance, and human impact were listed as areas for improvement.  (N = 20 responses) 
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For the topics most important to you, what trends have you observed in the Gila National Forest? 

 
1 Mining at Ranching interests putting profit over the sanctity of the wild. 

2 they think they own the place and only environazis* matter (*spelling unchanged) 

3 There is good information available out for certain activities such as hiking. Along with the 
resources are well managed. 

4 The migratory bird and wildlife population seems to be declining 

5 The trend you notice most is the constant fire that tear through the Gila. 

6 a lot of trash alongside roadways and dirt roads... need to see more officers in the field looking out 
for offenders or those who are doing things the right way, also on the lookout for wood cutters who 
are only after the big trees and not following the rules 

7 Outdoor activities seem to be on the rise, but it feels like there are not a lot of resources to educate 
newer outdoor folks who may not be aware of policies regarding plant and animal species, trash, 
etc. 

8 Too many ORVs. 

9 The fires catch regularly. 

10 Nothing changes much. It seems like since I was little all that has changed is that more roads get 
closed off to the public. My parents would drive us out and say "oh this is the road we always used 
to take. I guess we can't go down it anymore." It sucks to live in such a beautiful place but not be 
able to explore all of it.  

11 More people.  

12 Much is accomplished with limited budgets.  

13 Stopping the reintroduction of wolves.  

14 See the above, ATV use is on the rise plus the over use of firearm use of the forest as a firing 
range is in some areas is out of control. NOTE: I AM A HUNTER  

15 Non-educated managers. 

16 The GNF does not appear to have a priority on controlling exotic, introduced species. 

17 Trying hard to fight them 

18 A very, very slow trend to better management of overgrazing, and that, only with outside pressure 
from citizen groups and the threat of, or actual lawsuits. Much more needs to be done without 
outside pressure. 

19 lack of maintenance 

20 Flood is always a fear. I frequent the hot springs. 

Table 3. This question asked respondents to consider observed trends in the Gila National Forest (N=20). Respondents noted an 
increase in the use of off-road vehicles, and fire. 
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Identify any concerns or threats that you believe impact the Gila National Forest. 
1 Roads, Gila Diversion, short cited monkeys enacting short sighted plans.  

2 remembering that it is a multiuse forest 

3 None that I know of 

4 I think that the current logging industry is not for the benefit of the forest. It think that more 
needs to be done to allow people access to the forest. 

5 The use of open fires. 

6 wood cutters who don't follow the rules, and acknowledging those who do 

7 It seems as if the predator populations are too low. There is an increased mule deer population 
but limited cougar, bear, wolf, etc. 

8 Too many ORVs. 

9 Too many private homes, off road vehicles, and lack of understanding of importance of 
wilderness, roadless areas and wildlife.  

10 budget  

11 ORVs. Too many hunters in the woods during hunting season. It’s not safe. I know this is G&F 
doing, but hunters have to hunt somewhere. 

12 ATV's and Truck driving off roads. Of course any infestation in trees - possibly brought on by 
climate change. 

13 Politicians 

14 As mentioned above the illegal use of the forest as a firing range and the overuse of ATV's that 
make their own roads. 

15 Humanity and stupidity 

16 Control of introduced species such as salt cedar 

17 Fires. I feel like I can't reach most of the Gila with a basic car. I feel like there are so many trails 
that appear to be "no trespassing" that I'm scared to go on 

18 OVERGRAZING. MUSY states:  " In the administration of the national forests due consideration 
shall be given to the relative values of the various resources in particular areas." In considering 
that, is the arid southwest really suited to grazing by domestic livestock? Considering the effects 
on all other valid uses? Watershed, soil health, recreation, birding, hunting, fishing, endangered 
species, water quality, archaeology? Current legally allowable use does not leave enough habitat 
for ground nesting species of birds and impacts all other valid uses negatively. As a reminder, 
further, MUSY states " so that they are utilized in the combination that will best meet the needs 
of the American people; making the most judicious use of the land for some or all of these 
resources or related services over areas large enough to provide sufficient latitude for periodic 
adjustments in use to conform to changing needs and conditions; that some land will be used for 
less than all of the resources; and harmonious and coordinated management of the various 
resources, each with the other, without impairment of the productivity of the land, with 
consideration being given to the relative values of the various re- sources, and not necessarily 
the combination of uses that will give the greatest dollar return or the greatest unit output. I 
believe we have ignored the real value of these words. Grazing COSTS us locally and nationally in 
real dollar and societal terms. 

Table 4. Identify and concerns of threats that you believe impact the Gila National Forest. Respondents frequently cited all-
terrain and off-road vehicle use as a threat. (N = 18)  
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Consider the areas that you identified as important. Can you think of any opportunities in those areas? 
(Suggestions may include collaborative projects, management directives, and anything else that you feel 
would be an opportunity.) 
 

1 I would like to see students and groups from WNMU out living and learning sustainably in 
wilderness areas.  Can we get whole classes out for long term trips- learning outside the 
classroom? 

2 areas open to ohv.  They used to be a race in the burros.  stopped because they caved to the 
permittee 

3 Having community outreach and inclusion and projects 

4 I think that creating a conservation Corp of at-risk youth would benefit both the forest, its visitors, 
and the local community. Reduce costs of track and campsites maintenance and educate and job 
train our youth in wildlife management. Perhaps even a partnership with WNMU for credits would 
be an idea. 

5 I believe logging would benefit the forest and the economy, we have already watch thousands of 
acres of harvestable trees burn. 

6 Pack it in pack it out signage when entering forest roads. 

7 I think more research and articles need to be made available to the public about endangered plant 
and animal species in the Gila and how the "average" citizen can help track them and make sure 
they stay where they belong. 

8 Searching for animal and categorizing them.  Maybe tagging a few and watching their movements 
for how they interact with the land. 

9 I just want to see the rivers be maintained and kept open to the public and hopefully the 
environment will be stable for all the wildlife that rely on the river and the fish that live in it.  

10 Ecotourism needs to have as much, or more, funding as ranching and other traditional 
occupations. 

11 A collaborative effort made by NFS and concerned citizens to monitor the above areas activities 
would be a positive first step.    

12 A better partnership between the USFS and ranchers. 

13 Start a phase-out of grazing on forest land. 

14 better education  

15 The Catwalk area is joke of the area. Way too many dollars have been wasted on restoration and 
flooding. I love public access and visitor spots but not at the cost of thousands of dollars. I do enjoy 
the scenic byways. I wish WNMU and their curriculum and students would work more with the 
forest in internships and management.  

16 Integrated agricultural systems 

Table 5. Consider the areas that you identified as important. Can you think of any opportunities in those areas? (Suggestions 
may include collaborative projects, management directives, and anything else that you feel would be an opportunity.) 
Repetitive themes included collaboration with educational institutions and community outreach. 
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From your perspective, what is the worst possible outcomes of a Forest Plan Revision? 
 

1 More/bigger roads. 

2 they will have their minds made up like travel management 

3 Taking away from the sports man and outdoors men. 

4 I worry that more privatization of the forest might happen. That mining and logging may gain more 
access to this area. That land will be sold for private use, and that more visitor restrictions may be 
put in place. 

5 If the land falls into private hands that would strip mine it or subdivide it. 

6 I haven't ready the plan revision yet. 

7 Predators and other important species in the ecosystem will be left to the wayside to hunters, 
ranchers, etc. 

8 Too many areas open to ORV use. 

9 Losing a lot of important data. 

10 Closing off land areas and rivers 

11 More roads, more ohv use, continuing to allow off road vehicles to go anywhere and not be 
restricted to the roaded areas.  

12 More areas opened up to vehicles (off road in particular) 

13 Less use, more closed areas, and a higher threat of massive forest fires due to mismanagement of 
resources. 

14 The perception of playing favorites to some stakeholders 

15 Not taking care of endangered species 

16 the status quo is maintained. Laissez faire attitude with grazing. 

17 we have no forest 

18 Mining - if that is even possible  

19 I think that when you limit off road use, you will force people to over use the forest in certain spots, 
bring back dispersed camping 

Table 6. This question asked respondents to identify the worst possible outcome of the Forest Plan revision. Forest closure and 
loss, reduction or lack of forest access and mining were repetitive themes (N= 19). 
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From your perspective, what is the best possible outcome of a Forest Plan Revision? 

1 Pull back, let nature take its course.  

2 that the public can still enjoy the forest 

3 More opportunities and availability for the outdoors man and forest user 

4 The best outcome would be more investment in current visitor areas/upgrades. More education and 
community involvement, and more regulation of profitable private tourist operators. 

5 Allowing companies to log and thin the Gila. 

6 I haven't ready the plan revision yet. 

7 Protection of predator species that are necessary to maintain a proper ecosystem within the Gila; 
more educational resources and advertising about the Gila and what it contains 

8 A balance of uses. 

9 Having a more complete and [p]resent data. 

10 Letting the public use the land for hunting and camping and recreational activities.  

11 Fewer private homes, fewer roads and off road areas, continued introduction of the grey wolf.  

12 More weight given to the animals & plants that call this place home. We can go elsewhere, but they 
can't. Stop micromanaging.  

13 Identifying needs that have evolved since 1986 

14 The perception of fairness by all parties concerned 

15 making things better for hiking 

16 Cattle free camping, fishing, hunting and birding. 

17 the forest is maintained and supported by everyone that uses it 

18 better use (less ATV's ), more data collection and learning centers - more conservation of water and 
info given to public about water shed and the ground water we drink 

Table 7. Best possible outcomes of a revised Forest Plan. (N=18). Education was a repetitive theme. 
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What strategies and actions are needed to promote the best possible outcomes? 
 
1 better education. more outreach. teaching people philosophy. Teaching people that our (European 

colonists, yes, but good people too!) ancestors once valued things over the profit motive.  An intact 
ecosystem is worthy in and of itself, besides any "value" we may give it.  

2 don't be a restricting group 

3 Working with the community and outdoors men alike for the best outcomes 

4 As I stated, the development of a conservation Corp type program. Increasing awareness through 
volunteerships, and perhaps a regulation counsel created by local community to establish new 
businesses in the area to access their impact. 

5 We must make the public understand that by logging this forest, we are preventing its destruction. 

6 More signs and trails 

7 Community involvement; input from environmentalists, ecologists, and conservation groups 
nationwide and looking at other successful programs throughout the U.S. and the world. 

8 Strong regulations that are enforced. 

9 Keep the public involved. When people feel like they don’t know what's going on they are less likely 
to support it. Keep us informed on all the steps along the way.  

10 Education of the public as to the importance of wild areas and preservation of the natural resources.   

11 Listen to all sides, but don't continue to favor those who have traditionally help sway for 
generations. The flora & fauna need to take prescience. A healthy forest, NOT financial self-
interests.  

12 Land of many uses strategy.  

13 Public input, then make decision not the other way around 

14 Make the Gila more accessible to general public. This comes from better roads and trail heads, but 
also a few amenities/reasons for people to go out there. 

15 Getting some cahones. 

16 working with WNMU in promoting our educational resources in the area -to the nation.  

Table 8. Strategies and actions to promote the best possible outcomes (N = 16). Education and public involvement are repetitive 
themes. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
The on-line survey was created using the survey software, Survey Monkey and was released to the public 
on 28 September 2015. The survey was announced in part through an email invitation (below) sent to 77 
individuals including Grant County high school principals, elementary, middle and high school teachers, 
administrators, Western New Mexico University college students, faculty and staff. The invitation to 
participate was also posted on the Western New Mexico Outdoor Program Facebook and Twitter pages.  
 
Friends, 
As some of you probably know, the Gila National Forest is in the early stages of revising its forest plan 
from 1986. Your input in the revision is invaluable. Please take a moment to answer a short 10 question 
survey that will add your voice to the plan: 
 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/JFHD5GS    (Feel free to forward this link to anyone you think may be 

interested.) 

 
For those of you under the age of 25, your voice is critically important to the development of the Forest 
Plan; the future of the forest will be in your hands.  
 
Educators, please forward this email to all young people you know who may be interested in 
participating in the Gila National Forest Plan revision. 
 
On behalf of the Gila, thanks for your help. 
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Appendix B. Aldo Leopold Middle School Questions, answers and coding. 
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protect the population of the health of 
the flora and fauna 

get a lot of grants and wizard volunteers 7 x  x             

amounts of different species not too 
much not too little 

I would make this happen by surveying the 
forest noting what plants are abundant 
and what plants are few. Then I would 
evein it out by taking out some of the 
abundant species and planting/introducing 
the less common species 

7 x               

camping I would clear the dead trees to open so 
people can camp 

7  x    x          

health, organization, water, soil,earth forest trimming, encourage visits 7                

manage resources, water, food and 
shelter 

make sure that there is enough water and 
enough food, and most importantly 
enough shelter for the animals 

7 x  x             

I will care for water, trees, trails, plans, 
animals and the land 

I will help my forest become better place 
for the earth 

7 x  x   x          

the quality by catching carbon, estimate how much 
trash ther is also by making areas with 
poor quality of land until it becomes better 

7 x      x         
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ecosystem- make sure the deer eat, 
the woloves hunt, the grass stays 
happy, keeping it balanced 

I would make sure thee was both prey and 
predators; the grass and all other plants 
will be happy then make sure to cut down 
trees as needed to have sunlight for new 
life to grow 

7 x               

that the forest and everything in it 
stays healthy 

by doing something that helps them for 
and from the future making plans for the 
future so there is nothing to make the 
forest and creatures unhealthy 

7 x               

funding only what needs to be funded 
and encouraging the public to go and 
explore the wilderness so that they'll 
understand why donations are 
important 

being financially stable so that if a some 
catastrophy hit there would be enough 
money to repair damages. We also need 
money to please the prople. If we don't 
please the people there won't be funding 
for our programs 

7                

to protect the trees so they don’t get 
cut for logging or malls and protecting 
animals that live there so they are not 
poached and killed for money and any 
rivers or water stayed clean and not 
diverted or dammed 

find others willing to help and enforce 
protection on the animals trees, wildlife, 
water and possibly make a ntational 
protected park that will have controlled …. 
And occassionally cutting down trees to 
reduce chances of fire. Balance wildlife 

7 x               

fire! Will it blow through? Are the trees 
in the way? No pollution or moter-
created gasses. Keep our land happy, 
calm and free 

take in green materials only so the land 
isnt being polluted by pesticides 

7     x           

ATV trails to ride let them make their wn trail, go their own 
path 

7                

make sure trees stay safe and no harm 
is to come to them ever 

I would have a sign saying no to cutting 
trees. I would go outside every day and see 
if the trees need anything 

7 x               

keep people away tasers, introduce monkeys and tigers and 
protect wildlife 

7                

protect the wolves no killing wolves 6         x       
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I would make sure all baby animals are 
saved if abandoned 

we would get people in diffferent areas 
and if they see one they would go up and 
make sure it is okay 

6 x               

make fun games talk to the public ask wghat games to make 
then try to make them 

6                

I would be a biologist studying plants, 
animals, soil, water and wildlife health 

go to college, get a degree in biology then 
get a job for the forest serveice on 
studying plants, animals, soil, water and 
wildlife health 

6 x  x             

make the world better by getting a 
good president 

only hunt on hunting season and only hunt 
them for food not sport, and only hunt 
herbivores 

6                

I would put up signs no littering or 
hunting and put trash cans on the 
picnick sites 

I would make sure that nobody is littering 
and pick up trash when I see it and make it 
to where nobody can hunt any animal here 

6 x               

no fires ? I don't know 6                

grow trees and clean up soil, air, water find seed and plant it 6 x  x    x         

Take out the dead chopped down trees 
and make sure the paths don't have 
trash and aren't blocked off with 
branches and rocks 

get a bin and clear the paths. Get another 
bin and take apart the dead trees and take 
them out 

6 x               

find animal at risk and make a 
sanctuary to help 

send out a search for animals and do a 
fund raiser to raise money for the 
sanctuary 

6 x               

pick up after fire work for forest service 6     x           

I want no more wildfiers I would walk around and check campsites 
every day to see any hot spots where 
people throw down cigarettes and have 
campfires 

6     x           

stop people from littering I would maker sure that no one would 
litter by giving them a ticket if they did 

6 x               

make sure animals have a safe place to 
take care of their babies 

look for animals and build a hours for them 
if they didn't have one 

6 x               



22 
 

stop people from littering send a forest ranger with everyone wh oes 
in 

6 x               

not let people in important places 
because there is a risk of trash and 
fires; no hunting unless overpopulated 

make laws not to hunt and put up a 
viewing place and otherwise a fence. Also 
have a person show the artifacts to the 
visitors 

6 x    x           

save all the animals I would stop all people from killing any 
animals 

6 x               

have people go there 1 every week or 
2 and pick up trash 

I would get higher-up in the ranks then put 
my plan in action 

6 x               

plant more trees, patrol camp areas 
and pick up trash, find the strayed 
animals and get them to a safe house 

plant more trees where they are needed, 
stop littering, wildlife rescue 

6 x  x             

protect the forest more than now have rotations of things that people wil do 
to help 

6 x  x             

have motorized vehicles and be able to 
take pottery or arrow heads home 

take pottery so we can study them 6          x      

ecosystems every week and a group check on the 
forest; no killing of animals for fun, only if 
danger of food/anything else. Help baby 
animals who cant help tehmselves 

6 x               

divert divert small amounts of water to 
desperate farms 

8   x             

take inventory of endangered or at-risk 
wildlife and create a sanctuary or 
habitat for them and make people 
aware of them; create sustainable land 
management practices; fix trails for 
biking and hiking and fixing signs; 
restrict vehicle use 

have wildlife specialist come and take their 
opinions to what needs to be done; 
observe problems in the use of land and 
see what needs to be done to fix it, like 
cattle raising and erosion and do 
controlled burns; have trail crew make 
better trails; make it so no vehicles can go 
the land 

8      x   x       

prevent human made fires talk to the public and create burns to stop 
cigarette and other …things 

8                
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If I was manager, I woldn't allow 
burning of brush and plants without a 
permit and some one there in case 
something goes wrog. Try to keep 
pollution form destroying the 
environment, including cars, 4-wheels, 
pollution creating machines 

I get a team together and create a space 
for cars and etc. put signs together as well 
as a fee; have a team for fire burning to 
watch and manage fires and have to get 
permission from higher-ups to get a permit 
to burn brush 

8     x           

no vehicles, no hunting I would put a 10 foot wall around the Gila 
so no one could get it without leaving their 
vehicles; no hunting 

8                

make an attempt to preserve the 
forest by limiting areas where vehicles 
are allowed 

make signs to tell people where they can 
and can't bring vehicles and create more 
nice horse or walking trails so people can 
still access these places 

8 x               

No mesing with the Gila River! working with the public and education 
people about the river 

8   x             

I would make check-up on trails to 
make sure they are clear and well-
tended so there is no confusion to 
where the trail leads 

put together a team; walk trails to make 
sure they are clear; clear potential danger 
with tools; think of weather and natural 
changes to earth to plan safer trails. 

8      x          

free fishing  8                

floods last free flowing river in the US 8     x           

I would keep the forest safe from 
forest fires and keep the protected 
animals safe and keep the trails clear 
from debree when flooding happens 

I wouldn't allow hunting in the areas 
where protected animals are. Also have a 
monthly check up on the trails and also 
have people put out the fires with water to 
cool down the coals so the fire won;'t start 
up again which can lead to a forest fire 

8 x  x  x           

Forest Restoration, Forest Plan 
Resources 

trails; keep the image; how people use the 
forest; wood, animals, water, edible plants 

8 x     x          

fix trails,erosion control organize a trail crew to fix and create trails 8     x x          
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If you were a 
manager, what 
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Better fishing and 
hiking trail 
maintenance 

Raise fish that will 
survive the area 
conditions and get rid of 
goldfish in the lakes. Set 
a yearly access fee for 
all public uses for the 
area not just sportsmen 

Adult  x    x          
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Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation – Received 2/24/2015 

Continental Divide National Scenic Trail – Received 6/19/2015 

Wilderness Society, New Mexico Wilderness Alliance, Defenders of Wildlife, American Rivers, Great Old Broads for 

Wilderness, WildEarth Guardians, Upper Gila Watershed Alliance, Back Country Horsemen of New Mexico, and New 

Mexico Sportsmen – Received 9/9/2015 

Defenders of Wildlife, The Wilderness Society, and WildEarth Guardians – Received 9/18/2015 

National Outdoor Leadership School– Received 10/15/2015 

New Mexico Wildlife Federation– Received 10/16/2015 

Center for Biological Diversity– Received 10/30/2015 

 



 

[1] 
 

Feb. 24, 2015 
 
Gila National Forest 
3005 E Camino del Bosque 
Silver City, NM  88061 
 
RE: Forest Plan Revision 
 
Dear Planning Staff Officer: 
 
The Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (RMEF) submits the following comments regarding the 
proposed forest plan revision. The mission of RMEF is to ensure the future of elk, other wildlife, 
their habitat, and our hunting heritage. Healthy wildlife habitat is one of our core values, and 
we’re keenly interested in taking part in the planning process at the Regional and Forest level. 
The majority of wild free-ranging elk in the United States spend a portion of their lives on 
National Forests and Grasslands. Maintaining and enhancing elk country benefits a wide variety 
of wildlife including big game, upland game, waterfowl, song birds, and many aquatic species. 
Nearly all of our 203,000 members are hunter-conservationists and many pursue their hunting 
heritage on National Forest System (NFS) lands. This aligns with many aspects of the Forest 
Service mission as well. 
 
With our mutual interest in healthy public lands that benefit wildlife and hunters, we have a 
strong history of partnerships that enhance wildlife habitat, improve wildlife management, and 
build the science of elk and habitat management through research. This partnership has been the 
bedrock of our positive relationship.  Since our first cooperative effort in 1985, we have 
cooperatively funded more than 2,730 projects. Together, we have protected and enhanced more 
than 2.9 million acres of habitat for elk and other wildlife on 92 National Forests, grasslands, and 
recreation areas.  
 
RMEF recognizes that the Forest Plan Revision Process under the 2012 planning rule is designed 
to emphasize restoration of natural resources to make our NFS lands more resilient to climate 
change, protect water resources, and improve forest health. We also realize that there is an 
opportunity to consider focal species, and respectfully request that elk be considered in that 
regard in all planning efforts. While elk are not classified as a sensitive or endangered species, 
they are an excellent surrogate for early seral dependent birds, amphibians, reptiles, and 
mammals. We strongly believe that early seral habitat is underrepresented in most habitat types 
on National Forests. Elk are highly sought after, charismatic mega fauna that appeal to young 
and old alike, and through hunting and wildlife watching are a very important species with 
regard to the local economies of elk country. 
 
In 1996 RMEF and the Forest Service initiated the collaborative M.A.P. (Measure and Prioritize) 
Elk Habitat Project to map all of elk country by meeting with wildlife professionals from state 
and federal agencies. These maps include occupied elk habitat, winter range, crucial winter 



 

[2] 
 

range, summer range, and/or crucial summer range depending on the information received from 
each state. RMEF continues to update these maps whenever the state wildlife agencies make 
changes. Many states do not designate seasonal ranges, and in that case current updates simply 
reflect elk range. We encourage the Forest Service to use the M.A.P. habitat data in forest plan 
revisions.   
 
We request that the following recommendations be incorporated into the forest plan and/or 
subsequent project design and implementation. 
 
1. RMEF believes that healthy, free-roaming elk herds contribute to and are intermingled 
with the social well-being, ecological integrity, cultural, and economic goals of the Forest. 
Because of this, we suggest that elk be considered a focal species and/or management 
indicator species in all planning efforts. 
 
Accordingly, the forest plan should provide specific direction for managing elk habitat. Such 
management direction should be quantified, so its effectiveness can be clearly demonstrated and 
monitored. Much has been learned about elk habitat requirements in the past 25 years of research 
from the Starkey Project and other studies, and these findings can be used as a foundation for 
setting new directions. (Reference, The Starkey Project: A Synthesis of Long-Term Studies of Elk 
and Mule Deer. Alliance Communications Group 2005.) The developing elk models that 
emphasize summer nutrition, distance to roads, distance to cover, and slope should be an 
excellent tool for future management of National Forest lands in elk country. Much of what has 
been learned about elk habitat requirements will benefit a variety of wildlife species, particularly 
species associated with early seral forests and species that are sensitive to human disturbances. 
 
2.  RMEF supports actively managed landscapes to enhance elk forage based on the best 
available science. 

 
We strongly believe that early seral habitat is underrepresented in most habitat types on the 
National Forests as a result of historic wildfire suppression policy and lack of active 
management. (Reference, “The Forgotten Stage of Forest Succession:early-successional 
ecosystems on forest sites,” Mark E. Swanson, Jerry F. Franklin, Robert L. Beschta, Charles M. 
Crisafulli, Dominick A. DellaSala, Richard L. Hutto, David B. Lindenmaver, and Frederick J. 
Swanson.)  Recent studies have reinforced the importance of forage nutritional quality. 
Management to sustain large areas of elk habitat as forage areas, and to enhance the nutritional 
quality of these forage areas, are key aspects of elk habitat management that need explicit 
consideration in the forest plan. Limits on the nutritional resources available to elk in turn limit 
animal performance, and by extension, limit the productivity of herds, based on a variety of 
studies conducted. (Reference, “Regional and Seasonal Patterns of Nutritional Condition and 
Reproduction in Elk,” Rachel C. Cook, et al, Wildlife Monographs 184:1–44; 2013.) In a given 
watershed or other large landscape, striving to maintain at least one-half of the area defined as 
elk forage areas (per definition  provided by elk habitat effectiveness models) is likely to be 
optimal, but nutritional enhancements in existing forage areas are equally important. Use of 
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extensive broadcast burning programs, combined with various timber harvest and thinning 
practices, will help establish and/or sustain a variety of nutritious grasses, forbs, and shrubs that 
will significantly benefit elk. The forest plan should establish direction regarding how much area 
will be treated to establish and enhance forage areas for elk, indicate where the treatments will be 
targeted (which watersheds or other large landscapes), and describe the management activities 
that will be used to establish and sustain high quality elk forage areas. 
 
3.   RMEF encourages the Forest Service to utilize State Comprehensive Wildlife Plans and 
data in developing desired outcomes and monitoring results related to the management of 
elk and other wildlife species on the National Forest.  
 
RMEF works closely with each state’s wildlife agency. These agencies are our vital partners. In 
setting new management direction for elk habitat in forest plans and project design, we strongly 
encourage that the forest planning effort be discussed thoroughly with state wildlife agencies and 
that state agency goals for elk are integrated into the plan.  
 
The state wildlife agencies gather wildlife population trend data based on their management 
units. Where possible, it is beneficial to use these “units” as planning and monitoring units to 
achieve desired future conditions. It is important that the habitat managers (USFS) and the 
animal managers (State) work hand in hand to achieve mutual goals. Utilizing the state “units” 
for planning and monitoring also encourages incorporating the effects of private lands within the 
units into the overall elk management strategy. This joint planning approach will allow for the 
best utilization of limited project dollars by setting priorities. 
 
4.  RMEF is concerned about the loss of legal access to some National Forest lands due to 
changing ownerships on adjacent private land.  
 
For many hunter-conservationists, public lands provide the best opportunity to pursue their 
hunting heritage. These activities deliver huge positive economic benefits for local communities, 
as well as cultural and social benefits. The forest plan should provide for the continuation of 
public-land hunting and recreational shooting as a valid and vital component of the recreation 
spectrum. The plan should also consider and give direction for maintaining such aspects as 
dispersed camping (old traditional camp sites), outfitters and guides, and travel management. 
Each National Forest plan should include travel access strategies with Right-Of-Way 
acquisitions as a priority. Executive Order 13443, dated August 17, 2007, directs federal 
agencies to emphasize the enhancement of hunting opportunities on federal lands. The Federal 
Lands Hunting, Fishing and Shooting Sports Roundtable Memorandum of Understanding 
between the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Department of the Army, and the U.S. 
Department of the Interior dated December 20, 2011 develops and expands a framework of 
cooperation among the parties at all levels for planning and implementing mutually beneficial 
projects and activities related to hunting, fishing, and shooting sports conducted on federal land. 
Elk hunting opportunities on National Forests are cherished by hundreds of thousands of hunters 
each year. RMEF has increased its focus on elk hunter access to large blocks of public land that 
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are not currently accessible. We want to work with Forest staff to identify these areas and work 
with private landowners to purchase land or elk hunting access easements (permanent or long-
term) that will provide access for elk hunters to large tracts of public land. This effort will 
provide more quality hunting experiences, and further the efforts of the state wildlife 
management agencies in achieving elk harvest levels that ensure elk population objectives can be 
met. 
 
5.  RMEF strongly supports the use of fire and mechanical treatments as management tools 
to achieve the desired habitat conditions. 

 
Decades of fire suppression have reduced or nearly eliminated early and mid-seral successional 
stages across the National Forest System. Both prescribed burns and historical wildland fire 
patterns are vital for restoring the understory diversity found in healthy forests. In many forest 
types this understory provides crucial forage for elk and other wildlife. In many circumstances, 
species composition and the density and accumulation of forest vegetation make the use of fire 
both risky and costly. In those situations, mechanical thinning or other treatments may be 
appropriate before fire can be reintroduced. Early seral or early successional habitat can be 
achieved by mechanically thinning and restoring fire to more naturally open ponderosa pine, dry 
Douglas fir, larch, or similar types of stands. It is imperative that planning direction ensures that 
these projects are coordinated with the objectives for elk management. 
 
6.   RMEF encourages the Forest Service to actively manage landscapes to control and 
reduce noxious weeds. 

 
RMEF is deeply concerned about the spread of noxious weeds and their negative effects on 
habitat. An essential element of restoration efforts is reducing the impact of noxious weeds on 
native ranges. Native plant communities provide the highest nutritional value for a variety of 
wildlife species, and non-native plant species invade and threaten our National Forests and 
grasslands. Where knapweed, leafy spurge, or other noxious weeds take over, the health and 
diversity of native plant communities suffer, and forage for elk, other wildlife, and livestock is 
greatly diminished. The RMEF encourages the Forest Service to address the scourge of noxious 
weeds with forest-wide plans and integrated weed management tools (biological controls, 
mechanical options, chemical treatments, and education). 
 
7.  RMEF encourages the Forest Service to manage vehicular traffic to minimize 
displacement of elk from public lands or over-harvest of elk on public lands, while still 
providing for recreational use. There must be close coordination between the forest plan 
and the travel management plan. 
 
Elk and many other wildlife species are sensitive to human travel patterns, especially motorized 
use. The Starkey Project research has done much to quantify effects of roads, trails, and 
associated motorized traffic on elk, and these findings are important to consider in forest plans 
and travel management plans. (Reference, The Starkey Project: 42-52, 2005, M.M. Rowland, 
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M.J. Wisdom, B.K. Johnson, and M.A. Penninger, 2005.  Effects of Roads on Elk: Implications 
for Management in Forested Ecosystems.) Motorized access in areas with high open road 
densities or substantial off-road vehicle use can displace elk to adjacent private land for part or 
most of the year, resulting in several negative impacts. Hunters may no longer find elk on public 
lands in those areas. Private landowners may not tolerate large numbers of elk on their lands for 
long periods of time due to their impacts on grasslands, crops, and fences. Due to the lack of elk 
on public lands and/or fewer hunters on private lands, the state wildlife agencies may have 
difficulty managing elk populations.  
 
The forest plan should set direction as to how large landscapes (e.g., watersheds or state wildlife 
management units) will be managed for combinations of cover, access, and topography to meet 
state wildlife agency population goals for elk harvest, and to enhance elk hunting opportunities. 
To be most effective, this direction should be developed cooperatively with state wildlife 
agencies. A stand is considered cover when it is 10 or more feet tall and has overhead canopy 
closure of 40% or more, as defined for all cover areas in the elk habitat effectiveness models. 
The broader definition of cover areas generally provides hiding cover and contributes to security 
for elk during hunting seasons.  
 
8.  RMEF encourages the Forest Service to use seed mixes of high quality native plants. 
 
Restoration of disturbed sites, both natural and man-caused, may require seeding or planting for 
soil stabilization or to create value as forage for wildlife and livestock. We encourage the use of 
native plant seed mixes, as well as non-native species that are not invasive. It may also be 
advisable to use non-native annuals as a nurse crop for native species, if necessary. Seed mixes 
should strive to achieve historic biodiversity. 
 
9. RMEF encourages the Forest Service to employ grazing management systems and 
techniques compatible with maintaining desired levels of elk and other wildlife. 
 
Managed livestock grazing can improve the health of rangelands and forest meadows if the 
system is designed with habitat values for elk and other wildlife in mind. An effective range 
management program between the agency and permittees is essential to maintaining the 
economic base and lifestyle that have helped keep private lands across elk country as working 
ranches. Many of the base properties associated with grazing allotments provide important 
wildlife habitat and may constitute a large part of the winter range for elk. When these working 
ranches are sold, the end result is often subdivision or other development, reducing or 
eliminating historic wildlife values and open space on private property.   
 
 
10.  RMEF supports the Forest Service Open Space Conservation Strategy.  
 
Every year, our National Forests become more critical to elk and other wildlife due to habitat 
loss on private land. When privately owned wildlife habitat within or immediately adjacent to 
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I. Legislative History and Policy 

 
Trails for America 

Trails for America, a 1966 report prepared by the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation in response to 
President Johnson’s Natural Beauty Message of February 8, 1965, describes a vision for the Continental 
Divide Trail:  “A Continental Divide Trail would provide a continuous route along the Continental 
Divide and Rocky Mountains from the Canadian border almost to the Mexican border...  Designed to 
accommodate riders and hikers, a Continental Divide Trail would pass through some of the most scenic 
areas in the country in its 3,082-mile route. The 763 miles in Montana, 147 miles in Idaho, 506 miles in 
Wyoming, 614 miles in Colorado, and 1,052 miles in New Mexico span spectacular, wild, mountain 
country, rich in the early history of the West. The route affords views of perpetual icefields and of 
awesome peaks, many over 14,000 feet. It passes hundreds of alpine lakes and streams teeming with 
trout. The high mountains are home to many species of game, including the bighorn sheep, mule deer, 
and bear... 

 Administration of national scenic trails is complicated by the linear nature of the trails and the 
complex pattern of land ownership along them.  Most existing or potential national scenic trails extend 
through or into several States. Typically they cross some lands that are administered by Federal, State, 
and local public agencies, and other lands that are privately owned. In the West, the trails cross lands 
administered largely by Federal agencies—the Forest Service, National Park Service, [and] Bureau of 
Land Management...  In view of these considerations, administration of national scenic trails should be 
governed by the following principles...   

4. The entire length of each national scenic trail, together with sufficient land area on both sides to 
safeguard adequately and preserve its character, should be protected in some form of public 
control..., and 
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9. The responsible Secretary, after agreement with the other Federal agencies involved and 
consultation with appropriate States, local governments, private organizations, and advisory 
councils, should:  

a. locate and designate the route and width of right-of-way of each trail assigned him. The right-
of-way should be wide enough to protect adequately the natural and scenic character of the lands 
through which the trail passes and the historic features along and near along the trail, and to 
provide campsites, shelters, and related public-use facilities as necessary. It should avoid, insofar 
as practicable, established highways, motor roads, mining areas, power transmission lines, 
private recreational developments, public recreational developments not related to the trail, 
existing commercial and industrial developments, range fences and improvements, private 
operations, and any other activities that would be incompatible with the protection of the trail in 
its natural condition and its use for outdoor recreation. Formal designation should be 
accomplished by publishing notice of the route and right-of-way in the Federal Register, together 
with appropriate maps and descriptions. Minor changes in route and right-of-way should be 
handled in the same manner.  

b. define the kinds of recreation use that are appropriate on the trail and in keeping with its 
objectives, and define the kinds of non-recreation uses, if any, that may be permitted within the 
right-of-way; issue the necessary regulations; and provide enforcement. 

c. establish construction and maintenance standards including standards for related facilities that 
will adequately protect trail values and provide for optimum public use.” 

National Trails System Act 

The National Trails System Act (NTSA), P.L. 90-
543, was passed by Congress on October 2, 1968. It 
established policies and procedures for a nationwide 
system of trails including National Scenic Trails.  The 
Appalachian Trail and the Pacific Crest Trail were 
designated as the nation's first National Scenic Trails.  
“The Act was intended to insure that long-distance, high-
quality trails with substantial recreation and scenic 
potential were afforded Federal recognition and protection” 
(S.R. 95-636).  

The National Parks and Recreation Act of 
November 10, 1978 established and designated the 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST) (Pub. 
L. No. 95-625, 92 Stat. 3467), which amended the NTSA 
of 1968 (16 U.S.C. 1241-1251).  The “Background” for 
H.R. 12536 states that, “Title V establishes new units of 
the National Park and National Trail Systems which the 
committee believes to be essential additions to these 

The NTSA establishment and 
designation of the CDNST provides 
for the Secretaries of the Agriculture 
and Interior to manage the CDNST 
under existing agencies authorities, 
but subject to the overriding direction 
of providing for the nature and 
purposes of this National Scenic Trail. 
The establishment of the CDNST thus 
constitutes an overlay on the 
management regime otherwise 
applicable to public areas managed by 
land management agencies. The 
NTSA (and E.O. 13195 - Trails for 
America in the 21st Century) limits 
the management discretion the 
agencies would otherwise have by 
mandating the delineation and 
protection of the CDNST corridor. 
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national programs.  Timely action to preserve portions of our heritage, both historical and natural, within 
the states and insular areas is needed to assure these resources are not lost through adverse actions by 
special interest groups” (H.R. 95-1165). 

 Statement of Policy – Sec. 2 (16 U.S.C. 1241(a)) – 

“In order to provide for the ever-increasing outdoor recreation needs of an expanding population 
and in order to promote the preservation of, public access to, travel within, and enjoyment and 
appreciation of the open-air, outdoor areas and historic resources of the Nation, trails should be 
established...within scenic areas and along historic travel routes of the Nation which are often more 
remotely located.” 

National Trails System – Sec. 3 (16 U.S.C. 1242(a)(2)) – 
 

“National scenic trails, established as provided in section 5 of this Act, which will be extended 
trails so located (emphasis added) as to provide for maximum outdoor recreation potential and for the 
conservation and enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, historic, natural, or cultural qualities of 
the areas through which such trails may pass. National scenic trails may be located so as to represent 
desert, marsh, grassland, mountain, canyon, river, forest, and other areas, as well as landforms which 
exhibit significant characteristics of the physiographic regions of the Nation.” 

National Scenic and Historic Trails –  

NTSA Sec. 5(a) (16 U.S.C. 1244(5)(a)) – National scenic and national historic trails shall be 
authorized and designated only by Act of Congress. There are hereby established [and designated] the 
following National Scenic and National Historic Trails... 

“(5) The Continental Divide National Scenic Trail, a trail of approximately thirty-one 
hundred miles, extending from the Montana-Canada border to the New Mexico-Mexico border, 
following the approximate route depicted on the map, identified as 'Proposed Continental Divide 
National Scenic Trail' in the Department of the Interior Continental Divide Trail study report 
dated March 1977...   The Continental Divide National Scenic Trail shall be administered by the 
Secretary of Agriculture in consultation with the Secretary of the Interior. Notwithstanding the 
provisions of section 7(c), the use of motorized vehicles on roads which will be designated 
segments of the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail shall be permitted in accordance with 
regulations prescribed by the appropriate Secretary. No land or interest in land outside the 
exterior boundaries of any federally administered area may be acquired by the Federal 
Government for the trail except with the consent of the owner of the land or interest in land. The 
authority of the Federal Government to acquire fee title under this paragraph shall be limited to 
an average of not more than 1/4 mile on either side of the trail.” 

NTSA sec. 5(f) (16 U.S.C. 1244(f)) – “…The responsible Secretary shall...submit...a 
comprehensive plan for the acquisition, management, development, and use of the trail, including but 
not limited to, the following items:   
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way on National Forest System lands should be addressed by establishing CDNST Management Area 
(MA) corridors2 in Land Management Plans (FSM 2353.44b); the requirement should be met on BLM 
public lands by establishing National Trail Management Corridors (NTMC) in Resource Management 
Plans.3  The establishment of CDNST MAs and NTMCs could facilitate CDNST comprehensive 
planning (16 U.S.C. 1244(f)), selecting and publishing the CDNST rights-of-way in the Federal Register 
(16 U.S.C. 1246(a)(2)), and meet attached NEPA requirements.4 

NTSA Sec. 7(c) (16 U.S.C.1246(c)) – “National scenic or national historic trails may contain 
campsites, shelters, and related-public-use facilities. Other uses along the trail, which will not 
substantially interfere5 with the nature and purposes of the trail, may be permitted by the Secretary 
charged with the administration of the trail. Reasonable efforts shall be made to provide sufficient access 
opportunities to such trails and, to the extent practicable, efforts be made to avoid activities incompatible 
with the purposes for which such trails were established. The use of motorized vehicles by the general 
public along any National Scenic Trail shall be prohibited....  Other uses along the historic trails and the 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail, which will not substantially interfere with the nature and 
purposes of the trail, and which, at the time of designation, are allowed by administrative regulations, 
including the use of motorized vehicles, shall be permitted by the Secretary charged with administration 
of the trail....”  Other uses include recreational and resource uses that may be incompatible with the 
nature and purposes for which the CDNST was established and designated. 

NTSA Sec. 7(j) (16 U.S.C. 1246(j)).  This section does not modify the nature and purposes for which 
the CDNST was established and created.  It describes that, “the provisions of this subsection shall not 
supersede any other provisions of this Act or other Federal laws, or any State or local laws.”    

 
NTSA Sec. 7(k) (16 U.S.C. 1246(k)).  “For the conservation purpose of preserving or enhancing the 

recreational, scenic, natural, or historical values of components of the national trails system, and 
                                                           
2 The term “corridor” describes an allocation established through the land use planning process, pursuant to Section 7(a)(2) of 
the National Trails System Act (“rights-of-way”) and E.O. 13195, for a public land area of sufficient width within which to 
encompass National Trail resources, qualities, values, and associated settings and the primary use or uses that are present or 
to be restored to provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST. 
3 The BLM in MS-6280 defines a, “National Trail Right(s)-of-Way. Term used in Section 7(a)(2) of the National Trails 
System Act to describe the corridor selected by the National Trail administering agency in the trailwide Comprehensive Plan 
and which includes the area of land that is of sufficient width to encompass National Trail resources, qualities, values, and 
associated settings. The National Trail Right-of-Way, in the context of the National Trails System Act, differs from a Federal 
Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) Title V right-of-way, which is a grant issued pursuant to FLPMA authorities. It 
becomes a key consideration in establishing the National Trail Management Corridor in a Resource Management Plan. See 
also National Trail Management Corridor.” 
4 Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), when a federal agency does not make an “overt act,” no NEPA 
requirement to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) attaches. However, if some agency action was mandated 
under a separate statute in relation to that activity but the action was not taken, NEPA does attach and the Administrative 
Procedure Act applies (40 CFR 1508.18 and 5 U.S.C. 706). The NTSA presents an independent planning requirement to 
prepare and implement a comprehensive plan, select the rights-of-way, and in general provide for the nature and purposes of 
the CDNST.   
5 Substantial evidence is such evidence as a reasonable mind might accept as adequate to support a conclusion and consists of 
more than a mere scintilla.  A substantial interference is an interference that prevents or restricts an activity or use, and 
precludes interferences that would interfere only in a minor way. 
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environs thereof as determined by the appropriate Secretary, landowners are authorized to donate or 
otherwise convey qualified real property interests to qualified organizations consistent with section 
170(h)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1954, including, but not limited to, right-of-way, open space, 
scenic, or conservation easements….” 

 
NTSA Sec. 7(i) (16 U.S.C. 1246(i).  The appropriate Secretary…may issue regulations, which may 

be revised from time to time, governing the use, protection, management, development, and 
administration of trails of the national trails system. In order to maintain good conduct on and along the 
trails located within federally administered areas and to provide for the proper government and 
protection of such trails, the Secretary of the Interior and the Secretary of Agriculture shall prescribe and 
publish such uniform regulations as they deem necessary…. 

 
Executive Orders 

Executive Order 13195 – Trails for 
America in the 21st Century:  "By the authority 
vested in me as President by the Constitution and 
the laws of the United States of America, and in 
furtherance of purposes of the National Trails 
System Act of 1968...and to achieve the common 
goal of better establishing and operating 
America's national system of trails, it is hereby 
ordered as follows: Section 1... Federal agencies 
will, to the extent permitted by law and where 
practicable ... protect, connect, promote, and 
assist trails of all types throughout the United 
States. This will be accomplished by: ... (b) 
Protecting the trail corridors associated with 
national scenic trails...to the degrees necessary to 
ensure that the values for which each trail was 
established remain intact....” 

Executive Order 11644 and 11989 – Use 
of off-road [motorized] vehicles on the public 
lands:  “...By virtue of the authority vested in me 
as President of the United States by the 
Constitution of the United States and in 
furtherance of the purpose and policy of the 
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 
U.S.C. 4321), it is hereby ordered as follows:  Section 1. Purpose. It is the purpose of this order to 
establish policies and provide for procedures that will ensure that the use of off-road [motorized] 
vehicles on public lands will be controlled and directed so as to protect the resources of those lands, to 
promote the safety of all users of those lands, and to minimize conflicts among the various uses of those 
lands....”  (Related:  36 CFR 212.55 and 43 CFR 8351.1) 

The values of National Scenic Trails 
include:  (1) visitor experience opportunities 
and settings, and (2) the conservation/ 
protection of scenic, natural, historical, and 
cultural qualities of the corridor.  Primitive and 
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized ROS settings 
provide for desired experiences, but only if the 
allowed non-motorized activities reflect the 
purposes for which the National Trail was 
established.  Furthermore, the NTSA goes 
beyond ROS descriptors requiring the 
protection of significant resources and qualities 
along the National Trail corridor.  The ROS 
planning framework, NTSA Comprehensive 
Plan (Section (5(f)) components, NTSA rights-
of-way (Section 7(a)), and E.O. 13195 
requirements point to the need for land 
management plans to map the extent of the 
corridor and apply to the described corridor 
appropriate plan components (desired 
conditions, objectives, standards, guidelines, 
and suitability of lands) to protect National 
Trail values (nature and purposes). 
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Study Report, Comprehensive Plan, and 
Policy for the CDNST 
 

The Bureau of Outdoor Recreation, 
pursuant to 16 U.S.C. 1244(b), prepared a Study 
Report for the CDNST that was completed in 
1976.  The Chief of the Forest Service adopted 
the 1976 CDNST Study Report and 1977 
CDNST Final Environmental Statement on 
August 5, 1981 (46 FR 39867).  In 2009 the 
Chief amended the 1985 CDNST Comprehensive 
Plan and issued conforming FSM 2353.4 
policy—see http://www.fs.fed.us/cdt.   

Comprehensive plan requirements (16 
U.S.C. 1244(f)) for the CDNST are addressed 
through staged or stepped-down decision 
processes:  (1) the 2009 Comprehensive Plan 
established broad policy and procedures, (2) land 
management plans are to provide integrated 
resource management direction and address 
programmatic planning requirements as 
described in the Comprehensive Plan, including 
providing for the protection of CDNST nature 
and purposes, and (3) mid-level and site-specific 
plans (e.g., Forest-level CDNST unit plans (FSM 
2353.44b(2)) complete the comprehensive 
planning process through field-level actions to 
construct or maintain the travel route and protect 
the corridor.  The following direction is found in 
the Comprehensive Plan and Forest Service Manual: 

Comprehensive Plan – Approved by Thomas L. Tidwell, Chief 
 

Purpose of the Comprehensive Plan:  “Preparation of the Comprehensive Plan for the CDNST is 
required by the National Trails System Act, P.L. 90-543 enacted on October 2, 1968 as amended.  The 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the implementing regulations for each of the Federal 
agencies with responsibilities for the CDNST require assessment of the environmental impacts of 
locating the CDNST.  In addition, each of the Federal agencies is required by various Acts of Congress 
to prepare and implement land and resource management plans for the Federal lands over which they 
have jurisdiction... Because of the number of Federal and state land management agency jurisdictions 
and various political subdivisions traversed by the CDNST the Secretary of Agriculture intends that the 
Comprehensive Plan provide for a fully coordinated approach by each of the responsible Federal and 

FSM 2353.4(1)(b) – Administration (1979—
now expired).  [Policy that was in effect at the 
time the CDNST was established and 
designated.] 

“Development and administration of a 
National Scenic Trail shall be to ensure 
retention of the outdoor recreation experience 
for which the trail was established.  Each 
segment of a trail should be designed to 
harmonize with and complement any 
established land management plans for that 
specific area in order to ensure continued 
maximum benefits from the land.  Decisions 
relating to trail design and management 
practices should reflect a philosophy of 
perpetuation the spectrum of recreation 
objectives envisioned for the trail users.  Land 
management planning should describe the 
planned actions that may affect that trail and 
its associated environments.  Through this 
process, resource management activities 
prescribed for land adjacent to the trail can be 
made compatible with the purpose for which 
the trail is established.  The objective is to 
maintain or enhance such values as esthetics, 
cultural qualities of the areas through which a 
National Scenic Trail goes....” 
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State agencies for the location, development, and management of the CDNST.  It is the goal of this 
Comprehensive Plan to provide a uniform CDNST program that reflects the purposes of the National 
Scenic Trail system, and allows for the use and protection of the natural and cultural resources found 
along the rights-of-way and located route on lands of all jurisdictions... The primary role of the 
Comprehensive Plan is to serve as an authority for broad based policy and direction for the development 
and management of the CDNST.” 
 

Land and Resource Management Plans:  “Both the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land 
Management are required to develop land and resource management plans that are designed to integrate 
all resource management activities that may occur within a land use unit into a coordinated system that 
reflects the interaction of management activities in achieving long-range objectives and goals for public 
land management.  This is will be accomplished through the development of a series of synergetic 
management prescriptions developed for specific management areas.  The same type of integration of 
CDNST management direction will be used in National Park Resource Management Plans...6  Land and 
resource management plans are to provide for the development and management of the CDNST as an 
integrated part of the overall land and resource management direction for the land area through which 
the trail passes.  The management direction given in Chapter IV of the Comprehensive Plan is to be used 
in the development of specific land and resource management prescriptions.” 
 

Nature and Purposes:  “The primary policy is to administer the CDNST consistent with the 
nature and purposes for which this National Scenic Trail was established.  The nature and purposes of 
the CDNST are to provide for high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding opportunities 
and to conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST corridor.” 
 
Forest Service directives FSM 2310 and FSM 2380 describe recreation and scenery planning policy. 

 FSM 2310.3 - Policy…   

1. Use the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) to establish planning criteria, generate 
objectives for recreation, evaluate public issues, integrate management concerns, project 
recreation needs and demands, and coordinate management objectives. 

2. Use the ROS system to develop standards and guidelines for proposed recreation resource 
use and development. 

Forest Service directives FSM 2350 and a Federal Register Notice provides important planning 
direction. 

 FSM 2350 [WORD] - CDNST Policy excerpts [WORD] - Approved by Acting Associate 
Deputy Chief Richard W. Sowa 

  

                                                           
6 See the Appalachian Trail Resource Management Plan for an example. 
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FSM 2353.11 – Relationship Between National Recreation, National Scenic, and National Historic 
Trails and NFS Trails 

Manage National Recreation, National Scenic, and National Historic Trails as NFS trails.  
Administer each National Recreation, National Scenic, and National Historic Trail corridor to 
meet the intended nature and purposes of the corresponding trail (FSM 2353.31). 

FSM 2353.31 – Policy 

1.  The National Trails System (16 U.S.C. 1242(a)) includes: ... b. National Scenic Trails.  These 
extended trails are located so as to provide for maximum outdoor recreation potential and for 
conservation and enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, historic, natural, or cultural 
qualities of the areas through which these trails pass (16 U.S.C. 1242(a)(2)...  

2.  Ensure that management of each trail in the National Trails System addresses the nature and 
purposes of the trail and is consistent with the applicable land management plan (16 U.S.C. 
1246(a)(2)).7 

3.  TMOs for a National Recreation, National Scenic, or National Historic Trail should reflect the 
nature and purposes for which the trail was established. 

FSM 2353.4 – Administration of National Scenic and National Historic Trails 

FSM 2353.41 – Objectives   

Develop and administer National Scenic and National Historic Trails to ensure protection of the 
purposes for which the trails were established and to maximize benefits from the land. 

FSM 2353.42 – Policy 

Administer National Scenic and National Historic Trail corridors to be compatible with the 
nature and purposes of the corresponding trail.  CDNST:  The nature and purposes of the 
CDNST are to provide for high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding 
opportunities and to conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST corridor. 

FSM 2353.44b, “Continental Divide National Scenic Trail –  

1.  The land management plan for an administrative unit through which the CDNST passes must 
provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST (FSM 2353.42) and, in accordance with the 
programmatic requirements of the NTSA, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1244(f)), and the CDNST 
Comprehensive Plan, as amended, must: 

a. Except where the CDNST traverses a wilderness area and is governed by wilderness 
management prescriptions (36 CFR Part 293), establish a management area for the CDNST 
that is broad enough to protect natural, scenic, historic, and cultural features;  
b. Prescribe desired conditions, objectives, standards, and guidelines for the CDNST; and  

                                                           
7 A land management plan amendment may be necessary in order to provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST.  See 
the discussions under Administration and Development and Land Management Plan Considerations. 
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c. Establish a monitoring program to evaluate the condition of the CDNST in the 
management area. 

2.  A CDNST unit plan must be developed for each administrative unit through which the 
CDNST passes.  Each CDNST unit plan must provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST 
(FSM 2353.42), and, in accordance with the site-specific requirements in the NTSA, as amended 
(16 U.S.C. 1244(f)), and the CDNST Comprehensive Plan, as amended, must: 

a. Identify and display the segments of the CDNST that traverse that unit. 
b. Except where the CDNST traverses a wilderness area and is governed by  wilderness 
management prescriptions (36 CFR Part 293) and except where delineated in the applicable 
land management plan, establish a management area for the segments of the CDNST that 
traverse that unit that is broad enough to protect natural, scenic, historic, and cultural 
features; 
c. Establish the Trail Class, Managed Uses, Designed Use, and Design Parameters for the 
segments of the CDNST that traverse that unit and identify uses that are prohibited on the 
segments of the CDNST that traverse that unit (FSH 2309.18). 
d. Provide for development, construction, signing, and maintenance of the segments of the 
CDNST that traverse that unit. 
e. Identify and preserve significant natural, historical, and cultural resources along the 
sections of the CDNST corridor that traverse that unit. 
f. Consistent with the provisions of the applicable land management plan and the nature and 
purposes of the CDNST (FSM 2353.42), establish carrying capacity for the segments of the 
CDNST that traverse that unit (FSM 2353.44b, para. 1).  The Limits of Acceptable Change 
or a similar system may be used for this purpose. 
g. Establish monitoring programs to evaluate the site-specific conditions of the CDNST.” 

 
 FSM 2353.44b parts 7 and 8 contribute to defining key landscape characteristics of the CDNST 
Management Area corridor: 

7.  “...The one-half mile foreground viewed from either side of the CDNST travel route must be 
a primary consideration in delineating the boundary of a CDNST management area (para. 2b).  
[FSM 2380]  The CDNST is a concern level 1 route..., with a scenic integrity objective of high or 
very high, depending on the trail segment... 

8.  Manage the CDNST to provide high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and pack and saddle 
stock opportunities.  Backpacking, nature walking, day hiking, horseback riding, nature 
photography, mountain climbing, cross-country skiing, and snowshoeing are compatible with the 
nature and purposes of the CDNST (FSM 2353.42).  Use the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 
(ROS) and the ROS Users Guide in delineating and integrating recreation opportunities in 
CDNST unit plans and managing the CDNST (FSM 2311.1).  Where possible, locate the 
CDNST in primitive and semi-primitive non-motorized ROS classes, provided that the CDNST 
may have to traverse intermittently through more developed ROS classes....” 
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FSM 1920.3 - 6, states, “Provide all Service-wide direction necessary for planning assessments, plan 
development, plan revision, plan amendment, and plan monitoring is contained or referenced in this 
chapter, and supplements, or handbooks thereto.”  National Scenic Trail policy and direction is found in 
the comprehensive plans for National Trails, FSM 2353.4, FSH 1909.10 section 14, and FSH 1909.20 
section 24.43 which provide policy and management direction for implementing the requirements of the 
National Trails System Act.   

FSH 1909.12 - 14 – ASSESSING DESIGNATED AREAS.  Designated areas are specific areas or 
features within the plan area that have been given a permanent designation to maintain its unique special 
character or purpose…  Certain purposes and restrictions are usually established for designated areas, 
which greatly influence management needs and opportunities associated with them.  

The Interdisciplinary Team should identify and evaluate available information about designated areas 
including: 

1.  Types, purposes, and locations of established designated areas within the plan area.  The 
Responsible Official should use a map to identify these locations, unless the location of the 
designated area must remain confidential for resource protection.  

2.  Range of uses, management activities, or management restrictions associated with the 
established designated areas in the plan area. 

3.  Existing plans for the management of established designated areas within the plan area, such 
as comprehensive plans for national scenic or historic trails. 

FSH 1909.12 - 24.43 – National Scenic and Historic Trails 

1.  When developing plan components for national scenic and historic trails: 

a. The Interdisciplinary Team should review the assessment for relevant information about 
existing national scenic and historic trails in the plan area, including established rights-of-
way pursuant to 16 U.S.C 1246(a)(2) and direction contained in comprehensive plans (CPs) 
pursuant to 16 U.S.C. 1244(e) or 1244(f).  For existing or study national scenic and historic 
trails that do not have such information published, assessments identify and evaluate other 
information pertinent to the location and management of national scenic and historic trails.  

b. The Interdisciplinary Team shall identify Congressionally designated national scenic and 
historic trails and plan components must provide for the management of rights-of-ways (16 
U.S.C 1246(a)(2)) consistent with applicable laws, regulations,  and Executive Orders.  Plan 
components must provide for the nature and purposes of existing national scenic and historic 
trails and for the potential rights-of-way of those trails designated for study (16 U.S.C. 
1244(b)).   

c. The Interdisciplinary Team shall use the national scenic and historic trails rights-of-way 
maps required by 16 U.S.C. 1246(a)(2) to map the location of the trails.  Where national trail 
rights-of-way have not yet been selected, the Interdisciplinary Team shall reference the 
establishing legislation (16 U.S.C. 1244(a)) as the primary source for identifying and 
mapping the national scenic and historic trails right-of-way.  If the right-of-way has not been 
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selected, either through legislation or publication in the Federal Register, the 
Interdisciplinary Team should use other information to delineate a national scenic and 
historic trails corridor that protects the resource values for which the trail was designated or 
is being proposed for designation (16 U.S.C 1244(b)).   

d. The Responsible Official shall consult with neighboring Responsible Officials when 
developing plan components for national scenic and historic trails that cross unit boundaries 
and shall strive to maintain or establish compatible management approaches while 
recognizing diverse resource conditions and needs in the different plan areas.   

e. Plan components must be compatible with the objectives and practices identified in the 
comprehensive plan for the management of the national scenic and historic trail.  The 
objectives and practices include the identification of resources to be preserved and the trail’s 
carrying capacity.   

f. The Responsible Official shall include plan components that provide for the nature and 
purposes of national scenic and historic trails in the plan area.  In doing so, the Responsible 
Official should take into consideration other aspects of the plan related to the trail such as 
access, cultural and historic resources, recreational settings, scenic character, and valid 
existing rights.   

2.  The plan must include plan components including standards or guidelines for a designated 
area as described in section 24.2 of this Handbook.  To meet this requirement the plan: 

a. Should include desired conditions that describe the national scenic and historic trail and 
the recreational, scenic, historic, and other resource values for which the trail was designated.   

b. May include objectives for national scenic and historic trails where existing conditions 
(settings, opportunities, scenic character, cultural and other resources values) are different 
from desired conditions.  These objectives can identify intended activities to improve 
national scenic and historic trail conditions, mitigate or enhance associated resource values, 
create or improve connections with communities and visitors, or other desired and 
measureable outcomes that will improve the national scenic and historic trail experience.   

c. May include standards or guidelines to place limits or conditions on projects or activities to 
protect the trail and associated resource values.   

d. May include suitability plan components to limit or prevent incompatible uses and 
activities. 

e. Must identify and map National scenic and historic trails per #1c above.   

f. May, to apply plan components unique to the National and Scenic Historic Trail: provide 
one or more management or geographic areas for a national scenic and historic trail; 
reference the identified national scenic and historic trail right-of-way, place a corridor around 
the trail, or use other means to clearly identify where the plan components apply in reference 
to the trail.   

FSM 2350 has more information about national scenic and historic trails. 
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In addition, see 23.23a – Sustainable Recreation Resources and Opportunities to Connect People with 
Nature; and 23.23f – Scenery, Aesthetic Values, Viewsheds, and Geologic Features. 
 
MOU between the CDTC and Forest Service Regions 
 
A “MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE TRAIL 
COALITION AND UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE FOREST SERVICE 
REGIONS 1, 2, 3, AND 4” was approved by the President of CDTC and associated Regional Foresters 
in May 2014.  The purpose is described as: 
 
I. PURPOSE: The purpose of this MOU is to document the cooperation between the parties to ensure the 
development, coordination and completion of the CDNST in accordance with the following provisions. 
 

A. To complete and be stewards of the CDNST to connect people and communities to the 
Continental Divide by providing high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding 
opportunities. In addition, to conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources along the 
CDNST corridor… [and] 

D. To support the coordination, protection, planning, and management of the CDNST…. 

 

II. Nature and Purposes 
 

The nature and purposes (NTSA, Sec.7(c)) of the CDNST must be described and used as a basis 
for determining what activities and resource uses are allowed along the CDNST corridor.  The nature 
and purposes of the CDNST may differ somewhat from those of other national scenic trails.  The 
definition is formulated by extrapolating from the Trails for America report, NTSA, associated 
Congressional Reports, and CDNST Study Report: 

Trails for America 
 

Trails for America (1966), a report prepared by the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation in response to 
President Johnson’s Natural Beauty Message of February 8, 1965, describes that, “the entire length of 
each national scenic trail, together with sufficient land area on both sides to safeguard adequately and 
preserve its character, should be protected….” 

National Trails System Act 
 

NTSA Sec. 3. [16 U.S.C. 1242] (a) (2).  “National scenic trails, established as provided in 
section 5 of this Act, which will be extended trails so located as to provide for maximum outdoor 
recreation potential and for the conservation and enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, historic, 
natural, or cultural qualities of the areas through which such trails may pass.” 

NTSA Sec. 5 [16 U.S.C. 1244] (f) … “the responsible Secretary shall...submit...a comprehensive 
plan for the acquisition, management, development, and use of the trail, including but not limited to, the 
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following items:  (1) specific objectives and practices to be observed in the management of the trail, 
including the identification of all significant natural, historical, and cultural resources to be preserved....” 

NTSA Sec. 7. [16 U.S.C. 1246] (c).   “Other uses along the trail, which will not substantially 
interfere8 with the nature and purposes of the trail, may be permitted...[To] the extent practicable, efforts 
be made to avoid activities incompatible with the purposes for which such trails were established. The 
use of motorized vehicles by the general public along any national scenic trail shall be prohibited....” 

Congressional Reports 
 

“The Act was intended to insure that long-distance, high-quality trails with substantial recreation 
and scenic potential were afforded Federal recognition and protection” (S.R. 95-636).  “Title V 
establishes new units of the National Park and National Trail Systems which the committee believes to 
be essential additions to these national programs.  Timely action to preserve portions of our heritage, 
both historical and natural, within the states and insular areas is needed to assure these resources are not 
lost through adverse actions by special interest groups” (H.R. 95-1165).   

CDNST Study Report 

The Study Report of 1976, prepared by the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation in response to the 
identification of the CDNST, under the NTSA, as as a potential addition to the national trails system, 
describes that,  “The primary purpose of this trail is to provide a continuous, appealing trail route, 
designed for the hiker and horseman, but compatible with other land uses...  One of the primary 
purposes for establishing the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail would be to provide hiking and 
horseback access to those lands where man's impact on the environment has not been adverse to a 
substantial degree and where the environment remains relatively unaltered.  Therefore, the protection of 
the land resource must remain a paramount consideration in establishing and managing the trail.  There 
must be sufficient environmental controls to assure that the values for which the trail is established are 
not jeopardized...   

The trail experience on or near the Divide is an intimate one, for one can walk or ride horseback 
across vast fields of wildflowers and contemplate a story dating from the dawn of earth's history. This 
story began when a portion of the earth was thrust upward, creating the sharp precipitous peaks that 
were sculptured into rich land forms leaving sparkling lakes, crystal-clear streams, and myriads of 
cascading waterfalls. Along the way, the tranquility of the alpine meadows, verdant forests and semi-
desert landscape overwhelms everyone who passes that way. The trail would provide the traveler his 
best encounter with the Continental Divide — its serenity and pure air — and would supply for every 
trail traveler some of the world's most sublime scenes...   

                                                           
8 The BLM in MS-6280 defines, “Substantial Interference. Determination that an activity or use affects (hinders or obstructs) 
the nature and purposes of a designated National Trail (see nature and purposes).” 
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The basic goal of the trail is to provide the hiker and 
rider an entree to the diverse country along the Continental 
Divide in a manner, which will assure a high quality 
recreation experience while maintaining a constant respect 
for the natural environment...  The Continental Divide Trail 
would be a simple facility for foot and horseback use in 
keeping with the National Scenic Trail concept as seen in the 
Appalachian and Pacific Crest Trails.” 

CDNST Leadership Council 

 The CDNST Leadership Council, in 2004, 
established a Vision and Guiding Principles for the 
development and protection of the CDNST.  The Vision for 
the CDNST is:  “Complete the Trail to connect people and 
communities to the Continental Divide by providing scenic, 
high-quality, primitive hiking and horseback riding 
experiences, while preserving the significant natural, 
historic, and cultural resources along the Trail.”  The 
Council’s membership consists of senior Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, and National 
Park Service responsible officials.   

Public Involvement in the Formulation of Policy 
 
The formulation of the nature and purposes direction for the CDNST was developed through a 

public process (36 CFR 216) and approved by Associate Chief Hank Kashdan as documented in Federal 
Register: October 5, 2009 (74 FR 51116).9  The following is the response to nature and purposes 
comments –  

“The amendments to the 1985 CDNST Comprehensive Plan and corresponding directives are to 
ensure that the nature and purposes of  the CDNST track those in the 1976 CDNST Study Report and 
1977 CDNST Final Environmental Impact Statement, which were prepared pursuant to the NTSA (16 
U.S.C. 1244(b)). The 1976 CDNST Study Report states: 

The primary purpose of this trail is to provide a continuous, appealing trail route, designed for 
the hiker and horseman, but compatible with other land uses. * * * One of the primary purposes 
for establishing the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail would be to provide hiking and 
horseback access to those lands where man's impact on the environment has not been adverse to 
a substantial degree and where the environment remains relatively unaltered. Therefore, the 
protection of the land resource must remain a paramount consideration in establishing and 
managing the trail. There must be sufficient environmental controls to assure that the values for 
which the trail is established are not jeopardized. * * * The basic goal of the trail is to provide 
the hiker and rider an entree to the diverse country along the Continental Divide in a manner, 
which will assure a high-quality recreation experience while maintaining a constant respect for 

                                                           
9 This Federal Register Notice, in part, details direction for “nature and purposes,” “visual resource management,” “recreation 
resource management,” “motor vehicle use,” and “carrying capacity.” 

“The primary value of the Continental 
Divide Trail is its emphasis on 
conservation of the natural beauty of 
our environment, and on a wise use of 
our environment to give the greatest 
pleasure and health to our citizens. 
Under the proposed scheme, it is my 
understanding that…the environment 
of the Trail would be kept in its 
natural state as much as possible. 
Such an investment is prudent now, 
before the natural beauty can be 
eroded through overuse and expansion 
of communities into the area.”   

Statement of Honorable Peter 
Dominick, U.S. Senator from the 
State of Colorado 
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the natural environment. * * * The Continental Divide Trail would be a simple facility for foot 
and horseback use in keeping with the National Scenic Trail concept as seen in the Appalachian 
and Pacific Crest Trails.   

Thus, the 1976 CDNST Study Report states that the primary purpose of the CDNST is to provide a 
high-quality recreation experience for hiking and horseback riding. 

Consistent with the NTSA, the 1976 CDNST Study Report, and the 1977 CDNST Final 
Environmental Impact Statement, the amended CDNST Comprehensive Plan states that the nature 
and purposes of the CDNST are to provide for high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback 
riding opportunities and to conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST 
corridor. The amended CDNST Comprehensive Plan and final directives implementing the 
amendments to the CDNST Comprehensive Plan on National Forest System lands provide that 
backpacking, nature walking, day hiking, horseback riding, nature photography, mountain climbing, 
cross-country skiing, and snowshoeing are compatible with the nature and purposes of the 
CDNST.... The amendments to the CDNST Comprehensive Plan and directives ensure consistency 
with the nature and purposes of the CDNST in the context of right-of-way acquisition, land 
management planning, scenery management, recreation resource management, motor vehicle use, 
trail and facility standards, and carrying capacity.’ 

The 1983 amendment to the NTSA, which added 16 U.S.C. 1246(j), does not modify the nature and 
purposes of the CDNST. The added subsection simply lists uses and vehicles that may be permitted 
on National Trails generally. 

The NTSA states that all National Scenic Trails must be so located to provide for maximum outdoor 
recreation potential and conservation of natural, historic, and cultural resources (16 U.S.C. 
1242(a)(2)). This requirement is reflected in the nature and purposes statement in the amended 
CDNST Comprehensive Plan, which states that the nature and purposes of the CDNST are to 
provide for high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding opportunities and to conserve 
natural, historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST corridor. Where possible, the CDNST will 
be located in primitive or semi-primitive non-motorized settings, which will further contribute to 
providing for maximum outdoor recreation potential and conservation of natural, historic, and 
cultural resources in the areas traversed by the CDNST.... 

The Forest Service has removed the words `non-motorized’ and `recreational’ from the nature and 
purposes statement for the CDNST, as these words were redundant. `High-quality scenic, primitive 
hiking and horseback riding’ are non-motorized recreation opportunities. The Agency has not 
removed the word `primitive’ from the nature and purposes statement, as it is not redundant and is 
not ambiguous. It means `of or relating to an earliest or original stage or state....’ Preferred recreation 
settings, including primitive or semi-primitive non-motorized categories, are delineated in the Forest 
Service's Recreation Opportunity Spectrum system (FSM 2311.1) and described in the CDNST 
Comprehensive Plan, Chapter IV(B)(5). 

The amendments to the 1985 CDNST Comprehensive Plan apply throughout the document to the 
extent applicable, not just to the provisions that are specifically referenced in the amendments. The 
Forest Service agrees that this intent should be expressly stated. Therefore, the Agency has added the 
following statement to the amendments:   

To the extent there is any inconsistency between the foregoing revisions and any other provisions 
in the 1985 CDNST Comprehensive Plan, the foregoing revisions control.”   
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Summary   

In consideration of the language in the NTSA, Congressional Reports, CDNST Study Report and public 
comments, the nature and purposes policy for the CDNST is:  “The nature and purposes of the CDNST 
are to provide for high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding opportunities and to 
conserve natural, historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST corridor” (CDNST Comprehensive 
Plan and FSM 2353.42).10 

III. Planning Considerations 
 

National Trails are administered as trail corridors. Managers should establish plan components11 
that address (1) desired visitor experience opportunities and settings, and (2) the conservation of scenic, 
natural, historical, and cultural qualities of the corridor.  In addition, supporting standards and guidelines 
need to be established to achieve desired conditions and objectives, and monitoring methods are to be 
described.   

In 2009, the amended CDNST Comprehensive Plan and FSM 2353.4 constituted new 
information (40 CFR 1502.9(c)).  The responsible official must review the new information and 
determine its significance to environmental concerns and bearing on current Land Management Plan 
(LMP) direction (FSH 1909.15 - 18).  In regards to environmental documents for enacted LMPs, 
determine if Management Area (MA) prescriptions12 and plan components along the CDNST travel 
route and corridor provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST (FSM 2353.42 and FSM 
2353.44b(1)).  If not, the LMP should be amended or revised following the appropriate NEPA process to 
address the planning requirements of the NTSA (16 U.S.C. 1244(5)(f) and FSM 2353.44(b)(1)).  The 
BLM has similar requirements for addressing new information (Land Use Planning Handbook, H-1601-
1).  Furthermore, project proposals may bring the CDNST into the scope of a NEPA process due to 
potential direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of past actions and new proposals that may 
substantially interfere with the nature and purposes of the CDNST (40 CFR 1508.25(c)).13  This in turn 
could trigger the need for a land and resource management plan amendment, and on National Forest 
System lands, the development of a CDNST Unit Plan.  Land management plans are to protect potential 

                                                           
10 The BLM in MS-6280 defines, “Nature and Purposes. The term used to describe the character, characteristics, and 
congressional intent for a designated National Trail, including the resources, qualities, values, and associated settings of the 
areas through which such trails may pass; the primary use or uses of a National Trail; and activities promoting the 
preservation of, public access to, travel within, and enjoyment and appreciation of National Trails.” 
11 Plan components guide future project and activity decisionmaking.  
12 Management prescriptions are management practices and intensity selected and scheduled for application on a specific area 
to attain multiple-use and other goals and objectives. 
13 A substantial interference include the cumulative effects of actions that that degrade the Scenic Integrity Level or modified 
the ROS Class resulting in more developed or modified CDNST settings of selected and high potential route segments.  The 
cumulative effects period is the 36 years since the CDNST was established and designated by Congress in 1978. 



Page 18 of 24 
 

CDNST rights-of-way14 and high potential route segments15 where the rights-of-way is yet to be selected 
and the travelway officially located (1246(a)(2) and 16 U.S.C. 1244(f)(3)).  Until the CDNST rights-of-
way is selected and the corridor is located, the Agencies must not undertake any major Federal action 
which (1) may adversely impact potential CDNST rights-of-way and corridor locations, (2) limit the 
choice of reasonable alternatives, and (3) prejudice ultimate rights-of-way and locations decisions (40 
CFR 1506.1). 

The land and resource management plan responsible official should work with adjacent 
landowners to establish and protect the CDNST corridor.  However, recognize that Congress has set a 
limit on protecting a corridor where the CDNST crosses private land. The authority of the Federal 
Government to acquire fee title under the NTSA Section 5 is limited to an average of not more than 1/4 
mile on either side of the trail.  

The CDNST is administered by the Secretary of Agriculture.  Delegation of those responsibilities 
to Forest Service officials is found in FSM 2353.04.  The lead Forest Service official for coordinating 
matters concerning the study, planning, location, and operation of the CDNST is the Regional Forester 
for the Rocky Mountain Region (FSM 2353.04(5)(b)).  

Locating the CDNST Corridor and Establishing Management Direction 

The CDNST corridor is to be described through the delineation of a Management Area (MA) 
with plan components that provide for the nature and purposes values of this designated National Scenic 
Trail.  To provide for the nature and purposes of the National Trail, several location and management 
factors should be considered; such as and where reasonable to do so, the MA or NTMC should be 
located in more primitive ROS classes; once located the management of the MA or NTMC should 
provide for a Primitive or Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized experiences to extent practicable.  In addition, 
the CDNST travelway is a concern level 1 travel route and scenic management objectives of high or 
very high must be met in the immediate foreground and foreground to the extent practicable.  The 
boundary of the MA should follow topographic features to the extent possible, while being at least one-
half mile wide on each side of the established and potential locations of the National Trail travel 
routes.  This recommendation is based on ROS criteria that identify remoteness for a Semi-Primitive 
Non-Motorized setting as:  An area at least 1/2-mile but not further than 3 miles from all roads, railroads 
or trails with motorized use; can include the existence of primitive roads and trails if closed to motorized 
use.  More than 3 miles would tend to classify the area as Primitive16 another desirable setting. The 

                                                           
14 The BLM in MS-6280 defines a, ‘National Trail Management Corridor. Allocation established through the land use 
planning process, pursuant to Section 202 of Federal Land Policy and Management Act and Section 7(a)(2) of the National 
Trails System Act (“rights-of-way”) for a public land area of sufficient width within which to encompass National Trail 
resources, qualities, values, and associated settings and the primary use or uses that are present or to be restored.” 
15 The term "high potential route segments" means those segments of the North Country and Continental Divide NSTs which 
would afford high quality recreation experience in a portion of the route having greater than average scenic values (16 U.S.C 
1251(2)).  
16 FSM 2310.3 – [Planning] Policy.  1. Use the ROS to establish planning criteria, generate objectives for recreation, evaluate 
public issues, integrate management concerns, project recreation needs and demands, and coordinate management objectives.  
2. Use the ROS system to develop standards and guidelines for proposed recreation resource use and development.  3.  Use 
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managing the CDNST corridor to provide for Semi-Primitive Motorized, Roaded Natural, and Rural 
ROS class conditions.  Primitive and Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized classes are consistent with the 
nature and purposes (values) of the CDNST.  Management direction for Semi-Primitive Motorized, 
Roaded Natural, Rural, and Urban ROS classes allow uses that substantially interfere with the nature 
and purposes of the CDNST. 

Carrying Capacity 

 National Trails System Act (NTSA)18, sections 5(e) and 5(f), direct that a comprehensive plan for 
a national trail, “identify carrying capacity of the trail and a plan for its implementation.”  This is similar 
to Section 3(d)(1) of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (WSRA)19 that directs federal river-administering 
agencies to “address…user capacities” in a comprehensive river management plan (CRMP) prepared for 
each component of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System.  The NTSA and WSRA do not define 
“carrying capacity” or “user capacities,” but recent litigation has focused primarily on the recreational 
use.20  The scope of “carrying capacity” and “user capacity” broadly includes visitor use, other public 
use, and administrative use, but with particular emphasis on the recreational aspect.    

 Carrying capacities are an integral part of the management approaches identified in a CP to 
protect and enhance National Scenic Trail (NST) nature and purposes.  The nature and purposes of a 
NST are also known as NST values.  The values of National Scenic Trails (NST) include:  (1) visitor 
experience opportunities and settings, and (2) the conservation and protection of scenic, natural, 
historical, and cultural qualities of the corridor.  Primitive and Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) classes generally provide for desired experiences where the 
allowed non-motorized activities reflect the purposes for which the National Trail was 
established.  Furthermore, the NTSA goes beyond ROS descriptors requiring the protection of 
significant resources and qualities along the National Trail corridor. 

 Addressing visitor capacities requires managers to assess impacts from both established uses and 
potential new uses.  It can be a challenging task because of the complex relationship between human 
uses and national trail values.  The capacity to absorb use without substantial impacts to resources and 
visitor experiences is dependent on myriad interrelated factors.  Capacity-related decisions can also 
potentially lead to management actions that restrict the public’s access to federal lands.  

Forest Service – The following describes common considerations and elements of what could 
be expected for (or lead to) locations and Plan components that would be applied to a Management 
Area to achieve the nature and purposes of the CDNST: 

Forest Service land management plans shall form one integrated plan for each unit (16 U.S.C. 
1604(f)(1)).  The plan must provide for ecosystem services and multiple uses, including outdoor 
recreation, range, timber, watershed, wildlife, and fish, within Forest Service authority and the inherent 
                                                           
18 16 U.S.C. §1241-1251: Public Law 90-543 (October 2, 1968) and amendments. 
19 16 U.S.C. §1271-1278; Public Law 90-542 (October 2, 1968) and amendments.  
20 See Friends of Yosemite Valley v. Kempthorne, 520 F.3d 1024 (9th Cir. 2008); American Whitewater v. Tidwell, (D.S.C. 
2012). 
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September 9, 2015 
 
The Wilderness Society (TWS), New Mexico Wilderness Alliance (NMWA), Defenders of 
Wildlife, American Rivers, Great Old Broads for Wilderness, WildEarth Guardians, Upper Gila 
Watershed Alliance, Back Country Horsemen of New Mexico, and New Mexico Sportsmen are 
pleased to present the following comments for consideration and incorporation in the assessment 
phase of the Gila National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan revision.  
 
TWS’s mission is to protect wilderness and inspire Americans to care for our wild places. The 
Gila National Forest has long been a priority for TWS, particularly given that it is home to the 
world’s first wilderness area – thanks to the visionary work of TWS co-founder Aldo Leopold. 
Since its founding in 1935, TWS has worked closely with diverse interests who care about the 
future of our national forests. We provide scientific, legal, and policy guidance to land managers, 
communities, local conservation groups, and state and federal decision-makers aimed at ensuring 
the best management of our public lands. Our 500,000 members and supporters nationwide and, 
in particular, our more than 6,000 members and supporters in New Mexico are deeply interested 
in forest planning as it pertains to the conservation, restoration, and protection of wildlands, 
wildlife, water, recreation, and the ability to enjoy public lands for inspiration and spiritual 
renewal.  
 
The New Mexico Wilderness Alliance is a non-profit 501(c)(3) grassroots organization dedicated 
to the protection, restoration, and continued enjoyment of New Mexico’s wild lands and 
wilderness areas. Founded in 1997, we achieve our mission through administrative protection, 
federal wilderness designation, and ongoing stewardship. We have a membership of individuals 
from all corners of New Mexico and across the nation. Our organizing efforts span the state and 
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involve many diverse groups, including ranchers, sportsmen, land grants, acequia communities, 
tribal and religious leaders, scientists, youth, and community leaders. We are the only statewide 
wilderness group in New Mexico with a proven track record of building diverse coalitions to 
protect our public lands. 
 
Founded in 1947, Defenders of Wildlife is a national non-profit conservation organization 
focused on conserving and restoring native species and the habitat upon which they depend. 
Defenders works on behalf of more than 1,200,000 members and supporters nationwide, 
including over 11,800 in New Mexico. 
 
American Rivers is the leading conservation organization working to protect and restore the 
nation’s rivers. Headquartered in Washington, DC with field offices across the country, 
American Rivers has more than 100,000 members and supporters from all 50 states, including 
many in New Mexico. We have a long history of collaborating with the U.S. Forest Service 
working on river management and Wild and Scenic Rivers nationwide. 
 
The Great Old Broads (GOBs) for Wilderness is a nation-wide organization based in Durango, 
Colorado. For 26 years – integrating humor, grace, and common sense – the GOBs have engaged 
and ignited the activism of people of all ages to preserve and protect wilderness and wild lands.  
 
WildEarth Guardians is a non-profit corporation with more than 105,302 members and 
supporters nationwide and offices in Santa Fe, NM, Salt Lake City, UT, Tucson, AZ, Missoula, 
MT, Portland, OR and Denver, CO. WildEarth Guardians’ mission is to protect and restore 
wildlife, wild places, wild rivers, and health in the American West. WildEarth Guardians 
actively works to assure that sensitive ecosystems, water quality, and native wildlife are 
protected and restored on federal public lands. 
 
The Upper Gila Watershed Alliance is a non-profit watershed protection and conservation 
organization working to promote the long-term health of the Upper Gila Watershed and its 
communities of life.   
 
The Back Country Horsemen of New Mexico is a state chapter of the Back Country Horsemen of 
America. Nationally and in New Mexico, we work with federal and state land management 
agencies to assure that equestrian users have access to federal public land and the trails therein. 
We support the expansion of new and existing wilderness and roadless backcountry areas. 
We promote local and landscape scale management that will enhance fish and wildlife 
habitat.      
 
The New Mexico Sportsmen is a small state-wide sportsmen organization that has been in 
existence for over 20 years. Our primary concern is wildlife and habit management of our 
public lands and its water resources. We promote wild roadless backcountry areas and the 
expansion of new or existing wilderness areas.    
 
The 2012 National Forest System Land Management Planning Rule requires the Forest Service 
to provide opportunities for public participation in the development of the assessment, including 
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the submission of existing information by the public.1 This submission specifically addresses 
several of the topics the Forest Service is required to evaluate in a plan assessment:  

(1) Distinctive role and contribution;  

(2) Potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas;  

(3) Transportation infrastructure; and 

(4) Recreation.2  

In addition to these topics, Defenders of Wildlife will in the coming days submit a 
complementary letter and supporting information addressing ecological integrity and wildlife.  

While certainly not exhaustive, we believe the information contained in this letter and its 
appendices represents the best available scientific information, which the 2012 planning rule 
requires the agency to utilize.3 We anticipate that the Forest Service will have significant 
additional forest-specific information available and will also incorporate that information into the 
assessment. 

We look forward to further discussing the information in this letter and working with you 
throughout the assessment and plan revision process. Please contact Alison Flint, Counsel & 
Planning Specialist for TWS at alison_flint@tws.org or 303-802-1404, or Nathan Newcomer, 
Gila Grassroots Organizer for NMWA at nathan@nmwild.org or 505-250-4225, with any 
questions.  
  

                                            
1 36 C.F.R. § 219.4(a) (generally requiring “opportunities to the public for participating in the assessment process”); 
id. § 219.6(a)(2) (agency must “[c]oordinate with or provide opportunities for . . . non-governmental parties[] and 
the public to provide existing information for the assessment”). 
2 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b) enumerates fifteen categories for which “the responsible official shall identify and evaluate 
existing information relevant to the plan area.” The categories most relevant to this submission include: “potential 
need and opportunity for additional designated areas,” id. § 219.6(b)(15); “[i]nfrastructure, such as recreational 
facilities and transportation and utility corridors,” id. § 219.6(b)(11); and “[r]ecreation settings, opportunities and 
access, and scenic character,” id. § 219.6(b)(9). 
3 36 C.F.R. § 219.3 (agency “shall use the best available scientific information to inform the planning process” and 
“shall document how [that] information was used to inform the assessment”). 
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I. Optimizing the Assessment 

As a preliminary matter, we have some over-arching suggestions for optimizing the assessment 
to ensure it complies with the letter and intent of the 2012 planning rule and provides the 
information necessary for a successful plan revision. The assessment is designed to “rapidly 
evaluate existing information about relevant ecological, economic, and social conditions, trends, 
and sustainability and their relationship to the land management plan” and to provide the basis 
for the Forest Service’s identification of the need to change existing plan direction.4 To that end, 
the 2012 rule enumerates fifteen topics that the assessment must address.5 For each of those 
topics, we suggest that the Forest Service develop a series of questions that the assessment will 
strive to answer.6 We believe that question-and-answer approach will best assist the agency in 
evaluating the extent to which current plan direction satisfies the substantive requirements of the 
2012 rule and other relevant law and policy. The following sections of this letter propose 
relevant questions for each of the topics addressed in detail. 

After developing the questions, the Forest Service should identify existing studies, reports, 
proposals, and other information that may be relevant, determine which sources of information 
constitute the best available scientific information, and utilize that information to answer the 
questions. In doing so, the agency must “[d]ocument . . . how the best available scientific 
information was used to inform the assessment,” including “[i]dentify[ing] what information was 
determined to be the best available scientific information, explain[ing] the basis for that 
determination, and explain[ing] how the information was applied to the issues considered.”7 In 
addition to recommending questions, this letter also strives to identify best available scientific 
information and apply it to answer the relevant questions.  

 

II. Distinctive Role and Contribution 

Under the 2012 planning rule, plans must “reflect[] the unit’s expected distinctive roles and 
contributions to the local area, region, and Nation, and the roles for which the plan area is best 
suited, considering the Agency’s mission, the unit’s unique capabilities, and the resources and 
management of other lands in the vicinity.”8 The forest assessment is the logical place to identify 
the forest’s current roles and contributions, based on existing information, to inform the plan 
revision process.9 For example, the Flathead National Forest Assessment identified that forest’s 

                                            
4 36 C.F.R. § 219.5(a)(1) & (2)(i). 
5 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b). 
6 See, e.g., Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests Assessment (Mar. 2014), available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprd3793034.pdf (generally utilizing question and answer 
approach). 
7 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.3, 219.6(a)(3). 
8 36 C.F.R. § 219.2(b)(1); see also id. § 219.7(f)(1)(ii) (“Every plan must . . . [d]escribe the plan area’s distinctive 
roles and contributions within the broader landscape . . . .”). 
9 Depending on the nature of those distinctive roles and contributions, this information would be consistent with any 
number of the required assessment topics, such as “[t]errestrial ecosystems, aquatic ecosystems, and watersheds,” 36 
C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(1), “[b]enefits people obtain from the NFS planning area,” id. § 219.6(b)(7), “[m]ultiple uses and 
their contributions to local, regional, and national economies,” id. § 219.6(b)(8), or “[e]xisting designated areas . . . 
and potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas,” id. § 219.6(b)(15). For example, the final 
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distinctive role as “the true heart of the Rocky Mountain ecosystem,” providing large, 
interconnected blocks of wild habitat for carnivores and other wildlife species.10 That assessment 
information then informed the proposed action, which identified the forest’s nationally 
significant ecological role and contribution as “the heart of the Crown of the Continent 
Ecosystem, with a complex of wilderness and unroaded areas” that provide “one of the most 
intact assemblages of medium to large carnivores in the contiguous United States.”11  

The Gila National Forest is known locally, regionally, and nationally for its distinct wilderness 
heritage and as the headwaters of the Gila River, the last free-flowing river in New Mexico. The 
forest boasts the world’s first designated wilderness area – established four decades prior to the 
passage of the Wilderness Act of 1964 – and its three designated wilderness areas cover more 
acreage – nearly 800,000 acres – than any other forest in the Southwest. As explained in more 
detail in the following sections, the Gila’s existing wilderness, other vast roadless lands, and 
nationally outstanding eligible wild and scenic rivers provide essential wildlife habitat, 
outstanding recreational opportunities, and the Southwest’s premier wild and intact ecological 
stronghold in the face of climate change and other human-caused stressors. The assessment 
should identify existing information relevant to the forest’s distinctive wilderness heritage and 
role and contribution as a vast, wild, and remote ecological stronghold.  

 

III. Potential Need and Opportunity for Additional Designated Areas  

The 2012 planning rule requires that an assessment evaluate “[e]xisting designated areas located 
in the plan area including wilderness and wild and scenic rivers and potential need and 
opportunity for additional designated areas.”12 This evaluation is intended to inform the plan 
revision process, which in turn requires the Forest Service to determine whether to designate or 
recommend for designation any additional areas:  

The responsible official shall: . . . (v) Identify and evaluate lands that may be 
suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System and 
determine whether to recommend any such lands for wilderness designation. (vi) 
Identify the eligibility of rivers for inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic 
Rivers System . . . . (vii) Identify existing designated areas other than [Wilderness 
and Wild and Scenic Rivers] and determine whether to recommend any additional 
areas for designation. If the responsible official has the delegated authority to 

                                                                                                                                             
planning directives instruct that, in assessing the potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas, the 
forest should address “known important ecological roles such as providing habitat or connectivity for species at risk 
that could be supported by designation.” Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.12, ch. 10, § 14. And in assessing 
ecosystems’ status and trends, the forest should consider “[h]ow the existing role or contributions of the plan area 
affects the key ecosystem characteristics or ecological functions (processes) relevant to the broader landscape.” Id. 
§ 12.14c.  
10 Flathead National Forest, Assessment, pt. 1, p. 3 (Apr. 2014), available at 
https://fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprd3796880.pdf. 
11 Flathead National Forest, Proposed Action—Revised Forest Plan, p. 3 (Mar. 2015), available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprd3831332.pdf.  
12 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(15) (emphasis added). 
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designate a new area or modify an existing area, then the responsible official may 
designate such area when approving the . . . plan revision.13 

To comply with this mandatory duty, it is critical that the assessment effectively evaluate the 
potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas. Unfortunately, some early 
assessments under the 2012 planning rule have failed to do so.14 To effectively evaluate the 
potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas, we recommend that the 
assessment identify and strive to answer the following questions:  

A. What areas of the forest outside of designated wilderness have roadless character 
(both inventoried and un-inventoried)?  

B. What ecosystem and habitat types exist across the forest, and what are their levels 
of protection within the forest and throughout the region? What types are least 
represented in designated areas?  

C. What unique features, values, or resources exist across the forest – including but 
not limited to the examples listed below – and what is their current status of 
protection? 
 Botanical, geological, historical, cultural, paleontological, recreational, scenic, 

aquatic, or zoological resources  
 Climate refugia, migratory corridors, rivers and streams, and other features 

that enhance species protection and habitat connectivity  
D. Has the forest conducted a systematic inventory of rivers eligible for inclusion in 

the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, and, if so, are there changed 
circumstances that warrant additional review? 

E. Do existing Research Natural Areas satisfy the objectives listed in Forest Service 
Manual 4063.02? 

F. What are the socio-economic factors relevant to protecting national forest lands 
through conservation designations (e.g., recreation trends, public sentiment, etc.)? 

This list of recommended questions is non-exclusive and is intended to focus the assessment on 
the relevant substantive and procedural requirements of the 2012 rule, the corresponding 
directives contained in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.12, and other federal laws and 
policies. Each of the questions is addressed in more detail below. Collectively, the answers to the 
questions, as informed by the best available science, demonstrate a potential need and 
opportunity for additional designated areas – including recommended wilderness and eligible 
wild and scenic rivers – on the Gila National Forest. This need and opportunity is consistent with 

                                            
13 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(v)-(vii). The 2012 rule defines “designated area” as “[a]n area or feature identified and 
managed to maintain its unique special character or purpose.” Id. § 219.19. The definition further explains that 
“[s]ome categories of designated areas may be designated only by statute and some categories may be established 
administratively in the land management planning process or by other administrative processes of the Federal 
executive branch.” Id. (listing examples of statutorily and administratively designated areas). 
14 See, e.g., Final Sierra National Forest Assessment at 199-221, available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5444580.pdf (describing existing designated areas, 
including their “existing conditions and future trends” and “contribution[s] . . . to “ecological, social or economic 
sustainability,” but not evaluating potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas); Sequoia National 
Forest Assessment at 201-219 (Dec. 2013), available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5444840.pdf (same).  
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the forest’s distinctive wilderness heritage and role and contribution as a vast, wild, and remote 
ecological stronghold. 

A. What areas of the forest outside of designated wilderness have roadless 
character?  

The Gila National Forest currently encompasses 789,385 acres of designated wilderness – more 
than any other national forest in the Southwest. Yet the forest also has significant unprotected 
and undeveloped acreage that may be suitable for additional protection through the forest 
planning process. For example, the Gila has 733,836 acres of Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) 
identified under the 2001 Roadless Area Conservation Rule, or approximately 22% of the 
forest.15 The forest also contains significant additional roadless lands outside IRAs that should be 
identified through the Chapter 70 wilderness inventory process. In total, there are likely over one 
million acres of potential wilderness-quality lands on the Gila.  

As described in more detail below, this vast undeveloped acreage presents a significant 
opportunity to recommend for wilderness or other conservation designations additional areas and 
to enhance the myriad ecological and social benefits associated with conservation of roadless 
lands. A robust assessment of the need and opportunity to further protect these roadless lands 
through conservation designations is a critical prerequisite to satisfaction of the Forest Service’s 
substantive obligations under the 2012 planning rule to provide for ecological integrity, species 
diversity, and social, economic, and ecological sustainability.16 As the Forest Service has 
recognized, such roadless areas “provide large, relatively undisturbed blocks of habitat for a 
variety of terrestrial and aquatic wildlife and plants, including hundreds of threatened, 
endangered, or sensitive species[,] . . . function as biological strongholds and refuges for a 
number of species, and . . . play a key role in maintaining native plant and animal communities 
and biological diversity.”17 

1. The Gila National Forest presents cross-boundary opportunities to protect 
regionally significant roadless areas. 

The Gila National Forest has a significant number of roadless areas located adjacent to other 
roadless public lands. These contiguous or proximal Forest Service and BLM roadless areas 
provide potential opportunities to protect larger roadless tracts that include lower and higher 
elevation lands and provide conduits for wildlife between those elevation gradients and 
ecosystem types. Figure 1 is a map depicting the location of IRAs on the Gila National Forest in 
relationship to IRAs on the adjacent/proximal national forests, adjacent/proximal BLM lands 
with wilderness characteristics, and designated and recommended wilderness areas.18 The map 
demonstrates that the lands within the Gila are important pieces in a larger network of wild lands 

                                            
15 66 Fed. Reg. 3244 (Jan. 12, 2001). 
16 See 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8-219.9. 
17 Roadless Area Conservation Rule, Final Environmental Impact Statement, Summary, at 17, available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/roaddocument/roadless/2001roadlessrule/finalruledocuments. 
18 Forest Service directives require inclusion in the wilderness inventory of unroaded acres that are contiguous to 
another forest’s or agency’s roadless or wilderness-quality lands. FSH 1909.12, ch. 70, § 71.21(2) (wilderness 
inventory to include areas of less than 5,000 acres that are “contiguous to an existing wilderness, primitive areas, 
administratively recommended wilderness, or wilderness inventories of other Federal ownership”). 
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throughout southwestern New Mexico and southeastern Arizona that includes the wild and 
remote Magdalena Ranger District of the Cibola National Forest, the largely roadless eastern 
portions of the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest (including the nearly 200,000-acre Blue 
Range Primitive Area, which was recommended as wilderness in 1971 and is managed to 
maintain its wilderness character), and a number of BLM Areas of Critical Environmental 
Concern and Wilderness Study Areas (see Figure 1). In its draft assessment, the Carson National 
Forest recently recognized similar cross-boundary conservation opportunities throughout 
northern New Mexico and southern Colorado:  

The Carson NF is located between the Rio Grande NF to the north and the Santa 
Fe NF to the south. The recently designated Rio Grande del Norte National 
Monument managed by BLM is located in the middle of the Carson NF. 
Collectively these lands along with State Trust and Tribal Lands and potentially 
some private lands are a part of the Upper Rio Grande Watershed and maintain an 
important ecological corridor for wildlife, plants, and water.19 

 

Enhancing these cross-boundary opportunities is the fact that the Gila National Forest has 
regionally significant wild areas. In 2000, Aplet et al. applied an index to map “wildness” across 
the contiguous United States. The index was based on aggregated values for six attributes: 
solitude, remoteness, uncontrolled processes, natural composition, unaltered structure, and 
pollution (Aplet et al. 2000). Although there are a number of wildness indices in the literature, 
Aplet’s index in particular enables a consistent comparison of wildness values across a region 
and the country, and highlights larger landscapes with wildness values and the potential to 
connect them. With respect to the region encompassing the Gila National Forest, Aplet’s index 
shows that the Gila contains some of the wildest areas in New Mexico and Arizona (see Figure 
2a). Focusing on the forest itself, Aplet’s index shows that a number of existing IRAs and other 
areas of the forest rank among the highest in terms of wildness value (see Figure 2b).  

In sum, with over one million acres of roadless lands – some of which are contiguous or 
proximal to other Forest Service or BLM wild lands – the Gila National Forest clearly has 
potential opportunity for additional wilderness and other designated areas. This opportunity is 
enhanced by the fact that the Gila National Forest contains lands that are wild relative to other 
places regionally and nationally. And it is consistent with the forest’s nationally-renowned 
wilderness heritage and distinctive role and contribution as a vast, wild, and remote ecological 
stronghold. 

2. Establishing additional designated areas to conserve undeveloped lands will help 
address current ecological needs relevant to biodiversity, connectivity, and 
climate change adaptation. 

Undeveloped natural lands provide numerous ecological benefits. They safeguard biodiversity, 
enhance ecosystem representation (see discussion below), facilitate connectivity (Loucks et al. 
2003; USDA Forest Service 2001; Crist et al. 2005; Wilcove 1990; The Wilderness Society 
2004; Strittholt and DellaSala 2001; DeVelice and Martin 2001), and provide high-quality or 
                                            
19 Carson National Forest, Draft Assessment Report of Ecological/Social/Economic Sustainability Conditions and 
Trends, at 421-22 (May 2015), available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprd3838333.pdf.  
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undisturbed water, soil, and air resources (Anderson et al. 2012; DellaSala et al. 2011). They 
also serve as ecological baselines to facilitate better understanding of our impacts to other 
landscapes (Arcese and Sinclair 1997).  

Forest Service roadless lands, in particular, are heralded for their conservation values. Those 
values are described at length in the preamble of the Roadless Area Conservation Rule (RACR)20 
and in the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) for the RACR.21 They include: high-
quality or undisturbed soil, water, and air; sources of public drinking water; diverse plant and 
animal communities; habitat for threatened, endangered, proposed, candidate, and sensitive 
species and for those species dependent on large, undisturbed areas of land; primitive, semi-
primitive non-motorized, and semi-primitive motorized classes of dispersed recreation; reference 
landscapes; natural appearing landscapes with high scenic quality; traditional cultural properties 
and sacred sites; and other locally identified unique characteristics (e.g., uncommon geological 
formations, unique wetland complexes, exceptional hunting and fishing opportunities).  

Numerous articles in the scientific literature similarly recognize the contribution of roadless and 
undeveloped lands to biodiversity, connectivity, and conservation reserve networks. For 
example, Loucks et al. (2003) examined the potential contributions of roadless areas to the 
conservation of biodiversity, and found that more than 25% of IRAs are located in globally or 
regionally outstanding ecoregions22 and that 77% of IRAs have the potential to conserve 
threatened, endangered, or imperiled species. Arcese and Sinclair (1997) highlighted the 
contribution that IRAs could make toward building a representative network of conservation 
reserves in the United States, finding that protecting those areas would expand eco-regional 
representation, increase the area of reserves at lower elevations, and increase the number of 
large, relatively undisturbed refugia for species. Crist et al. (2005) looked at the ecological value 
of roadless lands in the Northern Rockies and found that protection of national forest roadless 
areas, when added to existing federal conservation lands in the study area, would: (1) increase 
the representation of virtually all land cover types on conservation lands at both the regional and 
ecosystem scales, some by more than 100%; (2) help protect rare, species-rich, and often-

                                            
20 66 Fed. Reg. at 3245-47.  
21 Final Environmental Impact Statement, Vol. 1, 3–3 to 3–7, available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/roaddocument/roadless/2001roadlessrule/finalruledocuments.  
22 Loucks et al. utilized an ecosystem ranking system developed by Ricketts et al. (1999): 
 

Ricketts et al. (1999) classified the biological importance of each ecoregion based on species 
distribution, i.e., richness and endemism, rare ecological or evolutionary phenomena such as large-
scale migrations or extraordinary adaptive radiations, and global rarity of habitat type, e.g., 
Mediterranean-climate scrub habitats. They used species distribution data for seven taxonomic 
groups: birds, mammals, butterflies, amphibians, reptiles, land snails, and vascular plants (Ricketts 
et al. 1999). Each category was divided into four rankings: globally outstanding, high, medium, 
and low. The rankings for each of the four categories were combined to assign an overall 
biological ranking to each ecoregion. Ecoregions whose biodiversity features were equaled or 
surpassed in only a few areas around the world were termed "globally outstanding." To earn this 
ranking, an ecoregion had to be designated "globally outstanding" for at least one category. The 
second-highest category, or continentally important ecoregions, were termed "regionally 
outstanding," followed by "bioregionally outstanding" and "nationally important" (Ricketts et al. 
1999). 
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declining vegetation communities; and (3) connect conservation units to create bigger and more 
cohesive habitat “patches.” 

Roadless lands are also responsible for higher quality water and watersheds. Anderson et al. 
(2012) assessed the relationship of watershed condition and land management status, and found a 
strong spatial association between watershed health and protective designations. DellaSala et al. 
(2011) found that undeveloped and roadless watersheds are important for supplying downstream 
users with high-quality drinking water, and that developing those watersheds comes at 
significant costs associated with declining water quality and availability. The authors recommend 
a light-touch ecological footprint to sustain healthy watersheds and the many other values that 
derive from roadless areas.     

The Forest Service, National Park Service, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service recognize that 
protecting and connecting undeveloped areas is an important action agencies can take to enhance 
climate change adaptation. For example, the Forest Service National Roadmap for Responding to 
Climate Change establishes that increasing connectivity and reducing fragmentation are short- 
and long-term actions the agency should take to facilitate adaptation to climate change (USDA 
Forest Service 2011b). The National Park Service also identifies connectivity as a key factor for 
climate change adaptation, along with establishing “blocks of natural landscape large enough to 
be resilient to large-scale disturbances and long-term changes.” The agency states that “[t]he 
success of adaptation strategies will be enhanced by taking a broad approach that identifies 
connections and barriers across the landscape. Networks of protected areas within a larger mixed 
landscape can provide the highest level of resilience to climate change.”23 Similarly, the Climate 
Adaptation Strategy adopted by a partnership of governmental agencies including the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service calls for creating an ecologically connected network of conservation areas 
(National Fish, Wildlife and Plants Climate Adaptation Partnership 2012).24 The 2012 planning 
rule’s substantive ecological sustainability provision sanctions this reserve design and landscape 
connectivity approach, requiring the Forest Service to formulate “plan components, including 
standards and guidelines, to maintain or restore [the] structure, function, composition, and 

                                            
23 National Park Service, Climate Change Adaptation webpage, 
http://www.nps.gov/subjects/climatechange/adaptation.htm (last visited Sept. 8, 2015). See also USDOI National 
Park Service (2010) (Objective 6.3 of agency’s Climate Change Response Strategy is to “[c]ollaborate to develop 
cross-jurisdictional conservation plans to protect and restore connectivity and other landscape-scale components of 
resilience”). 
24 Relevant goals and strategies include:   

Goal 1: Conserve habitat to support healthy fish, wildlife, and plant populations and ecosystem functions in a 
changing climate.  

Strategy 1.1: Identify areas for an ecologically-connected network of terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, and 
marine conservation areas that are likely to be resilient to climate change and to support a broad range of -
fish, wildlife, and plants under changed conditions.  
Strategy 1.2: Secure appropriate conservation status on [high priority areas] to complete an ecologically-
connected network of public and private conservation areas that will be resilient to climate change and 
support a broad range of species under changed conditions.  
Strategy 1.4: Conserve, restore, and as appropriate and practicable, establish new ecological connections 
among conservation areas to facilitate fish, wildlife, and plant migration, range shifts, and other transitions 
caused by climate change.  
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connectivity” of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and watersheds, taking into account stressors 
such as climate change.25 

B. What ecosystem and habitat types exist across the forest, and what are their 
levels of protection within the forest and throughout the region? What types are 
least represented in designated areas?  

 
As described in more detail in Appendix 1, protection of diverse ecosystem and habitat types 
through wilderness and other designations is a cornerstone of regional, national, and international 
efforts to conserve biological diversity and ecological processes of natural ecosystems (Bertzky 
et al. 2012). For protected areas to conserve genetic, species, and community diversity – as well 
as the composition, structure, function, and evolutionary potential of natural systems – they must 
encompass the full variety of ecosystems (Olson and Dinerstein 1998; Margules and Pressey 
2000). Indeed, protecting ecosystem diversity is a central purpose of forest planning under the 
2012 planning rule:  
 

Plans will guide management of [National Forest System] land so that they are 
ecologically sustainable and contribute to social and economic sustainability; 
consist of ecosystems and watersheds with ecological integrity and diverse plant 
and animal communities; and have the capacity to provide people and 
communities with ecosystem services and multiple uses that provide a range of 
social, economic, and ecological benefits for the present and into the future.26 
 

To that end, a forest assessment’s evaluation of the potential need and opportunity for additional 
designated areas should consider whether there are “specific land types or ecosystems present in 
the plan area that are not currently represented or minimally represented.”27 That analysis of 
ecosystem representation in turn will help inform the Forest Service’s determination during the 
plan revision process whether to designate or recommend for designation additional areas.28 It 
will also assist the agency in satisfying its substantive planning mandates to provide for 
ecological sustainability and integrity and “the diversity of plant and animal communities and the 
persistence of native species.”29 

To provide the agency with what we believe to be the best available science on this issue, we 
conducted an analysis of ecosystem representation in the National Wilderness Preservation 
System (NWPS) at the national- and forest-level scales (Appendix 1; Dietz et al. 2015; Belote et 
al. 2015 (in press)). That analysis shows that the NWPS suffers from a significant under-
representation of many ecosystems. Relative to the Gila National Forest, our analysis shows that 
ecosystem representation on the federal and forest levels differ substantially. On the federal 

                                            
25 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(1). 
26 36 C.F.R. § 219.1(c) (emphasis added). 
27 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 14(4)(c). 
28 See, e.g., FSH 1909.12, ch. 70, § 72.1(4) (agency must “[e]valuate the degree to which [potential wilderness 
areas] may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical 
value,” which “may include[ r]are plant or animal communities or rare ecosystems”). 
29 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8-219.9; see also id. § 219.9(a)(2) (plans “must include plan components . . . to maintain or 
restore the diversity of ecosystems and habitat types”). 
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level, a majority of IRAs contain high proportions of under-represented ecosystem types, with 
those under-represented systems spanning over 95% of the forest. In contrast, under-represented 
ecosystems on the forest level cover approximately 17% of the forest. Nevertheless, even at the 
forest level, a number of IRAs contain significant proportions of under-represented ecosystem 
types.  
 
Some of the most severely under-represented ecosystems on the Gila are also some of the most 
common. For example, the most prevalent ecosystem on the forest, the Southern Rocky 
Mountain Ponderosa Pine Woodland, spans over 1.7 million acres. While approximately 25% of 
that acreage is protected in designated wilderness on the Gila, only 9% of that ecosystem is 
protected nationally in the NWPS. Four of the ten most prevalent ecosystems on the forest are 
under-represented on both the federal and forest levels.  
 
Overall, our ecosystem representation analysis and results (which are described in detail in 
Appendix 1) highlight a need and opportunity to conserve under-represented ecosystem types on 
the Gila National Forest. Consistent with the forest’s wilderness heritage, the plan revision 
process presents an important opportunity to begin to remedy the under-representation of certain 
ecosystems in the NWPS – most immediately through an assessment of the need and opportunity 
for additional designated areas that prioritize protection of ecosystem diversity.  
 

C. What unique or special features, values, or resources exist across the forest, and 
what is their current status of protection? 

The 2012 planning rule defines designated area as “[a]n area or feature identified and managed 
to maintain its unique special character or purpose.”30 Accordingly, to properly assess the need 
and opportunity for additional designated areas, the forest assessment must identify those areas 
and features with unique, special character and evaluate their current status of protection.  

In identifying and assessing unique and outstanding areas and features, the Forest Service should 
take a broad and inclusive approach. The Forest Service Manual addressing special recreation 
designations describes some of the potential types of special character that may warrant 
protective designation: areas with “scenic, geological, botanical, zoological, paleontological, 
archaeological, or other special characteristics or unique values” should be “protect[ed] and 
manage[d] for public use and enjoyment [as] special recreation areas.”31 Those six categories, 
however, are in no way an exhaustive list of the types of special features, values, or resources the 
Forest Service should identify in the assessment report, and special recreation designations are 
just one of a slate of potential designations that the agency should consider during the plan 
revision process.32 Thus, in addition to scenic, geological, botanical, zoological, paleontological, 
and archaeological resources, the Forest Service should consider historical and cultural 
(including tribal) resources, aquatic resources, other recreational or educational resources, and 
any other unique or special features, values, or resources across the forest.  
                                            
30 36 C.F.R. § 219.19. 
31 Forest Service Manual 2372.02. 
32 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(vii) (broad, non-discretionary duty to “[i]dentify existing designated areas other than 
[Wilderness and Wild and Scenic Rivers]” and “determine whether to recommend any additional areas for 
designation”); see also, e.g., FSH 1909.12, ch. 20, § 24 Exhibit 01 (providing a non-comprehensive list of “some 
types of designated areas that the Responsible Official may consider” during the forest plan revision). 
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The Forest Service’s assessment of areas and features with unique, special character should also 
consider climate refugia, migratory corridors, rivers and streams, and other features that enhance 
species protection and habitat connectivity. As described above, a robust, connected network of 
protected conservation lands is necessary to satisfy the 2012 planning rule’s substantive 
ecological integrity, sustainability, and diversity mandates.33 Particularly as climate change alters 
and makes more vulnerable ecological systems, habitats, and species composition and 
distribution, there is an acute need to conserve migratory corridors, replication and representation 
within protected areas, larger protected tracts, and more connections between them (Mawdsley et 
al. 2009). In this context, and given their numerous environmental and social benefits, the forest 
assessment should recognize the unique, special character of roadless and other undisturbed 
forest lands. 

In identifying areas and features with unique special character, the Forest Service should make 
sure to assess information on biodiversity and ecologically important areas, including corridors. 
For example, the assessment should include information from the New Mexico Statewide 
Natural Resources Assessment, which utilized a wide range of data inputs (biodiversity, 
development potential, economic potential, forest health, fragmentation, green infrastructure, 
water quality and supply, and wildfire risk) to identify through a collaborative process priority 
landscapes for restoration and resource management (EMNRD Forestry Division 2010). 
Modeled results for biodiversity, habitat fragmentation, “green infrastructure” (i.e., 
interconnected systems of natural areas managed for their ecological benefits), and other relevant 
resource-based indicators of ecological health and integrity generally identify the Gila National 
Forest as a high priority for protection. The resulting statewide strategy plan similarly identifies 
the Gila as a priority landscape for conservation, particularly for purposes of watershed and 
biodiversity protection and climate change mitigation and adaptation. 

The assessment should also include information from The Nature Conservancy’s (TNC) 
ecological assessment of the national forests in the southwestern region, which was designed to 
help the agency evaluate biological and ecological diversity in the forest planning process. TNC 
utilized four existing landscape-level ecological assessments to identify and summarize 
important biological values that exist on Region 3 forests (Vander Lee et al. 2004). One of the 
four assessments was TNC’s own eco-regional assessment process (Neely et al. 2001). That 
assessment identified the minimum set of areas (conservation areas) on the landscape necessary 
to maintain the biological diversity of the larger ecoregion (Vander Lee et al. 2004). Over one 
million acres of the Gila National Forest overlap with ten individual eco-regional conservation 
areas identified by TNC. While just over 50% of the conservation areas on the Gila are protected 
as wilderness and another approximately 24% are IRAs protected under the Roadless Area 
Conservation Rule, the remaining 25% lack any protective designation. This highlights a 
potential need and opportunity to designate additional areas to sustain ecosystem and species 
biodiversity on the forest and across the region. 

Consistent with the requirement under the 2012 planning rule that plans provide for sustainable 
recreation and opportunities to connect people with nature,34 the assessment should also include 
information from the Forest Service’s 2010 Framework for Sustainable Recreation when 

                                            
33 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8 – 219.9. 
34 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8(b)(2) & (6), 219.10(b)(i). 
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identifying special features, values, and resources. The framework highlights the importance of 
investing in special places and commits the agency to “evaluat[ing] other areas within the 
National Forest System that have outstanding recreational, scenic, historic, or other values of 
high attractiveness for designation and management as special areas” (USDA Forest Service 
2010a). More generally, the assessment of recreation settings, opportunities and access, and 
scenic character should be integrated into the assessment of the need and opportunity for 
additional designations.35 

More specifically, the Gila National Forest boasts a treasure trove of unique and special features, 
values, and resources including, among many others: 

 Recreation along the Gila River, both within the Wilderness and outside of it. The Gila 
Middle Box in particular is a very scenic kayaking and rafting area. The Gila Middle Box 
has also been identified by the Audubon Society as an Important Bird Area.  
 

 The Mogollon Box, or Upper Gila Box, immediately adjacent to the Gila River and 
Wilderness, is also identified as an Important Bird Area.  
 

 The Lower San Francisco River Canyon Wilderness Study Area and surrounding 
Inventoried Roadless Area boasts significant geological, scenic, cultural, and recreational 
values. 
 

 Mineral Creek offers exceptional geological resources that are unique to the Gila 
National Forest, including numerous slot canyons and historic mining sites. 
 

D. Has the forest conducted a systematic inventory of rivers eligible for inclusion in 
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, and, if so, are there changed 
circumstances that warrant additional review? 

Dam construction and other development along America’s rivers threaten fish and wildlife, 
natural habitats, and drinking water. To balance the widespread development of rivers across the 
country, Congress enacted the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act in 1968 to protect “free-flowing” 
rivers and streams with “outstandingly remarkable scenic, recreational, geologic, fish and 
wildlife, historic, cultural, or other similar values . . . for the benefit and enjoyment of present 
and future generations.”36 The Act permits Congress (or the Secretary of Interior, via application 
by a state governor and where the state has already protected the river under its laws) to 
designate qualifying river segments into the National Wild and Scenic River System, thereby 
affording permanent protection for their free-flowing nature and outstandingly remarkable 
values.37  
  
Federal land management agencies are required to identify and protect rivers that are “eligible” 
to be included in the National Wild and Scenic River System. A river is eligible if it is free-

                                            
35 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(9); Section V below. 
36 16 U.S.C. § 1271. 
37 16 U.S.C. §§ 1271, 1273(a), 1278, 1281, 1283(a). 
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flowing and has at least one river-related outstandingly remarkable value of national or regional 
significance.38 Under the 2012 planning rule, the Forest Service is required to evaluate eligibility 
as part of a forest plan revision: “the responsible official shall . . . [i]dentify the eligibility of 
rivers for inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, unless a systematic inventory 
has been previously completed and documented and there are no changed circumstances that 
warrant additional review.”39 As is the case on the Gila, earlier assessments of potential wild and 
scenic rivers generally lacked access to the now readily available data on river-related values and 
did not account for the impacts of climate change or other changed circumstances, warranting a 
second look at high-value streams on national forests and other federal public lands. Chapter 80 
of the planning directives provides detailed guidance on the required inventory of eligible rivers 
and interim management of those rivers to protect their outstandingly remarkable values and 
free-flowing nature.  
 
To prepare for the required inventory and evaluation of eligible river segments as part of the plan 
revision process, the assessment must “identify and evaluate . . . [e]xisting designated areas 
located in the plan area including . . . wild and scenic rivers and potential need and opportunity 
for additional designated areas.”40 The assessment also must include existing information on 
aquatic ecosystems, watersheds, water resources, climate change and other stressors and the 
ability of ecosystems to adapt to those stressors, imperiled species, benefits people obtain from 
the forest, and recreation settings, opportunities and access, and scenic character.41 This 
information necessarily will inform the required evaluation of the need and opportunity for 
additional eligible wild and scenic rivers.  
 
As part of identifying existing and the need and opportunity for additional eligible wild and 
scenic rivers, the assessment necessarily should describe previous eligibility evaluations. This 
includes identifying whether the forest has completed and documented a systematic inventory 
and, if so, any changed circumstances – both forest-wide and river-specific – that may warrant 
additional review.42 Changed circumstances may warrant additional review of previous 
eligibility and/or suitability determinations.43 “Changed circumstances are changes that have 
occurred to the river or the river corridor that have affected the outstandingly remarkable values” 
in either a positive or a negative way.44  
 

1. Changed circumstances warrant reevaluation of wild and scenic river eligibility on 
the Gila National Forest. 

 
Despite a number of beloved and ecologically vital rivers, there are no designated wild and 
scenic rivers on the Gila National Forest. As part of the 1986 forest planning process, the Forest 

                                            
38 16 U.S.C. §§ 1273(b), 1276(d); FSH 1909.12, ch. 80, § 82. 
39 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(vi). 
40 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(15). 
41 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(1)-(3), (5), (7) & (9). 
42 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(vi). 
43 FSH 1909.12, ch. 80, §§ 82.4, 83.11. 
44 FSH 1909.12, ch. 80, § 82.4. Section 82.4 of the Chapter 80 directives provides a non-exclusive list of examples 
that include listing or de-listing of a species, changes that make the river’s values more unique or common, events 
that enhance or diminish recreational opportunities, and commitments made through settlement agreement or appeal 
decisions.  
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Service considered whether to recommend for designation the San Francisco River and the main-
stem of the Gila River. While the relevant NEPA documents for that process used conflicting and 
imprecise terminology and criteria, the Regional Forester ultimately determined in the ROD that 
“the eligible portions of the Gila and San Francisco Rivers do not contain outstandingly 
remarkable characteristics that are required for designation under the authority of the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act or are already protected in wilderness” and declined to recommend any river 
segments.45 The agency specifically declined to consider recommending the segment of the Gila 
River located within designated wilderness because its “wild river characteristics are already 
preserved.”46  
 
In 1998 and again in 2002, the Forest Service conducted inventories of river segments on the 
Gila National Forest. Although the information obtained by NMWA through a request under the 
Freedom of Information Act (attached as Appendix 2) is difficult to piece together, it appears 
that the agency initially found fifteen eligible rivers, but later determined that only eight rivers 
are eligible.47 Those eight rivers – all of which are located partially or completely within 
designated wilderness – include: Holden Prong and Las Animas Creek; Main Diamond Creek, 
Middle Fork Gila River, Mimbres River, South Diamond Creek, Spruce Creek, West Fork Gila 
River, and White Water Creek.48 The agency then amended the 1986 forest plan in 2002 to 
provide interim management direction for protecting those eligible rivers’ outstandingly 
remarkable values and free-flowing nature, consistent with the Forest Service Handbook.49 As 
part of its 1998/2002 inventory efforts, the Forest Service declined to reevaluate the San 
Francisco and Gila rivers, concluding that those rivers had been found unsuitable as part of the 
1986 forest planning process. The agency did, however, recognize that “[s]uitability analysis for 
the Gila and San Francisco Rivers may be revisited during the [next] Gila Forest Plan 
Revision.”50  
 
Since the 2002 forest plan amendment and associated inventory efforts, the Gila National Forest 
and its rivers have faced a number of changed circumstances. Across the forest, climate change 
is impacting and will continue to impact rivers, water resources, and riparian ecosystems.51 
Given current and projected climate change impacts and the corresponding need for additional 
protection of aquatic resources, eligibility evaluations conducted fifteen years ago and suitability 
determinations made three decades ago must be revised forest-wide as part of the plan revision 
process.  
 

                                            
45 USDA Forest Service, Gila National Forest Plan, Record of Decision, at 2 (Nov. 21, 1986). 
46 USDA Forest Service, Gila National Forest Plan, Environmental Impact Statement, at 43-44, 99 (Sept. 1986). 
47 Compare Gila National Forest Supervisor, letter to District Rangers Re: Interim Protection for Candidate Wild 
and Scenic Rivers (Oct. 12, 1999), Enclosures 2-6 (attached in Appendix 2) (describing July 9, 1998 identification 
of fifteen eligible segments), with USDA Forest Service, Gila Forest Plan Amendment 9, Decision Notice and 
Finding of No Significant Impact, at 2 (Nov. 15, 2002) (eight eligible segments).  
48 See Summaries of Eligibility Analysis (Aug. 14, 2002) (attached in Appendix 2).  
49 USDA Forest Service, Gila Forest Plan Amendment 9 (2002). 
50 USDA Forest Service, Phase II WSR Assessment, at 1 (Aug.13-14, 2002) (attached in Appendix 2). 
51 As described elsewhere throughout this letter, the forest assessment must identify and evaluate this and other best 
available scientific information related to climate change stressors “and the ability of . . . aquatic ecosystems on the 
plan area to adapt to change.” See 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(a)(3), (b)(3). 
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Other changed circumstances include the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission’s 
proposal(s) to dam and divert the Gila River in the Turkey Creek area, which is immediately 
adjacent to the Gila Wilderness and within an Inventoried Roadless Area. Several other proposed 
dams and reservoirs would impact the Gila Middle Box, which is also an IRA and Audubon 
Society Important Bird Area. Both areas support a number of threatened and endangered species 
including Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, loach minnow, spike dace, 
and Gila trout. 
 
Given the changed circumstances and the ecological, scenic, and recreational importance of the 
Gila River, San Francisco River, Mineral Creek, Deep Creek, Negrito Creek, Pueblo Creek, East 
Fork Mimbres River (McKnight Canyon), Big Dry Creek, Sapillo Creek, and others, the Forest 
Service should conduct a systematic inventory of all rivers on the forest named on the standard 
U.S. Geological Survey 7.5 minute quadrangle map.52 In addition to reevaluating their eligibility 
pursuant to the Chapter 80 directives, the forest should consider these ecological and recreational 
lifelines for other special designations or management. 
 

2. Protecting free-flowing rivers and other aquatic resources will improve biodiversity, 
connectivity, and adaptation to climate change. 

 
As of December 2014, 12,709 miles of 208 rivers in 39 states are protected as part of the 
National Wild and Scenic River System – less than one-quarter of one percent of the nation’s 
rivers.53 Yet, as is the case on the Gila, water development projects continue to threaten our 
nation’s waterways. More than 75,000 large dams have modified about 17% of American 
rivers.54 More generally, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates that 70% of riparian 
habitat nationwide has been lost or altered due to human development.55 Dams and other 
artificial barriers alter the quantity and timing of a river’s flow, which can block fish migrations, 
destroy fish habitat, introduce non-native species, degrade nutrient cycles, disrupt food webs, and 
cause fish to cross-breed when competing for limited spawning sites (American Fisheries Society 
n.d.). Reduced water flows also damage river habitat, increase summer water temperatures, cut 
oxygen levels, and concentrate pollutants (American Fisheries Society n.d.). While healthy and 
interconnected rivers and streams are characterized by habitat and species diversity, degraded 
waterways are usually dominated by one type of habitat in a straight channel, lacking deep pools 
and in-stream habitat diversity created by fallen trees, logs, and boulders (Williams et al. 2012).  
 
Unsurprisingly, alteration and degradation of freshwater ecosystems and riparian areas have 
taken a corresponding toll on aquatic species. While 14 percent of bird species are at risk of 
extinction, 37 percent of native freshwater fish species in North America are at risk of extinction, 
along with 36 percent of amphibians (Williams et al. 2012). The modern extinction rate for 
freshwater fish species is conservatively estimated to be nearly 900 times greater than the rate 
found in the fossil record, with estimates that an additional 53-86 freshwater fish species may 

                                            
52 See FSH 1909.12, ch. 80, § 82.2. 
53 National Wild & Scenic Rivers System, About The WSR Act, http://www.rivers.gov/wsr-act.php (last visited July 
10, 2015).  
54 About The WSR Act, http://www rivers.gov/wsr-act.php. 
55 National Wild & Scenic Rivers System, River and Water Facts, http://www.rivers.gov/waterfacts.php (last visited 
July 10, 2015). 
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become extinct by 2050 (Burkhead 2012). The Forest Service Southwest Regional Office has 
identified a number of sensitive fish, amphibian, and snail species on the Gila National Forest 
that depend on healthy river and riparian habitat. These species include the lowland leopard frog, 
desert sucker, Sonora sucker, Rio Grande sucker, headwater chub, roundtail chub, Rio Grande 
cutthroat trout, and a number of snails.56 
 
Healthy rivers also benefit terrestrial species and ecosystems. Native shrubs and trees along 
streams provides shade, nesting and roosting habitats for birds, as well as food and thermal 
refuge areas for deer and other wildlife (Williams et al. 2012) . Plants help foster insects, which 
become food for fish, birds and other species. Plant life along a river acts as a filter to clean the 
water of silt, nutrients and pollutants (Williams et al. 2012). Healthy rivers and riparian areas 
provide corridors for wildlife to move from one area to another, increasing their chance of 
survival.   
 
Climate change has placed dams and alterations to free-flowing rivers in a new light. Dams and 
diversions cause changes to riparian habitats that reduce the natural ability of fish and other 
species to adapt to climate change (Stein et al. 2014).  
 
There is a need and opportunity for additional eligible wild and scenic rivers on the Gila National 
Forest. Despite its numerous ecologically and socially vital waterways, the forest lacks any 
designated wild and scenic rivers. The nation’s first designated wilderness, the Gila, is also home 
to the first wilderness river. Yet, the Gila River has been subjected to several proposed dams and 
diversions since the 1970s, including the current proposals by the New Mexico Interstate Stream 
Commission. The National Park Service’s Nationwide Rivers Inventory has twice found 255 
miles of the Gila River to possess a number of outstandingly remarkable values, including 
scenic, recreational, fish, wildlife, and cultural.57 The report describes the river as “unique 
because of the tremendous diversity of wildlife species found in the area” and having the 
“[r]ichest avifauna of any riparian system in NM.” The same report found 104 miles of the San 
Francisco River to possess outstandingly remarkable scenic, recreation, cultural, fish, and other 
values.  
 

E. Do existing Research Natural Areas satisfy the objectives listed in Forest Service 
Manual 4063.02? 

A Research Natural Area (RNA) is “[a] physical or biological unit in which current natural 
conditions are maintained insofar as possible . . . by allowing natural physical and biological 
processes to prevail without human intervention.”58 RNAs should be “large enough to provide 
essentially unmodified conditions within their interiors . . . and to protect the ecological 
processes, features, and/or qualities for which the [RNAs] were established.”59 As Forest Service 
Manual 4063.1 explains, “[l]andscape-scale [RNAs] that incorporate several ecosystem elements 

                                            
56 USDA Forest Service, Southwest Region, Sensitive Species (2013), 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/fsbdev3 021328.pdf (last visited Sept. 2, 2015).  
57 National Park Service, Nationwide Rivers Inventory: New Mexico Segments, 
http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca/nri/states/nm html (last visited September 2, 2015).  
58 Forest Service Manual (FSM) 4063.05. 
59 FSM 4063.1. 
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are ideal, where feasible.” Collectively, RNAs comprise “a national network of ecological areas 
designated in perpetuity for research and education and/or to maintain biological diversity.”60  

Forest Service Manual 4063.02 enumerates eight objectives for establishing RNAs: 

 Maintain a wide spectrum of high quality representative areas that represent the major 
forms of variability . . . that, in combination, form a national network of ecological 
areas for research, education, and maintenance of biological diversity 

 Preserve and maintain genetic diversity 
 Protect against human-caused environmental disruptions 
 Serve as reference areas for the study of natural ecological processes including 

disturbance 
 Provide onsite and extension educational activities 
 Serve as a baseline area for measuring long-term ecological changes 
 Serve as control areas for comparing results from manipulative research 
 Monitor effects of resource management techniques and practices 

As described above and highlighted by these objectives, a robust, connected network of 
protected natural areas that represent the full spectrum of ecosystem and habitat types is critical 
to conserving biological diversity and enhancing climate change adaptation. Such a network is 
especially important for purposes of scientific observation and study in light of anticipated 
alternations in vegetation and species types and distributions related to climate change. 

Accordingly, to properly assess the need and opportunity for additional RNAs, the forest 
assessment should evaluate whether the size, distribution, and representation of its one 
designated and four proposed RNAs satisfy each of the objectives enumerated in Forest Service 
Manual 4063.02.61 In doing so, the Forest Service should pay particular attention to: the need for 
and adequacy of connectivity between existing RNAs; how or whether those RNAs fit into a 
larger network of protected lands and corridors; and whether the RNAs encompass entire small 
drainages,62 exist or could be extended to a landscape scale,63 and are large enough to continue to 
represent the identified ecosystem(s) even with anticipated climate change effects. In addition, 
the Forest Service should compare its RNA network to state natural resource assessment priority 
areas and biodiversity data to identify potential deficiencies, and share that information in the 
assessment.   
 
 

                                            
60 FSM 4063. 
61 The 1986 Gila Forest Plan identified the 402-acre Gila River RNA, as well as four candidate RNAs (Rabbit Trap, 
297 acres; Turkey Creek, 1335 acres; Agua Fria, 350 acres; and Largo Mesa, 300 acres) that presumably have never 
been designated. The plan also identified several other areas to be inventoried and evaluated as potential RNA 
candidates.  
62 FSM 4063.2 (“Where possible, select entire small drainages because they maintain interrelationships of terrestrial 
and aquatic systems.”). 
63 FSM 4063.1. (“Landscape-scale Research Natural Areas that incorporate several ecosystem elements are ideal, 
where feasible”). 



22 
 

F. What are the socio-economic factors relevant to protecting national forest lands 
through conservation designations (e.g., recreation trends, public sentiment, 
etc.)? 

In addition to their ecological values, areas protected through conservation-oriented designations, 
including wilderness, contribute to social and economic well-being. A proper assessment of the 
need and opportunity for additional designated areas must identify and evaluate these benefits. In 
particular, the assessment should consider recent trends in recreation, public opinion and values, 
and the economic contributions associated with wilderness and other conservation designations. 
A robust assessment of those benefits is a necessary prerequisite to satisfaction of the Forest 
Service’s substantive planning mandate to provide for social and economic sustainability, 
including sustainable recreation, ecosystem services, and opportunities to connect people with 
nature.64 

1. Public opinion shows a need for additional wilderness. 

Surveys consistently show that Americans value wilderness and generally favor the designation 
of additional wilderness. For instance, 

 In Chapter 7 of Cordell’s Multiple Values of Wilderness (2005), Schuster et al. addressed 
the social values of wilderness by looking at survey results at the national, regional, and 
state levels. They found that: (a) overall there is consensus across groups within the 
American population that there is not enough wilderness, regardless of how the data are 
stratified; (b) residents generally support designating more wilderness in their respective 
states; and (c) Americans are willing to make unspecified monetary tradeoffs to gain 
additional wilderness.  
 

 As of 2006-2007, more than two-thirds of American citizens (67%) nationally supported 
the designation of additional wilderness in their home state (Cordell 2008b).65 
 

 As of 2001, the majority of Americans felt that the current percentage of the National 
Forest System designated as wilderness was not enough (Scott 2003).66 
 

 Over half of Americans (almost 51%) indicated there is not enough wilderness, while 
only 4% expressed the opinion that there is too much (Cordell 2008b).67 
 

                                            
64 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(b). 
65 When asked how they felt about designating more of the federal lands as wilderness in their home state, 67% of 
National Survey on Recreation and the Environment (NSRE) respondents indicated they somewhat or strongly favor 
more.  
66 Question: “Currently, 18% of the land in the United States’ national forests is permanently protected from logging 
and other development. Do you think the U.S. has too much permanently protected areas in the national forests, not 
enough protected areas in the national forest, or the right amount of permanently protected areas in the national 
forests, or aren’t you sure about that?” N=1,000 likely voters. 
67 NSRE respondents were asked their opinions about whether they saw the amount of federal land now designated 
as wilderness as too little, about right, or too much. Over half in 2006-2007 (almost 51%) indicated there is not 
enough wilderness, and 35% indicated the amount is about right. Only 4% expressed the opinion that there is 
already too much.  
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 Americans are willing to accept higher costs for electricity, gasoline, and other consumer 
products to have more wilderness lands designated and to have higher quality air over 
and near wilderness (Scott 2003). 

 
Specific to New Mexico,  
 

 Over half of New Mexicans believe that there is not enough designated wilderness in 
their state. Only 5 percent of New Mexicans indicated they felt there was too much land 
designated as wilderness (Scott 2003).68 
 

 The results from Colorado College’s 2015 Conservation in the West poll found that New 
Mexico voters across the political spectrum view their state’s public lands and 
environment as a top reason for living there. Of voters surveyed, 85% – the highest of 
any of the six western states surveyed – see protecting and conserving natural areas for 
future generations as a very important priority for public lands, and another 75% see 
protecting and conserving wildlife habitat as a very important priority (Colorado College 
2015). 
 

 Colorado College’s 2012 Conservation in the West poll found that an overwhelming 
majority of New Mexicans (85%) identify national parks, forests, monuments, and 
wildlife areas as an essential part of the state’s economy, and 80% believe that we can 
protect land and water and have a strong economy at the same time (Colorado College 
2012). 

 
2. Wilderness in New Mexico is under-represented compared to other states. 

New Mexico comparatively has less designated wilderness than other western states. The 
assessment should consider the following statistics in evaluating the need and opportunity for 
additional designated areas:  
 

 Nationally, designated wilderness represents just over 18% of all National Forest System 
acres. In Region 3, designated wilderness represents about 13% of all National Forest 
System acres. For wilderness acres in the region to achieve the national average would 
require the addition of about one million acres.  
 

 Only 2% – or 1,650,596 acres – of New Mexico’s total land base is protected as federally 
designated wilderness by all federal land management agencies, the smallest amount 
among the eleven western states. 

 
3. Participation in outdoor, nature-based recreation is steady or on the rise. 

 
Recreational surveys show that Americans are participating in increasing numbers in recreational 
pursuits that natural areas such as wilderness provide. According to Cordell (2008b), both the 
                                            
68 A 2002 study asked residents of New Mexico if there is enough designated wilderness in their home state. Results 
show 57% of residents feel that there is “not enough;” that is, there is “too little” wilderness in their state. Only 5% 
of New Mexicans indicated they felt there was too much land designated as wilderness. 
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total number of Americans and the total number of days annually in which we participate in 
nature-based recreation have grown since 1994. For example, viewing, photographing, and 
studying nature (e.g., wildlife and birds), have grown strongly, while primitive camping and 
backpacking days increased 12% and 24%, respectively, between 2000 and 2008 (Cordell 
2008b).  

In addition, a significant percentage of Americans participate in outdoor recreation. For instance,  

 Across the country, an estimated 35% of Americans, both urban and rural residents, 
participated in birding between 2004 and 2007 (Cordell 2008c). 
 

 More than 90 million U.S. residents participated in some form of wildlife-related 
recreation in 2011. Participation is up three percent from five years earlier: the number of 
Americans who hunted or fished rose from 33.9 million in 2006 to 37.4 million in 2011. 
27 million freshwater anglers logged an average of 16 days of fishing each in 2011 
(USDOI Fish & Wildlife Service and USDOC Census Bureau 2011). 
 

 Americans take between 16 and 35 million trips to wilderness each year on their own or 
with a guide to hike, backpack, camp, climb mountains, ride horses, ski, raft, canoe, take 
pictures, view wildlife, or stargaze (Cordell 2005).  
 

 Water paddling sports are popular in the United States, with 10.3 million people 
participating in kayaking and 3.7 million people participating in rafting – about six 
percent of the population (Outdoor Foundation 2013). According to National Visitor Use 
Monitoring data, about three percent of National Forest visitors participate in non-
motorized water sports.  

 
Specific to New Mexico and the southwest region, recent surveys demonstrate that New 
Mexicans are very active in the outdoors:  

 Over half of New Mexico voters (56%) surveyed in 2015 for Colorado College’s 
Conservation in the West poll reported visiting their public lands at least six times in the 
past year, and 57% identified the state’s healthy, outdoor lifestyle as one of the primary 
reasons they have decided to live and stay there (Colorado College 2015). 
 

 43% of New Mexicans report day hiking, 27% report primitive camping, and 17% report 
backpacking, compared to 33%, 16%, and 11% of Americans that report conducting 
those activities nationally (Cordell 2004). 
 

 In 2012, 50% of New Mexico voters reported that they are regular hikers or campers, and 
more than one-third engage in other outdoor activities such as bird watching or 
boating. 41% identify themselves as a hunter or angler (Colorado College 2012). 
 

 Two-thirds (67%) of New Mexicans plan to visit a national park in the next year 
(Colorado College 2012). 
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 Despite their high level of outdoor activity, 87% of New Mexico voters say children not 
spending enough time outdoors is a serious problem (Colorado College 2012). 

Specific to the Gila National Forest, the forest’s National Visitor Use Monitoring Report (USDA 
Forest Service 2015, Table 13) cites the three most popular recreational activities as 
hiking/walking (17% main activity; 53% participation), fishing (14% main activity; 18% 
participation), and viewing natural features (13% main activity, 65% participation). This 
compares to less than 1% of visitors who reported off-road vehicle riding as their main activity 
(6% reported participation). 

4. Wilderness visitation is predicted to continue growing. 
 

 The number of days Americans visited wilderness and other primitive areas increased 
12% between 2000 and 2008. The number of participants visiting a wilderness area 
increased 3% in the same time period (Cordell 2008a). 
 

 Bowker predicts that population growth in expanding cities in the West and Southwest in 
particular will result in increased use in wildernesses in the vicinity (Bowker et al. 2006).  
 

 It can also be expected that population increases in the communities adjacent to national 
forests will occur because of their attractiveness in terms of the availability of quality 
outdoor recreation experiences, clean air and water, and a natural setting (USDA Forest 
Service 2005). 
 

5. Economic benefits of protected public lands. 

Based on a wealth of existing, scientifically validated research, the general rule is that there is a 
neutral-to-positive relationship between the presence and extent of wilderness, wild and scenic 
rivers, and other protected areas on one hand, and the economic performance of local economies 
and economic benefits available to nearby residents on the other (see Appendix 3). Here are a 
few examples from this body of research:  

 Protected lands such as wilderness are vital economic assets to the western communities 
that are prospering the most (Rasker et al. 2004). 

 From 1970 to 2010, western non-metro counties with more than 30% of their land base in 
federal protected status increased jobs by 345%. As the share of federal lands in protected 
status goes down, the rate of job growth declines as well. Non-metro counties with no 
protected federal land increased jobs by 83% over the same time period (Headwaters 
Economics 2012). 

 Protected public lands play an important role in stimulating local economic growth – 
especially when combined with access to markets and an educated workforce – and are 
associated with some of the fastest growing communities in the West (Rasker 2006; 
Rasker et al. 2009). 
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 Wilderness designation enhances nearby private property values (Phillips 2004). 

 Wilderness and conservation lands are associated with rapid population, income, and 
employment growth relative to non-wilderness counties (Lorah and Southwick 2003; 
Lewis, Hunt, and Plantinga 2002). 

 There is no evidence of job losses associated with wilderness, or that counties more 
dependent on logging, mining, or oil and gas development suffered job losses as a result 
of wilderness designation in 250 non-urban counties in the Rocky Mountains (Duffy-
Deno 1998).  

 More than 1.1 million jobs are created nationally through spending on fishing and 
watersports (Southwick Associates 2012).  

 
 Property values have either remained stable or increased after wild and scenic river 

designations (USDOI National Park Service 2001). 
 

 The Rogue River in Josephine County, Oregon generates at least $30 million a year in 
total economic output related to rafting, boating, fishing, and hiking, including $15.4 
million in personal income and 445 full-time and part-time jobs (ECONorthwest 2009). 
Visitors to the Wild and Scenic section of the Rogue River accounted for three-quarters 
of all lodging guests in the county during the summer and fall seasons. 

 
 Improvements to a river’s flow can increase the tourism value of the area. In a study of 

the Cache la Poudre River in northern Colorado, the level of fishing and white-water use 
– and tourists’ willingness to pay for that use – rose and fell depending upon the level of 
river flow (USDOI National Park Service 2001). 

 
On a more local scale, a number of studies, tools, and assessments reflect similar economic 
benefits associated with protected areas on the Gila National Forest and throughout New Mexico. 
For example: 

 A 2006 study found that the total annual value of retaining the wilderness character 
associated with IRAs in New Mexico ranges up to $42 million for maintenance of water 
quality, $24 million for carbon sequestration, $26 million for outdoor recreation, $14 
million for passive uses, and $1.4 million in enhanced property values. Annual 
community effects range up to 938 jobs and $23 million in personal income (Berrens et 
al. 2006). 

 A 2007 socioeconomic assessment of the Gila National Forest found that the forest 
contributes directly or indirectly an estimated 3,376 jobs and $63.9 million to local 
economies, with recreational and visitor spending by far the largest source of activity, 
contributing about 75% of the jobs and 80% of the labor income associated with the 
forest (Reynis 2007). 
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Headwaters Economics’ Economic Profile System Human Dimensions Toolkit (EPS-HDT) 
provides an easy-to-digest and comprehensive look at the economic situation in and around the 
Gila National Forest. As explained on Headwaters Economics’ website: 

EPS-HDT is a free, easy-to-use software application that runs in Excel, from your 
desktop, and produces detailed socioeconomic reports of communities, counties, 
states, and regions, including custom aggregations and comparisons. EPS-HDT 
uses published statistics from federal data sources, including the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis and Bureau of the Census, U.S. Department of Commerce; 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor; and others. 

EPS-HDT can produce 14 separate reports for each county in and around the Gila National 
Forest and for the region (Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, and Sierra counties aggregated) on a variety of 
relevant topics such as long-term economic trends, demographics, amenities, land use, non-labor 
income, development and wildfire, and payments in lieu of taxes. We have included those 
reports for the four aggregated counties in Appendix 4 to illustrate the utility of this application. 

The reports show, for example, that: 

 Approximately 55% of the land across the four counties is under federal ownership, 
including nearly 30% Forest Service, while lands under private ownership comprise only 
about 31%. Of those federal public lands, about 15% are “Type A” (National Parks, 
wilderness, National Conservation Areas, National Monuments, Research Natural Areas, 
Areas of Critical Environmental Concern, etc.), with relatively high levels of protection 
and restrictions on extractive and other uses; about 17% are “Type B” (Wilderness Study 
Areas and IRAs); and the remaining 68% are “Type C” (general forest matrix and BLM 
lands). The percentage of Type A federal lands across the United States (40.3%) is over 
2.7 times that across the four counties (14.7%). The report explains that certain Type A 
lands, such as National Parks and wilderness, “have been shown to be associated with 
above average economic growth.”69   
 

 As of 2013, tourism was responsible for nearly 20% of total private employment across 
the four counties, while mining including oil and gas was responsible for 12.1%, 
agriculture for 5.6%, and timber for only 0.3%. The proportion of employment associated 
with tourism has remained relatively stagnant since 1998.70  
 

 Collectively, the four counties received approximately $8.5 million in federal land 
payments in fiscal year 2014, with 40.4% of that total coming from Forest Service 
payments and 74.4% of that total distributed to the county governments.71 

More information on the application as well as free downloads are available at 
http://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/eps-hdt.   

                                            
69 Appendix 4, EPS-HDT, Profile of Public Land Amenities & Summary Profile for Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, and 
Sierra Counties. 
70 Appendix 4, EPS-HDT, Profile of Industries that Include Travel & Tourism for Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, Sierra, 
and Socorro Counties. 
71 Appendix 4, EPS-HDT, Profile of Federal Land Payments for Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, and Sierra Counties. 
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IV. Transportation Infrastructure  

The 2012 planning rule requires assessments to address forest infrastructure, including 
“recreational facilities and transportation and utility corridors.”72 As the Forest Service directives 
governing the assessment recognize, “[i]nfrastructure within the plan area can have a substantial 
impact on social, cultural, economic, and ecological conditions both within the plan area and in 
the broader landscape.”73 Given the extensive and decaying nature of the Forest Service road 
system and its significant aggregate impacts on landscape connectivity, ecological integrity, 
water quality, species viability and diversity, and other forest resources and ecosystem services, a 
robust assessment of transportation infrastructure is necessary to ensure the forest plan revision 
complies with the relevant substantive provisions of the 2012 planning rule and other regulatory 
requirements. To provide necessary context for the Forest Service’s assessment of transportation 
infrastructure, those legal obligations are described briefly below. 

To address the Forest Service’s unsustainable and deteriorating road system, “subpart A” of the 
Travel Management Rule, 36 C.F.R. part 212, is designed to shrink the size of the system. It 
requires each forest to conduct “a science-based roads analysis,” generally referred to as a “travel 
analysis process” or “TAP.”74 Based on that analysis, forests must “identify the minimum road 
system needed for safe and efficient travel and for administration, utilization, and protection of 
National Forest System lands.”75 Forests must then “identify the roads . . . that are no longer 
needed to meet forest resource management objectives and that, therefore, should be 
decommissioned or considered for other uses, such as for trails.”76 With forest plans determining 
the framework for integrated resource management, the plan revision is the appropriate place to 
ensure that the requirements of subpart A are satisfied and to establish direction for achieving a 
sustainable minimum road system. 

The substantive ecological integrity and ecological and fiscal sustainability provisions of the 
2012 planning rule complement and reinforce the requirements of subpart A. For example, forest 
plans must include standards and guidelines that maintain or restore healthy aquatic and 
terrestrial ecosystems, watersheds, and riparian areas, and air, water, and soil quality, taking into 
account climate change and other stressors.77 Plans also must implement national best 
management practices (BMPs) for water quality; ensure social and economic sustainability, 
including sustainable recreation and access and opportunities to connect people with nature; and 

                                            
72 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(11). 
73 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.13. 
74 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1); see also Memorandum from Joel Holtrop to Regional Foresters et al. re Travel 
Management, Implementation of 36 CFR, Part 212, Subpart A (Nov. 10, 2010); Memorandum from Leslie Weldon 
to Regional Foresters et al. re Travel Management, Implementation of 36 CFR, Part 212, Subpart A (Mar. 29, 2012); 
Memorandum from Leslie Weldon to Regional Foresters et al. re Travel Management Implementation (Dec. 17, 
2013) (outlining expectations related to travel analysis reports). 
75 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1) (further defining the minimum road system as that “determined to be needed [1] to meet 
resource and other management objectives adopted in the relevant land and resource management plan . . . , [2] to 
meet applicable statutory and regulatory requirements, [3] to reflect long-term funding expectations, [and 4] to 
ensure that the identified system minimizes adverse environmental impacts associated with road construction, 
reconstruction, decommissioning, and maintenance”). 
76 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(2). 
77 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(1)-(3). 
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provide for “[a]ppropriate placement and sustainable management of infrastructure.”78 As 
documented in more detail below and in the literature review attached as Appendix 5, the 
adverse environmental and fiscal impacts associated with existing transportation infrastructure 
(e.g., erosion, compaction, sedimentation and impairment of water quality, fragmentation of 
wildlife habitat, interference with feeding, breeding, and nesting, spread of invasive species) 
directly implicate these substantive requirements.  

To provide the information necessary to satisfy the legal obligations described above, we 
recommend that the assessment identify and strive to answer the following questions, each of 
which is addressed in more detail below:   

A. What transportation infrastructure exists on the forest? 
B. What is the physical condition of the existing transportation infrastructure? 
C. What is the annual maintenance revenue and cost, and what are the current and 

predicted maintenance needs and backlog over the life of the plan? 
D. How climate resilient is the transportation system?  
E. What is the minimum road system pursuant to 36 C.F.R. part 212, subpart A, and 

what is the deviation between the minimum road system and the current road 
system?  

F. Does the current transportation system provide sustainable access and 
opportunities to connect people with nature? 

G. What effects does the transportation system have on the ecological integrity of 
aquatic and terrestrial systems? For example: 
1. What are the motorized route densities across the forest, and where do 

they exceed accepted scientific thresholds for aquatic and terrestrial 
integrity? 

2. What are the impacts of transportation infrastructure on watershed 
conditions across the forest, as identified by the “Roads and Trails” 
indicator of the Forest Service’s Watershed Condition Framework and 
other information sources? 

3. How many miles of roads are connected by direct surface flow to streams, 
and how many road/stream crossings exist?  

4. What percent of the current transportation infrastructure system is meeting 
required BMPs for water quality, and what is the effectiveness of the 
BMPs? 

5. Are there Clean Water Act section 303(d) impaired streams or stream 
segments on the forest where the cause of impairment is sediment and/or 
temperature attributable at least in part to roads? 

6. How significantly is the transportation system contributing to the spread of 
invasive species? 

7. How much is the current transportation system impairing species 
migration and ecological integrity at a landscape scale, and could 
modification of the system contribute to landscape-scale restoration? 

                                            
78 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8(a)(4), 219.8(b), 219.10(a)(3). 
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For each question, the agency should identify the best available scientific studies and reports that 
document the relevant condition, costs, benefits, and needs of the transportation system.79 
Principal sources of information for the Gila National Forest include, but are in no way limited 
to, the forest’s Travel Analysis Process Report and appendices (2009, revised 2010) and 2014 
Travel Management Plan, including the environmental impact statement, record of decision, and 
associated specialist reports addressing resources such as aquatics, recreation, wilderness, 
invasive species, roads, watershed, soils, wildlife, and socio-economics. 

As described below, the best available scientific information shows that the over-sized and 
deteriorating transportation system on the Gila National Forest has significant adverse ecological 
and fiscal impacts. This information highlights an acute need for the forest plan revision to 
comprehensively address and provide management direction aimed at making the road system 
considerably more sustainable – both ecologically and fiscally – and resilient to climate change 
stressors. 

A. What transportation infrastructure exists on the forest? 

Understanding the baseline system of transportation infrastructure is a necessary first step in a 
robust assessment of forest infrastructure – and eventual compliance with the Forest Service’s 
legal obligation to provide for a well-maintained system of needed roads that is fiscally and 
environmentally sustainable and provides for safe and consistent access for the utilization and 
protection of the forest. Accordingly, the forest assessment should first identify existing 
infrastructure.80 Given their significant ecological impacts, it is critical that the assessment 
identify all motorized routes. This includes not just miles of Maintenance Level (ML) 1-5 system 
roads, but also motorized trails, and non-system and temporary roads. The assessment should 
also identify non-motorized trails, as well as which motorized routes are open to the public and 
which are reserved for permit or administrative use.  

According to the forest’s 2010 Travel Analysis Process Report (TAP), the Gila’s road system 
consists of 5,822 miles, 4,663 of which are categorized as ML2-5 roads open to public use, 572 
miles of which are closed ML1 roads, and another 587 miles of which have been 
decommissioned.81 The forest also encompasses another 1,760 miles of roads under other 
jurisdiction (state, county, private, National Park Service, or Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest). 
Due to an error in data transfer from the Forest Service’s prior Travel Information System (TIS) 
to its current INFRA database, the Gila National Forest has categorized a significant number of 
illegal, user-created routes as ML2 roads.82 The agency has claimed it is unable to identify which 
ML2 roads were user-created. Yet staff at the Upper Gila Watershed Coalition were able to 
identify those routes – totaling approximately 1,340 miles – with relative ease by cross-
referencing a spreadsheet of the forest’s 1999 TIS roads database with roads listed in Appendix 
L of the 2010 TAP (the forest’s recommended road system). The table depicting the results of 

                                            
79 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.3. 
80 See FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.6(1) (Assessment “should identify and evaluate available information such as [t]he 
location and condition of infrastructure within the plan area . . . includ[ing] the forest road system [and] recreational 
infrastructure . . . . This information is for basic understanding of the role of infrastructure in the plan area . . . .”). 
81 Gila National Forest, Travel Analysis Process, at 10 (May 2010 (revised)) (“Gila TAP”). 
82 Gila TAP, at 9-10; Gila National Forest, Travel Management Rule Implementation for Gila National Forest: 
Roads Report for the Final Environmental Impact Statement, at 1 (Aug. 2013) (“Roads Report”). 
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that exercise is attached as Table 1, and was also submitted as an attachment to the Upper Gila 
Watershed Alliance et al.’s comments on the Draft EIS for the forest’s 2014 Travel Management 
Plan (TMP) and July 28, 2014 appeal of that TMP.  

Since the TAP, the Gila National Forest adjusted its road system figures. The 2013 roads 
specialist report for the TMP identifies 5,144 miles of system roads, including 4,613 of ML2-5 
roads open to public use, and another 2,217 miles of roads under other jurisdiction within or 
accessing the forest.83 The 2014 TMP designates 3,657 total open system roads, 3,334 miles of 
which are open to the public and depicted on the forest’s Motor Vehicle Use Map, and another 
324 miles of which are for administrative use or use by written authorization.84  

As of the 2010 TAP, there was no complete inventory of the Gila National Forest’s trail system, 
which was estimated at approximately 1,459 miles, including 1,444 miles designed for non-
motorized uses and 14 miles designed for all-terrain vehicle use.85 According to the 2013 
recreation specialist report for the TMP, the forest includes approximately 1,609 miles of non-
motorized trails – 873 miles of which are located within the forest’s three wilderness areas – and 
16 miles of motorized off-road vehicle trails.86 The TMP decision, however, added 163 miles to 
the motorized trail system through additions of previously unauthorized routes and conversion of 
ML1 roads.87 

B. What is the physical condition of the existing transportation infrastructure?  

After identifying existing transportation infrastructure, the forest assessment should evaluate the 
physical condition of that infrastructure.88 The physical condition of forest roads has important 
implications for the fiscal and ecological sustainability of the system. Inadequately maintained 
roads are more likely to fail, causing corresponding damage to aquatic and other ecological 
systems, endangering public safety, and requiring additional funds to remediate damage and 
hazardous conditions. Particularly given the general state of disrepair of much of the National 
Forest road system and anticipated climate change stressors, understanding the baseline physical 
condition of the system is necessary to ensure the plan revision ultimately provides for an 
ecologically and fiscally sustainable transportation system.89 Accordingly, the assessment should 
identify, for example, the percentage of the system that is: (1) maintained to standard annually; 
(2) in urgent need of work; (3) operating below objective maintenance level; and (4) with 
adequately performing BMPs in place. 

                                            
83 Roads Report, at 5. 
84 Roads Report, at 11. 
85 Gila TAP, at 11. 
86 Gila National Forest, Travel Management: Recreation Report, at 4 (Nov. 2013) (“Recreation Report”). 
87 Gila National Forest, Final EIS for Travel Management, ch. 2, at 26, Table 8 (June 2014) (“TMP FEIS”). 
88 See FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.6(1) (assessment “should identify and evaluate available information such as [t]he 
location and condition of infrastructure . . . includ[ing] the forest road system” (emphasis added)). 
89 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.1(g) (plan components generally must be “within . . . the fiscal capability of the unit”); id. § 
219.8 (plans must provide for ecological, social, and economic sustainability); 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1) (minimum 
road system must “reflect long-term funding expectations” and “minimize[] adverse environmental impacts”); FSH 
1909.12, ch. 20, § 23.23l (plan components for roads and trails infrastructure “must be within the fiscal capability of 
the planning unit”). 
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Between 2006 and 2009, the Gila National Forest was able to maintain only about 10% of its 
roads annually.90 That annual maintenance was generally limited to “basic custodial 
maintenance” such as grading and ditch maintenance on about 500 miles of roads, but “[t]he 
majority of those miles are not maintained fully, i.e., correcting all deficiencies to ensure the 
road and all its appurtenances are functioning properly.” While the forest’s Roads Report does 
not identify the percentage of the system that is maintained to standard annually, in urgent need 
of work, operating below objective maintenance level, or with adequately performing BMPs in 
place, it estimates a significant deferred maintenance backlog of $272,265,429 and 
acknowledges that “[c]ontinued deferral of non-critical maintenance will normally result in 
critical deferred maintenance.” The assessment should expand on this and include existing 
information about the physical condition of the forest’s transportation system and the practical 
results of the massive maintenance backlog. 

C. What is the annual maintenance revenue and cost, and what are the current and 
predicted maintenance needs and backlog over the life of the plan? 

As described above, the Forest Service must provide for the fiscal sustainability of its 
transportation network. With the significant maintenance needs associated with the Forest 
Service’s vast and decaying road system, understanding the maintenance budget for the system is 
a prerequisite to ensuring fiscal sustainability. Accordingly, Forest Service directives require that 
the assessment include “[i]nformation about the sustainability of the infrastructure, including 
planning unit’s fiscal capability to maintain existing infrastructure and the current backlog of 
infrastructure maintenance.”91 More specifically, the assessment should identify annual 
maintenance revenue and cost, as well as the current and predicted maintenance backlog over the 
life of the plan.   

Nationally, the 371,480-mile National Forest road system suffers an extraordinary maintenance 
backlog of nearly $3 billion.92 The story on the Gila National Forest is similar. As of 2013, the 
forest estimated its deferred road maintenance costs at $272,265,429.93 Between 2006 and 2009, 
the forest’s average annual road maintenance budget of just over $1 million was enough to 
maintain only about 10% of the system annually (just over 500 miles), with average annual 
maintenance costs estimated at over $5.1 million. “If the Forest were to use its entire road 
maintenance budget for on the ground maintenance activities, the Forest would be able to fully 
maintain approximately 21 percent of its existing system.” However, those funds are also used to 
pay for salary, supplies, equipment maintenance, and other support services, leaving 
“approximately $0.56 million which the Gila uses to accomplish basic custodial maintenance on 
approximately 10 percent of its roads” annually. Moreover, “road maintenance budgets are 
forecasted to decline in the foreseeable future thereby making it extremely difficult to provide 
basic custodial maintenance.” These findings are consistent with those in the 2010 TAP, which 
concludes that, even if the forest is able to implement opportunities and recommendations for 

                                            
90 Roads Report, at 7-8, 13. 
91 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.6(4). 
92 USDA, Forest Service, National Forest System Statistics FY 2014, 
http://www.aocweb.org/aoc/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=TMmqEF6Ew5M%3D&portalid=0 (last visited Sept. 2, 
2015).  
93 Roads Report, at 7-10. 
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shrinking the size and reducing costs of its road system, it could maintain only about 25% of that 
system.94 

The Forest Service also suffers from a serious trail maintenance deficit and backlog. In 2012, the 
Government Accountability Office published a report in which it estimated the value of the 
Forest Service’s national trail maintenance backlog to be $314 million, excluding an additional 
$210 million deficit for annual maintenance, capital improvements, and operations (Government 
Accountability Office 2013). The report estimated that nationally only about 25% of trails meet 
agency standards and cautioned that “[t]rails not maintained to the Forest Service’s standards 
have a range of negative effects, including inhibiting trail use and posing potential safety 
hazards, harming natural resources, and adding to agency costs.” We have been unable to locate 
information on the trail maintenance backlog for the Gila National Forest, and the assessment 
should include that information. 

D. How climate resilient is the transportation system?  

Climate change generally intensifies the adverse impacts associated with roads. In particular, the 
warming climate is expected to lead to more extreme weather events, resulting in increased flood 
severity, more frequent landslides, altered hydrographs, and changes in erosion and 
sedimentation rates and delivery processes.95 As the Council on Environmental Quality’s draft 
guidance on climate change recognizes, 

Climate change can increase the vulnerability of a resource, ecosystem, human 
community, or structure, which would then be more susceptible to climate change 
and other effects and result in a proposed action’s effects being more 
environmentally damaging. For example, a proposed action may require water 
from a stream that has diminishing quantities of available water because of 
decreased snow pack in the mountains, or add heat to a water body that is exposed 
to increasing atmospheric temperatures. Such considerations are squarely within 
the realm of NEPA, informing decisions on whether to proceed with and how to 
design the proposed action so as to minimize impacts on the environment, as well 
as informing possible adaptation measures to address these impacts, ultimately 
enabling the selection of smarter, more resilient actions.96 

Many national forest roads were not designed to current engineering standards (or, in some 
cases, any engineering standards), making them particularly vulnerable to climate-induced 
hydrologic shifts. That vulnerability is further exacerbated by the deteriorating physical 
condition of the system and significant maintenance backlog, as described above. Moreover, 
even those roads designed to current engineering standards and hydrologic conditions may fail 
under future weather scenarios, further intensifying adverse ecological impacts, public safety 
concerns, and maintenance needs (USDA Forest Service 2010b). 

Given these stressors, the forest assessment should address the extent to which the existing 
transportation system is designed to accommodate projected hydrologic changes resulting from 
                                            
94 See Gila TAP, at 19-20, Appx. M. 
95 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 9-14. 
96 79 Fed. Reg. 77,802, 77,828-29 (Dec. 24, 2014). 
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climate change. To the extent the system is not designed to accommodate projected climate 
changes, the assessment should describe implications of the status quo to sustainable access and 
ecological integrity of aquatic and terrestrial systems, and describe what changes are required to 
adapt the system.  

Neither the 2010 TAP nor the 2014 TMP address the extent to which the existing transportation 
system is designed to accommodate climate stressors. Among other impacts, a 2010 Region 3 
climate change report predicts more extreme weather events resulting in “changes in the 
composition and diversity of desired ecosystems; destruction of habitat; timber loss; increasing 
damage to infrastructure such as trails, facilities, and roads; and loss of recreation opportunities” 
(USDA Forest Service 2010c). The report goes on to describe how “[h]eavy rains and higher 
flood levels can affect maintenance and structural integrity of built infrastructure and slow 
progress towards improvements,” as well as threaten aquatic and riparian ecosystems. It 
recommends that national forests “[p]lan for extreme [weather] events” and “[a]ssess and 
maintain infrastructure that could be affected by flooding (dams, bridges, roads, culverts).” 
While the TMP FEIS provides only a high-level, generalized discussion of anticipated climate 
change impacts, it concludes that “[f]orest management activities should strive for promoting 
resilience and resistance of natural resources to climate change.”97 The assessment should 
identify information addressing the extent to which the existing transportation system is designed 
to accommodate climate stressors and opportunities to adapt the system to be more resilient to 
those stressors.  

E. What is the minimum road system pursuant to 36 C.F.R. part 212, subpart A, 
and what is the deviation between the minimum road system and the current 
road system?  

As described above, each national forest is required to identify “the minimum road system 
needed for safe and efficient travel and for administration, utilization, and protection of National 
Forest System lands.”98 With forest plans determining the framework for integrated resource 
management, the plan revision is the appropriate place to ensure that the forest has an identified 
minimum road system to carry out the revised plan’s goals and objectives, and to provide 
direction for achieving that system. Accordingly, the assessment should identify the minimum 
road system pursuant to subpart A and the deviation between that system and the current road 
system.  

The Gila’s 2010 TAP recommended a minimum road system comprised of 3,331 miles open to 
all vehicle types; 275 miles available for administrative use or by written authorization; 980 
miles closed to all vehicle types; and 121 miles converted to motorized trails.99 These figures are 
generally consistent with the system identified in the 2014 TMP: 3,657 total open system roads, 
3,334 miles of which are open to the public on the forest’s Motor Vehicle Use Map and another 
324 miles of which are for administrative use or use by written authorization.100 To the extent 

                                            
97 See TMP FEIS, at 170-72. 
98 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1). 
99 Gila TAP, at 19, Appx. L. 
100 Roads Report, at 11. Importantly, the requirements of subpart A are separate and distinct from those of the 2005 
Travel Management Rule, codified at subpart B of 36 C.F.R. part 212, which addresses off-highway vehicle use and 
corresponding resource damage pursuant to Executive Orders 11644 and 11989. The 2014 TMP was designed to 
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there remains a deviation between the forest’s recommended minimum road system and the 
current road system, the assessment should identify that deviation.   

The Gila TAP’s identification of a recommended minimum road system is an important step in 
achieving compliance with 36 C.F.R. part 212, subpart A. However, to comply with the directive 
memorandum issued by the Forest Service Chief’s Office, the Gila National Forest also must 
identify a list of roads “likely not needed for future use” and display those roads on a map by 
September 30, 2015.101 Appendix O to the 2010 TAP identifies “potential roads for 
decommissioning,” which presumably correspond with roads likely not needed for future use.102 
The forest is obligated to clarify the extent to which that is the case by the end of the fiscal year 
and to depict those likely unneeded roads on a map. The assessment should include the list and 
map of likely unneeded roads, which should provide a valuable blueprint for a sustainable road 
system that should be identified through the forest plan revision and implemented over the life of 
the revised plan.  

F. Does the current transportation system provide sustainable access and 
opportunities to connect people with nature? 

Well-sited and maintained transportation infrastructure can provide important services to society, 
including access for the utilization, enjoyment, and protection of forest resources. To that end, 
the 2012 planning rule requires forest plans to provide for social and economic sustainability, 
including sustainable recreation and access, and integrated resource management for multiple use 
considering “[a]ppropriate placement and sustainable management of infrastructure, such as 
recreational facilities and transportation and utility corridors,” and “[o]pportunities to connect 
people with nature.”103 

To comply with those mandates, the forest assessment should evaluate whether and how the 
current transportation system provides sustainable access.104 Measures of sustainable access 
include the extent to which system routes: (1) are adequately managed and maintained; (2) are 
sited – and designated for specific uses and time of year – so that they do not interfere with 
important conservation resources or cause unnecessary conflict with other uses; (3) fulfill the 
access needs identified in the revised plan, and (4) connect people to nature. 

The Gila National Forest’s niche is “Experience the Wild:” 

                                                                                                                                             
satisfy the forest’s obligations under subpart B. While the TMP should be consistent with TAP recommendations, it 
does not satisfy the agency’s obligations under subpart A to identify and implement a sustainable minimum road 
system, which necessarily includes the decommissioning and physical removal of unneeded roads.  
101 Memorandum from Leslie Weldon to Regional Foresters et al. re Travel Management Implementation (Dec. 17, 
2013). 
102 The 143-page spreadsheet in Appendix O does not provide the total mileage of the road segments (the vast 
majority of which are fractions of a mile) identified for decommissioning. The TAP update and assessment should 
provide that information.  
103 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8(b), 219.10(a)(3) & (a)(10). 
104 See FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, §§ 13.4(1)(d)-(e), 13.6(7) (assessment “should identify and evaluate . . . [t]he 
infrastructure’s contribution to social and economic sustainability,” including “[t]he nature, extent, and condition of 
trails, roads, facilities, and other transportation . . . infrastructure to provide recreational access” and “[t]he 
opportunities within the plan area to foster greater connection between people and nature through education, 
experience, recreation, and stewardship”). 
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From wilderness to western heritage, visitors to the Gila NF have the opportunity 
to “find themselves” in the wildness of the forest. The essence of the Gila is the 
freedom to explore vast expanses of backcountry. Heritage and cultural 
connections allow local communities, Native Americans, and recreationists to 
establish long-term bonds with the forest. Traditional gathering of forest products 
and hunting bring visitors from near and far. Rivers and lakes, uncommon in the 
Southwest, provide relief from heat across the forest.105 

Reflecting that niche, 2011 National Visitor Use Monitoring (NVUM) data for the forest reflects 
that hiking/walking (21%) and hunting (20%) are by far the most prevalent recreational 
activities, followed by viewing natural features (12%) and driving for pleasure (12%).106 NVUM 
data shows that, collectively, non-motorized activities account for between 53 and 76 percent of 
recreation, while motorized activities account for between 26 and 50 percent. According to the 
forest’s 2013 recreation specialist report, “[m]any non-motorized activities . . . depend on 
motorized routes to access areas in which to perform these primary activities. These same non-
motorized activities, however, are among the most susceptible to the detrimental impacts of 
noise, emissions, and use conflicts associated with the addition of unauthorized motorized 
routes.”107 The report also recognizes that “[u]se conflict often can be ‘asymmetrical’ in that one 
user group is generally more impacted by conflict than the other,” with conflicts between off-
highway vehicle use and non-motorized users as the most commonly reported. The report 
concludes that the forest “should provide access for both motorized and non-motorized users in a 
manner that is environmentally sustainable over the long term.” 

According to the Gila’s 2010 TAP, there is a disconnect between transportation system access 
needs and available funding that cannot be overcome: “Designating a road system that matches 
available funding levels by closing roads will not meet the access needs for public and 
administrative purposes.”108 The TAP does not specifically identify the extent to which the 
current system provides sustainable access – particularly given the forest’s massive maintenance 
backlog. Under the 2014 TMP, the designated transportation system provides access to the 
primary recreational facilities on the forest (27 developed campgrounds, 7 picnic sites, 42 
trailheads, and 3 public shooting ranges), and implementation of that system is expected to 
reduce user conflicts.109 

G. What effects does the transportation system have on the ecological integrity of 
aquatic and terrestrial systems?  

The 2012 planning rule requires that plans provide for the ecological integrity of aquatic and 
terrestrial ecosystems and watersheds, including maintaining or restoring their structure, 
function, composition, and connectivity, while taking into account factors such as climate change 
and other stressors, the broader landscape beyond the plan area, and opportunities for landscape-

                                            
105 Recreation Report, at 11. 
106 Recreation Report, at 7. 
107 Recreation Report, at 12-14. 
108 Gila TAP, at 20. 
109 TMP FEIS, ch. 3, at 65 (explaining that, “[w]hen a user’s expectation of what they will experience [is] aligned 
with the opportunities provided, that user’s satisfaction is increased and conflict between users has the potential to 
be reduced”). 
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scale restoration.110 To provide the information necessary to satisfy this substantive mandate, the 
forest assessment should evaluate impacts of the transportation system on the ecological integrity 
of the forest’s aquatic and terrestrial systems.111 The following questions are designed to assist 
the forest in that endeavor: 

1. What are the motorized route densities across the forest, and where do they 
exceed accepted scientific thresholds for aquatic and terrestrial integrity? 

The best available science shows that road density is one of the most important metrics of the 
ecological effects of roads on important watersheds, migratory corridors and other critical 
wildlife habitat, and other forest resources. Indeed, there is a direct correlation between road 
density and various markers for species abundance and viability, and adopting road density 
thresholds is one of the most effective strategies for achieving an ecologically sustainable road 
system.112 Accordingly, Forest Service directives identify road density as one of the “[k]ey 
ecosystem characteristics [that] provide a mechanism for assessing status of ecosystem 
conditions regarding ecological integrity.”113 Because the ecological impacts associated with 
roads and motorized travel are not limited to open system roads, density thresholds should apply 
to all motorized forest routes, including closed, non-system, and temporary roads, and motorized 
trails.114 Thus, the forest assessment should describe motorized route densities across the forest 
and identify where they exceed accepted scientific thresholds for aquatic and terrestrial integrity. 

The Gila’s 2010 TAP calculated open, existing road densities by watershed to be “used as an 
indicator of the system’s general potential to impact water quality or modify the surface 
hydrology of an area,” “to estimate the magnitude of disturbance that roads may be having on a 
watershed in conjunction with other land management activities,” and to assess impacts to 
wildlife.115 Open road densities within 5th HUC watersheds located entirely within the Gila 
National Forest ranged from 0.03 to 1.52 miles/mile2, while those densities exceeded 2 
miles/mile2 in 7 out of 207 6th HUC watersheds.116 Unfortunately, those calculations excluded 
closed, non-system, and temporary roads, and motorized trails. Recognizing the role of roads in 
“dividing an area of relatively continuous habitat into smaller, disconnected parcels,” with 
associated declines in habitat quality and species movement, the TAP also calculated open road 
density by section to better assess impacts to wildlife, including listed species.117 Open road 
densities by section varied widely, from less than 1 to nearly 6 miles/mile2.  

The 2014 TMP calculated the density of all motorized system routes for each alternative across 
the entire forest, excluding wilderness, research natural areas, and other areas closed to off-
highway vehicles.118 Under the preferred/selected Alternative G, the density of system routes is 
                                            
110 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(1). 
111 See FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.6(6) (assessment “should identify and evaluate available information such as . . . 
[t]he impacts of infrastructure on ecological integrity and species diversity”). 
112 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 7-9 & Att. 2 (summarizing best available science on road density thresholds for fish and 
wildlife); see also USDA Forest Service (2011). 
113 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 12.13 & Exhibit 01. 
114 Appx. 4, Lit. Review Att. 2. 
115 Gila TAP, at 11-13. 
116 Gila TAP, at 12-13, Appx. H & I. 
117 Gila TAP, at 13 & Appx. J. 
118 TMP FEIS, ch. 3, at 240. 
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approximately 0.77 mile/mile2 – representing a 0.02 mile/mile2 increase over the no action 
alternative route density of 0.75 mile/mile2. Recognizing the “strong negative relationship 
between wolves and increased road densities,” the forest’s wildlife specialist report also utilized 
route density as an indicator to analyze impacts of the TMP on Mexican Gray Wolves.119 
According to that analysis, open route densities in about half of the forest’s 5th HUC watersheds 
exceed the established scientific threshold of approximately 1 mile/mile2 above which large, 
established wolf populations generally suffer displacement or avoidance impacts.120  

2. What are the impacts of transportation infrastructure on watershed 
conditions across the forest, as identified by the “Roads and Trails” indicator 
of the Forest Service’s Watershed Condition Framework and other 
information sources? 

The Forest Service’s Watershed Condition Framework characterizes the health and condition of 
national forest watersheds as Class 1: Properly Functioning, Class 2: Functioning at Risk, or 
Class 3: Impaired, based on a set of twelve condition indicators (USDA Forest Service 2011a). 
Indicator #6 is the condition of forest roads and trails and provides an important measure of the 
effects of the transportation system on the ecological integrity of aquatic systems. The indicator 
is based on four roads- and trails-related attributes: open road density; road maintenance; 
proximity to water; and mass wasting. The map attached as Figure 3 depicts those conditions on 
the Gila National Forest.121 The map shows that the majority of the forest’s watersheds (about 
59%) are in fair condition/functioning at risk as a result of transportation infrastructure. Only 
about 27% of watersheds in the more remote portions of the forest are functioning properly, 
while about 14% of watersheds are in poor condition as a result of roads and trails. The 
assessment should include this information, as well as any other information relevant to 
watershed conditions associated with transportation infrastructure.  

3. How many miles of roads are connected by direct surface flow to streams, 
and how many road/stream crossings exist?  

As described above, the planning rule establishes a Forest Service obligation to provide for the 
ecological integrity of aquatic systems. In addition to route density (discussed above), 
scientifically credible, landscape-scale measures of risk to aquatic integrity include miles of road 
connected by direct surface flow to streams and the number of road/stream crossings by sub-
watershed.122 Accordingly, the assessment should report on these two metrics. The data related to 
system roads should be retrieved relatively easily through a GIS query. If necessary, road miles 
within 300 feet of streams and riparian areas can serve as a proxy for miles of road connected by 
direct surface flow to streams.123 

                                            
119 Gila National Forest, Travel Management: Wildlife Report and Biological Evaluation, at 35, 167- 170 (Dec. 
2013) (“Wildlife Report”). 
120 Wildlife Report, at 167-170; Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 8. 
121 The relevant data can be found at http://www.fs.fed.us/publications/watershed/excel WCC attribute info.xlsx. 
122 See USDA Forest Service (2012a); Gucinski et al. (2000); Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 4.  
123 The Watershed Condition Framework uses this approach. See USDA Forest Service (2011a). 
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Under the Gila’s 2014 TMP, there are 242 miles of motorized system routes within 300 feet of 
perennial, intermittent, and ephemeral rivers and streams; 788 system road-perennial/intermittent 
stream crossings; and 6,636 system road/ephemeral stream crossings.124  

The Gila’s 2010 TAP also developed a “stream buffer” “coarse filter” to prioritize roads for 
further evaluation that may be impacting stream systems with important forest resources.125 
“Priority 1” roads are those within 250 feet of a “Class 1” stream, which contain threatened or 
endangered aquatic species, critical habitat, or habitat specified in recovery plans; are listed as an 
Impaired Surface Water under section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act; are located upstream or 
within the same drainage as streams with rare or valuable resources; and/or are located upstream 
or within the same drainage as a public water supply source, as identified by the New Mexico 
Environment Department. “Priority 2” roads are those within 250 feet of a “Class 2” stream, 
which include main/large tributaries leading into Class 1 reaches and/or fish-bearing perennial 
streams. The TAP assumed that the 250-foot buffer served as a proxy for direct surface flow to 
the relevant stream segments because “there is a high likelihood that road drainage structures, or 
lack thereof, may feed sediment-laden runoff directly into the stream system.” The TAP 
identified 485 ML2-5 roads as Priority 1 and/or 2. 

To the degree that the Forest Service has information on non-system roads, the assessment 
should also attempt to describe the impacts to aquatic resources from non-system roads. These 
include temporary roads (which the Forest Service should be tracking), unauthorized roads, and 
legal roads under other jurisdiction.   

4. What percent of the current transportation infrastructure system is meeting 
required BMPs for water quality, and what is the effectiveness of the BMPs? 

In addition to providing for the ecological integrity and protection of aquatic systems and water 
resources, the 2012 planning rule requires that plans implement national best management 
practices for water quality.126 The Forest Service identified national “core” BMPs in a 2012 
technical guide that also establishes expectations for monitoring and reporting into a national 
database (USDA Forest Service 2012b). The national BMPs for road management activities are 
designed “to avoid, minimize, or mitigate adverse effects to soil, water quality, and instream 
riparian resources” and include general, non-prescriptive practices for eleven categories of road 
management activities (USDA Forest Service 2012b). For example, unnecessary roads should be 
converted to trails or decommissioned entirely using hydrologically stable practices. Roads 
impacting water quality should be prioritized for maintenance. Stream crossings should be 
limited in number to the fewest necessary. And temporary roads should be decommissioned upon 
completion of their project use. Forests are to develop and implement site-specific prescriptions 
to achieve compliance with the national core BMPs, as well as any applicable regional, state, or 
local BMPs.  

The forest assessment should identify existing water-quality BMPs applicable to road 
management activities and the percent of the current transportation system that is meeting those 

                                            
124 TMP FEIS, ch. 3, at 236-238. 
125 Gila TAP, at 13-14 & Appx. K. 
126 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(4). 
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BMPs, and report on the effectiveness of the existing BMPs.127 This information will help 
identify the impacts of the forest transportation system on water quality and ecological health, 
and provide important baseline information for establishing plan components that customize and 
implement the national BMPs and they relate to the forest’s transportation infrastructure.  

5. Are there Clean Water Act section 303(d) impaired streams or stream 
segments on the forest where the cause of impairment is sediment and/or 
temperature attributable at least in part to roads? 

Forest roads have significant impacts on water quality, particularly sediment loads and water 
temperatures.128 Under section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act, states are required to identify 
“impaired waters” that are failing to meet applicable water quality standards and designated uses, 
and develop maximum amounts of pollutants (“total maximum daily loads”) that those impaired 
waters can receive and still meet water quality standards.129 Sediment is one of the primary 
causes of impairment for 303(d) listed waters.130 Given the importance of water quality as a 
measure of ecosystem health and integrity, forest assessments should identify any 303(d) 
impaired streams or stream segments whose cause of impairment is sedimentation and/or 
temperature attributable at least in part to forest roads. This information is necessary to ensure 
that the plan revision ultimately “maintain[s] or restore[s] . . . water quality” and complies with 
the Clean Water Act.131 

According to the State of New Mexico’s 2012-2014 list of impaired waters, there are at least 17 
impaired stream segments within or adjacent to the Gila National Forest whose probable causes 
of impairment include sediment or temperature that may be attributable in part to the forest’s 
transportation infrastructure.132 Under the Gila’s 2014 TMP, approximately 21 miles of system 
routes are located within 300 feet of impaired streams, and there are 62 crossings of impaired 
streams.133  

6. How significantly is the transportation system contributing to the spread of 
invasive species? 

As part of its overarching ecosystem integrity goal, the 2012 planning rule specifically requires 
protection of “the persistence of native species.”134 The spread of invasive species, however, 
poses a primary threat to the persistence of native species and the overall integrity of aquatic and 
                                            
127 As part of a two-year monitoring phase-in period for the national BMP program, some forests have recently 
reported on BMP implementation and effectiveness. See, e.g., Mount Hood National Forest, Water Quality Best 
Management Practices (BMP) Monitoring Report Fiscal Year 2013 (Aug. 2014), available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/stelprd3813091.pdf.  
128 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 2-4 (citing Forest Service science concluding that roads contribute more sediment to 
streams than any other land management activity (Gucinski et al. 2000)). 
129 33 U.S.C. § 1313(d). 
130 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, National Summary of Impaired Waters and TMDL Information, 
http://iaspub.epa.gov/tmdl waters10/attains nation cy.control?p report type=T#causes 303d (last visited Aug. 11, 
2015).  
131 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(2)(iii). 
132 Gila National Forest, Implementation of the Travel Management Rule Gila National Forest: 6th Code Watershed, 
Soils, and Aquatics Cumulative Effects Analysis Report, Appx. J. at 202-205 (Apr. 2013). 
133 TMP FEIS, ch. 3 at 239. 
134 36 C.F.R. § 219.9. 
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terrestrial ecosystems. Indeed, in 2004, then Chief Dale Bosworth identified invasive species as 
one of the four primary threats facing our national forests.135 By facilitating increased human 
intrusion into sensitive areas and species dispersal, motorized routes are the primary mechanism 
for spreading invasive species – which the Forest Service estimates infest an additional 4,600 
acres in the western United States each day.136 Accordingly, the forest assessment should 
describe how, where, and to what degree the transportation system (system and non-system) is 
contributing to the spread of invasive species. 

The Gila’s 2013 Invasive Species Specialist Report warns that invasive species “threaten native 
populations by altering habitat, affecting diversity, providing the risk for genetic alteration, 
changing distribution patterns of native species and threatening overall ecosystem balance and 
health,” and prescribes that “‘the best way to address harm from invasive species is to prevent 
their introduction.’”137 The report further explains that “[i]t is well known that vehicle travel can 
have a very serious impact on invasive plant species dispersal, establishment and spread.”138  

The assessment should include any existing information documenting the impact of the forest 
transportation system on the spread of invasive species. For example, pursuant to the Gila’s 
Noxious Weed Management Program, the forest has since 1999 conducted “continual unofficial 
inventories” to detect and control invasive weed infestations, and it conducted a forest-wide 
inventory in 1997 aimed at 12 target species in high-risk areas along primary forest roads.139 The 
assessment should include the results of those inventories, as well as any other relevant 
information from local, state, regional, or national invasive species initiatives. 

7. How much is the current transportation system impairing species migration 
and ecological integrity at a landscape scale, and could modification of the 
system contribute to landscape-scale restoration? 

As a warming climate alters species distribution and forces shifts in wildlife migration, landscape 
connectivity is increasingly critical to species survival and the ability of ecosystems to adapt.140 
Yet one of the most significant impacts of the forest transportation system is to fragment wildlife 

                                            
135 USDA Forest Service, Four Threats, http://www fs fed.us/projects/four-threats/ (last visited Aug. 11, 2015). In 
announcing the Four Threats, Chief Bosworth stated, “Public lands—especially federal lands—have become the last 
refuge for endangered species—the last place where they can find the habitat they need to survive. If invasives take 
over, these imperiled animals and plants will have nowhere else to go.” See also USDA Forest Service (2004) 
(describing strategies for controlling and managing the spread of invasive species).  
136 Forest Service video “Dangerous Travelers,” mins. 2:07 & 3:57, 
http://www.fs.fed.us/invasivespecies/prevention/dangeroustravelers.shtml (last visited Sept. 2, 2015); see also Appx. 
4, Lit. Review at 7, 10, 12. 
137 Gila National Forest, Implementation of the Travel Management Rule: Invasive Species Specialist Report, at 1 
(Dec. 2013) (“Invasive Species Report”) (quoting Environmental Law Institute’s 2010 Status and Trends in State 
Invasive Species Policy). 
138 Invasive Species Report, at 5 (citing studies documenting seed dispersal capabilities of motorized vehicles 
travelling on and off-road). 
139 Invasive Species Report, at 4, 8. 
140 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 9-14; see also Section III(A)(2) above (agency climate change strategies addressing 
connectivity). 
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habitat (terrestrial and aquatic), thereby altering species distribution, interfering with life 
functions such as feeding, breeding, and nesting, and resulting in loss of biodiversity.141  

Recognizing these threats, the 2012 planning rule requires that plan components “maintain or 
restore the structure, function, composition, and connectivity” of terrestrial, riparian, and aquatic 
ecosystems, taking into account climate change stressors and “opportunities for landscape scale 
restoration,” and “provide for the diversity of plant and animal communities.”142 To provide the 
information necessary to address those substantive mandates during the plan revision process, 
the forest assessment should provide information on where and how the transportation system 
impedes landscape-scale fish or wildlife migration (e.g., where infrastructure such as culverts is 
impeding fish movement), and impairs terrestrial, riparian, or aquatic ecosystem integrity. 
Conversely, the assessment should also describe how modifications to the transportation system 
might provide opportunities for landscape-scale restoration. For instance, by removing unneeded 
routes in strategic locations (e.g., inventoried roadless areas, critical habitat, priority watersheds) 
and adequately storm-proofing needed routes (e.g., relocating roads away from water bodies, and 
resizing or removing culverts), the Forest Service can reduce landscape-scale fragmentation, 
better enable landscape-scale processes such as floods, protect and restore aquatic and terrestrial 
habitats and habitat connections, and increase resilience.143  

Aside from the road and route density calculations described above, neither the 2010 TAP nor 
the 2014 TMP include a detailed assessment of landscape-scale ecological effects. Any relevant 
information addressing landscape-scale ecological impacts and opportunities for restoration 
should be included in the assessment. 
 
 
 
V. Recreation 

The 2012 planning rule requires forest assessments to address “[r]ecreation settings, 
opportunities, and access, and scenic character,” as well as forest infrastructure, including 
“recreational facilities and transportation . . . corridors.”144As the planning directives recognize, 
this requires the Forest Service to identify and evaluate information about existing conditions 
(e.g., settings, opportunities, access, demands), trends, and sustainability in both the plan area 
and the broader landscape.145  
 
The directives provide a very useful list of issues to assess related to settings, opportunities, 
ecological impacts, connections to nature, etc.146 This information will be essential to inform the 
need for change and the development of plan components to meet the substantive requirements 
of the 2012 planning rule. In addition to the ecological integrity and diversity provisions at 
sections 219.8 and 219.9, the rule requires the plan “to provide for . . . [s]ustainable 

                                            
141 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 4-7. 
142 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8(a)(1), 219.9. 
143 Appx. 4, Lit. Review at 10-12. 
144 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(9) & (11). 
145 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.4. 
146 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10 § 13.4(1) & (2). Given the comprehensive nature of the directives on assessing recreation, 
we have not proposed questions related to this topic.  
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recreation,”147 considering appropriate placement of infrastructure, such as recreational facilities, 
and opportunities to coordinate with neighboring landowners to link open spaces and to connect 
people with nature.148 
 
Because of the significant potential impact of motorized recreation on ecological integrity, 
biodiversity, and recreational conflicts and sustainability, it is important that the Forest Service 
conduct a robust assessment of this issue. Executive Orders 11644 and 11989 and the Travel 
Management Rule, 36 C.F.R. part 212 subpart B, which guide the designation and management 
of off-road vehicle systems, establish that off-road vehicle trails and areas must be located to: 
 

(1) minimize damage to soil, watershed, vegetation, or other resources of the public lands; 
(2) minimize harassment of wildlife or significant disruption of wildlife habitats; and 
(3) minimize conflicts between off-road vehicle use and other existing or proposed 

recreational uses of the same or neighboring public lands.149 
 
The executive orders also include protective mechanisms to ensure that off-road vehicle 
designations do not impair the protection of public lands. Specifically, they create a Forest 
Service duty to: (1) periodically monitor the effects of off-road vehicle use, and, based on the 
data, amend or rescind the off-road vehicle designations;150 and (2) immediately close areas and 
trails to off-road vehicles where that use “will cause or is causing considerable adverse effects on 
the soil, vegetation, wildlife, wildlife habitat or cultural or historic resources of particular areas 
or trails of the public lands” until those effects are eliminated and measures are implemented to 
prevent future recurrence.151 
 
To ensure a robust assessment of recreation settings, opportunities, and access, the Forest Service 
in the assessment report should make sure to: 
 

 Identify and evaluate information related to the issues listed in Forest Service Handbook 
1909.12, § 13.4 (1) & (2); and 
 

 Identify and evaluate information related to the compliance status with Executive Orders 
11644 and 11989 and the Travel Management Rule, 36 CFR part 212 subpart B, 
including: (a) motorized use trends, impacts, and management, including implementation 
of the 2014 TMP and the degree to which off-road vehicle use on the designated system 
is minimizing impacts to forest resources and other existing and future recreational uses; 
and (b) the results of any monitoring of the effects of off-road vehicle use. 

 
In addition to the issues listed in the handbook, we recommend that the Forest Service also make 
sure to explicitly discuss the Gila’s recreational niche within the National Forest System and the 
                                            
147 36 C.F.R. § 219.10(b)(1)(i). The rule defines sustainable recreation as “the set of recreation settings and 
opportunities on the National Forest System that is ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable for present 
and future generations.” 36 C.F.R. § 219.19. 
148 36 C.F.R. § 219.10(a)(3), (4) & (10). 
149 Exec. Order No. 11644, § 3(a), 37 Fed. Reg. 2877 (Feb. 8, 1972), as amended by Exec. Order No. 11989, 42 Fed. 
Reg. 26,959 (May 24, 1977).  
150 Exec. Order No. 11644, § 8(a). 
151 Exec. Order No. 11644, § 9(a). 
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broader landscape,152 current recreational settings and their sustainability (e.g., have they 
changed since the current plan was finalized), current management of recreational special use 
permits for events and outfitting/guiding, identification and management of anthropogenic noise, 
and existing recreation-related plans, analyses, or studies for the Gila National Forest and/or the 
broader landscape. To that end, we point the Forest Service to the information provided in 
Section IV(F)(1) and (2) of this letter related to recreation participation and preferences.  
 
Lastly, in addressing the issue of connecting people with nature, the Forest Service should 
identify and evaluate how people (both those from the area and those traveling from further 
away) connect to nature and how and to what degree forest infrastructure and current recreation 
management facilitate or impede people connecting with nature.153 This should include 
consideration of: 
 

 Cross-jurisdictional provision and management of recreation settings, opportunities, and 
access;  

 Use of gateway portals (e.g., visitor kiosks, centers, or services as gateways to the forest),  
 Need and capacity analysis for outfitting and guiding; 
 Areas with unique and outstanding characteristics that merit special designation to enable 

visitation, interpretation, and protection;  
 Coordination with public schools and educational providers;  
 Stewardship activities and opportunities; and 
 The use of multi-cultural outreach tools. 

 
And it should incorporate the principles and priorities articulated in the agency’s 2010 
Framework for Sustainable Recreation, including investing in special places, restoring and 
adapting recreation settings, enhancing and collaborating with communities, and developing a 
sustainable financial foundation (USDA Forest Service 2010a).  

 
 

 
VI. Conclusion 

Thank you for your consideration of the information in this letter. Although not comprehensive, 
we believe the information represents the best available scientific information that the agency 
must include in the upcoming forest assessment. We look forward to discussing this information 
further, and working with you throughout the planning process to ensure the revised forest plan 
reflects the Gila’s distinctive wilderness heritage and role and contribution as a vast, wild, and 
remote ecological stronghold.  
 

                                            
152 See 36 C.F.R. § 219.2(b)(1) (plans must “reflect[] the unit’s expected distinctive roles and contributions to the 
local area, region, and Nation”); id. § 219.7(f)(1)(ii) (“Every plan must . . . [d]escribe the plan area’s distinctive 
roles and contributions within the broader landscape . . . .”).  
153 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, § 13.4(1)(e) (assessment should “identify and evaluate additional available information 
about . . . [t]he opportunities within the plan area to foster greater connection between people and nature through 
education, experience, recreation, and stewardship”). 
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Please contact Alison Flint, Counsel & Planning Specialist for TWS at alison_flint@tws.org or 
303-802-1404, or Nathan Newcomer, Gila Grassroots Organizer for NMWA at 
nathan@nmwild.org or 505-250-4225, with any questions.  
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Defenders of Wildlife The Wilderness Society WildEarth Guardians 

 
September 18, 2015 
 
Dear Gila National Forest Planning Team: 
 
Defenders of Wildlife, The Wilderness Society, and WildEarth Guardians ask that you consider 
the following comments to incorporate into the assessment phase of the Gila National Forest 
Land and Resource Management Plan. These comment focus on wildlife and ecosystem integrity 
aspects of the assessment. This is a follow-on supplement to The Wilderness Society et al. 
comments sent to you on September 9, 2015.  
 
In these comments, we present a methodology for optimizing the assessment of ecosystem and 
wildlife values in the plan area. We have tried to identify some of the best available scientific 
information and apply it to the questions outlined below. We realize that the Forest Service will 
have more detailed information pertaining to the forest and the plan area. In several cases we 
have summarized and referenced key documents that may be helpful to the assessment. We will 
make available all of the document referenced in these comments.  
 
We are grateful for the opportunity to contribute to the assessment. Please contact Lauren 
McCain, Federal Lands Policy Analyst with Defenders of Wildlife, with any questions at 
lmccain@defenders.org or 720-943-0453.  
 
Founded in 1947, Defenders of Wildlife is a national non-profit conservation organization 
focused on conserving and restoring native species and the habitat upon which they depend. 
Defenders works on behalf of more than 1,200,000 members and supporters nationwide, 
including over 11,800 in New Mexico.   

TWS’s mission is to protect wilderness and inspire Americans to care for our wild places. The 
Gila National Forest has long been a priority for TWS, particularly given that it is home to the 
world’s first wilderness area – thanks to the visionary work of TWS co-founder Aldo Leopold. 
Since its founding in 1935, TWS has worked closely with diverse interests who care about the 
future of our national forests. We provide scientific, legal, and policy guidance to land managers, 
communities, local conservation groups, and state and federal decision-makers aimed at ensuring 
the best management of our public lands. Our 500,000 members and supporters nationwide and, 
in particular, our more than 6,000 members and supporters in New Mexico are deeply interested 
in forest planning as it pertains to the conservation, restoration, and protection of wildlands, 
wildlife, water, recreation, and the ability to enjoy public lands for inspiration and spiritual 
renewal. 

WildEarth Guardians is a non-profit corporation with more than 105,302 members and 
supporters nationwide and offices in Santa Fe, NM, Salt Lake City, UT, Tucson, AZ, Missoula, 
MT, Portland, OR and Denver, CO. WildEarth Guardians’ mission is to protect and restore 
wildlife, wild places, wild rivers, and health in the American West. WildEarth Guardians 
actively works to assure that sensitive ecosystems, water quality, and native wildlife are 
protected and restored on federal public lands.  



Ecological Integrity and Wildlife in Forest Planning 

The 2012 Forest Planning Rule1 (“planning rule”) provides a process for developing, revising or 
amending plans that is adaptive and science-based, engages the public and is designed to be 
efficient, effective and within the agency’s ability to implement.2 The assessment aspect of 
planning identifies and evaluates information relevant to the development of a forest plan. The 
assessment is used during plan revision to evaluate what needs to change in the current plan, 
including what is needed to meet the requirements of the planning rule. 

During the assessment phase, the Forest Service collects and evaluates ecological information to 
develop plan components associated with ecosystem diversity, integrity, and species 
persistence.3 Assessments evaluate conditions and trends for ecosystems and species in the 
context of a broader landscape.4 They are used during plan revision to determine if changes to 
the existing plan are needed and to inform the development of plan components.5  

The planning rule requires the Forest Service to identify and evaluate fifteen categories of 
existing information relevant to the plan area.6 The requirements that relate most directly to 
diversity include the following subsections: 

1.   Terrestrial ecosystems, aquatic ecosystems, and watersheds;7  
3.   System drivers, including dominant ecological processes, and stressors, and the ability of 

ecosystems to adapt to change; and, 
5.   Threatened, endangered, proposed and candidate species, and potential species of 

conservation concern. 

Though outlined as 15 discrete topics in the 2012 rule, we recommend that assessments integrate 
tasks 1, 3, and 5 because these serve as the basis for evaluating the ecological health of the 
landscape. Planning directives support this integrative approach.8 

1 36 C.F.R. § 219 et seq. 
2 77 Fed. Reg. 21162. 
3 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 defines ecological integrity as “[t]he quality or condition of an ecosystem when its dominant 
ecological characteristics (for example, composition, structure, function, connectivity, and species composition and 
diversity) occur within the natural range of variation and can withstand and recover from most perturbations 
imposed by natural environmental dynamics or human influence.” There is an obligation to “provide the ecological 
conditions necessary to: contribute to the recovery of federally listed threatened and endangered species, conserve 
proposed and candidate species, and maintain a viable population of each species of conservation concern within the 
plan area” (219.9(b)(1)). The rule defines viable population as, [a] population of a species that continues to persist 
over the long term with sufficient distribution to be resilient and adaptable to stressors and likely future 
environments” (36 C.F.R. § 219.19. 
4 36 C.F.R. § 219.5(a)(1). 
5 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2). 
6 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b). 
7 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(1). 
8 FSH 1909.12, ch.10 § 12.1, “[s]ections 12.1 through 12.55 of this Handbook describe considerations for assessing 
ecological topics.  While these sections cover topics individually, Responsible Officials are encouraged to integrate 
these topics together in the assessment report. 
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An assessment is also used to guide the development of the forest monitoring program.9 A 
monitoring evaluation report must in turn be used to “inform adaptive management of the plan 
area.”10 The assessment should therefore be developed with adaptive management in mind—by 
identifying assumptions associated with ecosystem integrity or species persistence that could be 
tested during plan implementation and monitoring, for example. The assessment should also 
identify missing information so that it can be collected and evaluated later to determine if the 
plan components need to change. The assessment report must document that missing 
information11 and address other key considerations.  

 

 

We recommend using the step-wise process outlined in the following sections for developing 
assessment for the planning process for the Gila National Forest. The documents listed 
immediately below may be useful for answering in greater detail some of the questions posed 
about relevant conditions on the forest and the larger landscape. We suggest the same approach 
be applied to terrestrial species. 

The documents listed immediately below may be helpful for answering in more detail some of 
the questions posed about relevant conditions of the forest and the larger landscape.   

• Banister et al. (2014), Atlas of the Upper Gila River Watershed, includes information 
about ecology, ground and surface water conditions, precipitation, water use, 
infrastructure in the watershed. 

• Soles, E. (2009), Gila River: Watershed Improvement Plan and Strategies, provides data 
inventories and analyses the Gila and San Francisco watersheds. 

• Gori et al. (2014), Gila River Flow Needs Assessment, provides a riparian and aquatic 
conditions assessment of the Gila River in the Cliff-Gila Valley region, though much of 
the information is relevant beyond this area. 

• Lee et al. (2011), Ecological and Biological Diversity of the Gila National Forest, is a 
synthesis of regional-scale information about natural values occurring on the Gila 
National Forest.  

• NMED (2014b), Use Attainability Analysis, Aquatic Life Uses for the Mimbres River in 
New Mexico, describes aquatic conditions in the Mimbres Watershed and includes 
accounts of historic fish occupancy and current fish distribution. 

 

9 36 C.F.R. § 219.5(a)(3), “[t]he plan-level monitoring is informed by the assessment phase…” 
10 36 C.F.R. § 219.12(d)(2). 
11 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(a)(3), “[t]he report should document information needs relevant to the topics…” 

We have used the example of at-risk fish species and their aquatic ecosystems to demonstrate 
a method for organizing and analyzing assessment information. 
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A. Step 1: Which federally protected, potential species of conservation concern, and 
potential focal species occur in the forest? 

 
While the planning rule addresses conservation of individual species at the end of the diversity 
section, to improve the effectiveness of ecosystem plan components in meeting the needs of 
individual species and to generally improve the efficiency of the planning process, we strongly 
recommend that Forest Service design a “coarse filter” conservation strategy with selected 
species in mind. Consequently, the first factor that should be considered in assessing diversity is 
the set of target species for the forest plan. Specifically, the habitat and other ecological needs of 
some individual species should be included when defining ecosystems and selecting their key 
characteristics. Again, the 2012 planning rule requires that the combination of ecosystem and 
species-specific plan components provide ecological conditions necessary for at-risk species.12 
Target species would be selected from among: 

1. Federally endangered, threatened,  proposed and candidate species for listing under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA)  

2. Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) identified pursuant to 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(b) 
3. Focal species selected pursuant to 36 C.F.R. § 219.12(a)(5)(iii) 
4. Species commonly enjoyed and used by the public selected pursuant to 36 C.F.R. § 

219.10(a)(5)  

We focus on 1-3, listed above. Federally protected species and SCC are collectively referred to 
as “at-risk” species.  

1. Federal endangered, threatened, proposed, and candidate species relevant to the 
planning process. 

Federally recognized species (endangered, threatened, proposed, candidate) must be identified 
through coordination with ESA consulting agencies. The assessment phase provides an ideal 
opportunity for the Forest Service to seek and utilize species-specific information from 
consulting agencies that may be used to design the forest plan. Early engagement with these 
government agencies complies with the planning rule.13 Early contributions to a forest plan by 
the consulting agencies can help streamline the Section 7(a)(2) consultation process for the plan 
and increase the likelihood of contributing to recovery of listed species and avoiding listing of 
proposed and candidate species under Section 7(a)(1) of the ESA.14 Federally recognized species 
must be addressed by plan components if they “may be present” in the plan area15 and should be 
included as target species documented in the assessment.  

12 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(b). 
13 36 C.F.R. § 219.4(a)(1) directs the responsible official to “engage the public—including” … “Federal agencies”… 
“early and throughout the planning process where feasible and appropriate.” Under 219.6(a)(2), the regional forester 
should coordinate with and provide opportunities for government agencies “to provide existing information for the 
assessment.”   
14 16 U.S.C. §§ 1536(a)(1)-(2). 
15 50 C.F.R. 402.12(c)(1), (d). 
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The list below, Table 1, includes federally protected native fish known to occur in the Gila 
National Forest. It should be noted that incidental omissions are possible. 

Table 1. Federally Protected Fish Species in the Gila National Forest 
Species USa NMb NSGc NSSd AFSe Population Trendf 

Gila trout  
(Oncorhynchus gilae) T T G3G4 S1 E long-term: decline of 50-70% 

short-term: ≤10% to relatively stable 

Roundtail chub  
(Gila robusta) C E G3 S2 V long-term: decline of 50-70% 

short-term: <30% to relatively stable 

Loach minnow  
(Tiaroga cobitis) E E G2 S2 T long-term: decline of >80% 

short-term: probably decline 

Spikedace  
(Meda fulgida) E E G2 S1 E 

long-term: decline of >90% 
short-term: decline of <30% to relatively 
stable 

Headwater chub  
(Gila nigra) C E G2Q SNR E long-term: decline of 50-70% 

short-term: decline of 10-30% 

Gila topminnow   
(Poeciliopsis 
occidentalis) 

E T G3 SX E long-term: N/A 
short-term: decline of 10-30% 

Gila chub  
(Gila intermedia) E E G2 S1 E 

Long-term: decline of 70-90% 
Short-term: decline of <30% to relatively 
stable 

Chihuahua chub 
(Gila nigrescens) T E G1G2 S1 E long-term: decline of 50-70%  

short-term: decline of 10-30% 

a US = federal Endangered Species Act status denoted by E, T, or C or Forest Service sensitive species status 
denoted by SS. 
b NM = status in New Mexico. Species protected under the Wildlife Conservation Act are indicated by E or T.  
c NSG = NatureServe Global rank (NatureServe 2015). 
d NSS = NatureServe State rank for New Mexico (NatureServe 2015). 
e American Fisheries Society ranking (Jelks et al. 2008). 
E = Endangered; T = Threatened; C = Candidate for federal listing under the ESA 
G1 = critically imperiled; G2 = imperiled; G3 = vulnerable; G4 = apparently secure 
SX = presumed extirpated; S1 = critically imperiled in New Mexico (NM); S2 = imperiled in NM; SNR = not 
ranked in NM 
V = vulnerable 
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2. Potential Species of Conservation Concern relevant to the plan area. 

While the responsible official for most forest planning decisions is the supervisor of the national 
forest, identifying SCC is the responsibility of the regional forester.16 It is part of the “process for 
plan development or revision,” but the rule does not specify when during the process it should 
occur. The regional forester should identify SCC early enough that integrating them into the 
assessment, including the identification of key ecosystem characteristics, does not delay the 
assessment process. 

The rule contains only two criteria the regional forester can use to identify SCC:17 

• The species must be known to occur in the plan area.  
• The best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the long-

term persistence capability of the species in the plan area. 

The responsible official does not have the discretion to exclude species the regional forester has 
found meet these regulatory criteria. Our interpretation is that it is the role of the responsible 
official to provide the regional forester with information about species occurrence and capability 
to persist in the plan area and to identify “potential” SCC.18  

The planning directives outline a process for selecting SCC.19 For some species, range-wide 
viability risk has already been reliably determined using the best available scientific information. 
Under our interpretation of the rule, these species should be identified as SCC if they are known 
to occur in the plan area based on the ecological principle that a species at-risk range-wide is 
necessarily at-risk wherever it is found.  

The regional forester should also include species listed as “sensitive” by the Forest Service. A 
sensitive species is a “plant or animal species identified by a regional forester for which 
population viability is a concern” due to significant current or predicted downward trends in 
population numbers or density, or habitat capability.20 If a sensitive species is known to occur in 
a plan area, it should be identified as an SCC for that area. State or tribal sensitive species lists 
should also be considered. 

Finally, planners should consider risks to persistence for other species known to occur in a plan 
area; they should cast a wide net to ensure that all potential at-risk species are at least considered 
for attention in the planning process. Responsible officials should consider existing information 
for potential SCC from any source (including indigenous knowledge21 or anecdotal information). 

16 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(3). 
17 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(c). 
18 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)(5), [t]he term “potential” SCC is used in the rule as a requirement for assessments, but is not 
defined. It should apply to any species that may meet the two criteria in 219.19(c). The assessment should include 
relevant information about the status and trend of all species considered for SCC so that the regional forester can 
review it and use it in making the decision. 
19 FSH 1901.12, ch 10 § 12.52 and 1909.12, ch. 20 § 21.22. 
20 FSM 2670.5. 
21 36 C.F.R. § 219.4(a)(3). 
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The regional forester should evaluate any suggested potential species against the criteria in 36 
C.F.R. § 219.9(c) on request. 

If the information about a species’ abundance, distribution, threats, trends or response to 
management indicates that the species may not continue to persist over the long term in the plan 
area with a sufficient distribution to be resilient, the regional forester must either select it as an 
SCC or document the rationale for finding it does not meet the SCC criteria. When credible 
organizations express concern for a species, the burden should be on the Forest Service to 
demonstrate that the species is secure in the plan area. Species considered as potential SCC but 
not meeting the criteria in 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(c) may be selected as public interest species or focal 
species. 

It is not appropriate under the planning rule to determine that a species is secure in the plan area 
simply because the Forest Service chooses to minimize impacts on the species. That calculus 
plays into the viability determination for a proposed plan (i.e., a finding that the forest plan 
sufficiently protects the species) rather than the identification of SCC. 

Identification of SCC by the regional forester is a preliminary planning step. It involves applying 
regulatory criteria to species in the plan area based on best available scientific information. 
Identifying SCCs requires the exercise of professional judgment, but permits no discretion. In 
our opinion, it is appropriate and necessary for this determination to occur prior to most of the 
assessment process. However, selection of SCC may be revisited throughout the planning 
process as required by new information applicable to the two criteria in 219.9(c), and would not 
become final until the forest plan is approved. 

Existing information relevant to the plan area for potential SCC must be part of the assessment.22 
This includes the information compiled by the responsible official that is applicable to the 
criteria for identification of SCC. The assessment should also document the application of best 
available science concerning the SCC and any uncertainty associated with the inclusion or exclu-
sion of SCC that should be addressed in the monitoring program.23 

The list below, Table 2, includes Forest Service Region 3 Sensitive Species of native fish known 
to occur in the forest that should be considered as SCC. Again, there may be incidental 
omissions. There may be species that do not appear on the Regional Forester’s list that may 
warrant designation as SCCs, and we suggest the Forest Service assess such species. In the case 
of native fish that inhabit forest streams, the longfin dace (Agosia chrysogaster) and speckled 
dace (Rhinichthys osculus) should be assessed and may warrant inclusion as SCCs.    

Table 2. Forest Service Region 3 Sensitive Species  
Species NMa NSGb NSSc AFSd Population Trendf 

Desert sucker 
(Catostomus clarkii) SGCN G3G4 S2 V Long-term: decline of 10-30% 

Short-term: relatively stable (≤10% change) 

22 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b). 
23 36 C.F.R. § 219.12(a)(4)(i), the responsible official must consider, “[i]nformation needs identified through the 
planning process as most critical for informed management of resources on the plan area…” 
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Species NMa NSGb NSSc AFSd Population Trendf 

Sonora sucker 
(Catostomus insignis) SGCN G3G4 S2 V Long-term: decline of <30% to 25% increase 

Short-term: decline of <30% to relatively stable 

Rio Grande sucker 
(Catostomus plebeius) SGCN G3G4 S2 V Long-term: decline of 10-50% 

Short-term: decline of <30% to relatively stable 

SGCN = Species of Greatest Conservation Need (in New Mexico) 
G3 = vulnerable; G4 = apparently secure 
S2 = imperiled in NM 
V = vulnerable 
a NM = New Mexico Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy (2006) designations. 
b NSG = NatureServe Global rank (NatureServe 2015). 
c NSS = NatureServe State rank for New Mexico (NatureServe 2015). 
d American Fisheries Society ranking (Jelks et al. 2008). 

3. Potential focal species. 

The planning rule only addresses focal species in conjunction with the plan monitoring program 
developed by the responsible official.24 However, the purposes of a focal species are to permit 
“inference to the integrity of the larger ecological system to which it belongs” and to provide 
“meaningful information regarding the effectiveness of the plan in maintaining or restoring the 
ecological conditions to maintain the diversity of plant and animal communities in the plan 
area.”25 We strongly recommend that planners consider focal species as part of the overall 
strategy for identifying at-risk species and key ecosystem characteristics, and recommend that 
the regional forester play a role in identifying focal species as well as SCC. It is also important to 
note that effective monitoring may require that some SCCs be selected as focal species. 

Amendment 8 (2006) of the Gila National Forest Land Management Plan listed several 
Management Indicator Species (MIS)26 for the purpose of regular habitat monitoring; see Table 
3.  

Table 3. Gila National Forest Management Indicator Species 
Management Indicator Species Vegetation Type Association 

Mule Deer (Odocoileus hemionus) Desert Shrub 

Mearn’s Quail (Cyrtonyx montezumae) Plains Grass/Mtn. Grass 

Plain Titmouse (Baeolophus inornatus) Pinyon Juniper/Shrub Oakland 

24 36 C.F.R. § 219.12(a)(5)(iii). 
25 36 C.F.R. § 219.19. 
26 The Forest Service defined Management Indicator Species as “plant and animal species, communities, or special 
habitats selected for emphasis in planning, and which are monitored during forest plan implementation in order to 
assess the effects of management activities on their populations and the populations of other species with similar 
habitat needs which they may represent” (Forest Service, Region 3 undated). 
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Mule Deer 

Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) Ponderosa Pine 

Hairy Woodpecker (Leuconotopicus villosus) Mixed Conifer 

Black Hawk (Buteogallus anthracinus) 
Beaver (Castor Canadensis) Ponderosa Pine and Mixed Conifer Snag Component 

Native Trout (i.e. Rio Grande and Gila Trout) 
Beaver Low/Mid Riparian 

Beaver High Riparian 

Long-tailed vole (Microtus longicaudus) Wet meadows/ wetlands 

 
Monitoring reports indicate that the hairy woodpecker, plain titmouse, common blackhawk, 
northern goshawk, and Mearn’s quail have been monitored regularly. The Forest Service should 
consider which of these species might be useful Focal Species for the revised plan. We 
recommend that potential Focal Species be identified early and evaluated for their monitoring 
value in the assessment. 

B. Step 2: What are the ecosystems and habitat types that exist across the forest? 
 
The planning rule directs the Forest Service to evaluate the integrity of three types of habitat 
categories in plan development; 2) aquatic ecosystems and watersheds; 3) riparian areas; it also 
requires an evaluation of the diversity of ecosystems and habitat types.27 Rare floral and faunal 
communities should be included.28 

Ecosystems are defined by ecological features rather than political or administrative boundaries. 
The evaluation of ecological integrity and species viability requires an understanding of the 
broader landscape influencing and influenced by the ecosystems in the plan area. Consequently, 
selected ecosystems must include portions of the plan area but are likely to extend beyond it (see 
definition of “landscape”29).  

To facilitate planning across unit and jurisdictional boundaries, we recommend that regional 
foresters take the lead in identifying ecosystems and watersheds in coordination with states and 
other entities operating at a broad scale. Consistent use of ecosystems for planning will also 

27 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(a)(1), “the plan must include plan components, including standards or guidelines, to maintain or 
restore the ecological integrity of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and watersheds in the plan area, including plan 
components to maintain or restore their structure, function, composition, and connectivity,” and 36 C.F.R. §  
219.9(a)(2), “[t]he plan must include plan components, including standards or guidelines, to maintain or restore the 
diversity of ecosystems and habitat types throughout the plan area.” 
28 FSH 1909.12, ch. 10 § 12.11. 
29 36 C.F.R. § 219.19. As defined by the planning rule, landscape means, “[a] defined area irrespective of ownership 
or other artificial boundaries, such as a spatial mosaic of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, landforms, and plan 
communities, repeated in similar form throughout such a defined area.”  
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facilitate the regional forester’s identification of SCC and lead to better and more efficient 
broader-scale monitoring of ecosystems and wildlife. 

The choice of ecosystems should consider the appropriate scale for assessing and planning for 
ecosystem characteristics. The rule allows planning at the most appropriate scale to address 
issues and resource concerns specific to a plan area,30 and these planning topics should be 
identified early in the assessment process. The scale for evaluating ecosystem integrity should 
recognize the scale of dominant disturbance regimes. To describe the relative contribution of the 
plan area to ecological sustainability, ecosystems may also need to be delineated at a broader 
scale. Nested ecosystems at multiple scales may need to be identified. We recommend that the 
assessment include maps identifying the various ecosystem units that will be used in the planning 
process. 

The rule also states that plans must include components to maintain or restore the ecological 
integrity of riparian areas31 and identify “riparian management zones” where riparian-dependent 
resources receive primary emphasis.32 The assessment must therefore identify “riparian areas,”33 
which may include parts of both terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. To comply with the 
requirements for riparian areas in the plan, the assessment then must also address the seven 
factors listed for riparian areas.34 

Table 4 presents an ecosystem representation scheme for the Gila National Forest.35 

Table 4. Ecological Groups of the Gila National Forest* 

Ecological Group ("Ecosystem") All Gila NF 
(Acres) 

Southern Rocky Mountain Ponderosa Pine Woodland 1,754,467 

Colorado Plateau Pinyon-Juniper Woodland 580,526 

Madrean Pinyon-Juniper Woodland 363,600 

Southern Rocky Mountain Mesic Montane Mixed Conifer Forest and Woodland 93,441 

Rocky Mountain Aspen Forest and Woodland 90,307 

Inter-Mountain Basins Semi-Desert Grassland 61,508 

30 77 Fed. Reg. 21191. 
31 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(3). 
32 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 defines riparian management zones as “[p]ortions of a watershed where riparian-dependent 
resources receive primary emphasis, and for which plans include plan components to maintain or restore riparian 
functions and ecological functions.” 
33 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 defines riparian areas as, “[t]hree-dimensional ecotones of interaction that include terrestrial 
and aquatic ecosystems that extend down into the groundwater, up above the canopy, outward across the floodplain, 
up the near-slopes that drain to the water, laterally into the terrestrial ecosystem, and along the water course at 
variable widths.” 
34 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(3)(i) calls for including “aquatic and terrestrial habitats,” “ecological connectivity” and 
widths of potential riparian zones. 
35 Please see also Appendix 1: Ecosystem Representation in the Gila National Forest in The Wilderness Society et 
al. letter dated September 9, 2015. 

10 
 

                                                      



Ecological Group ("Ecosystem") All Gila NF 
(Acres) 

Southern Rocky Mountain Dry-Mesic Montane Mixed Conifer Forest and Woodland 52,848 

Mogollon Chaparral 42,976 

Inter-Mountain Basins Semi-Desert Shrub Steppe 33,673 

Apacherian-Chihuahuan Semi-Desert Grassland and Steppe 32,408 

Madrean Pine-Oak Forest and Woodland 32,134 

Madrean Encinal 31,996 

Rocky Mountain Subalpine Mesic Spruce-Fir Forest and Woodland 14,448 

Colorado Plateau Mixed Bedrock Canyon and Tableland 13,273 

Apacherian-Chihuahuan Mesquite Upland Scrub 11,271 

Rocky Mountain Cliff, Canyon and Massive Bedrock 10,870 

Southern Rocky Mountain Montane-Subalpine Grassland 10,189 

Recently Burned 8,910 

Inter-Mountain Basins Juniper Savanna 6,925 

Rocky Mountain Gambel Oak-Mixed Montane Shrubland 5,689 

North American Warm Desert Bedrock Cliff and Outcrop 4,708 

Rocky Mountain Subalpine Dry-Mesic Spruce-Fir Forest and Woodland 3,215 

Madrean Juniper Savanna 2,851 

Chihuahuan Creosotebush, Mixed Desert and Thorn Scrub 1,279 

North American Warm Desert Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland 1,180 

Inter-Mountain Basins Mixed Salt Desert Scrub 484 

Rocky Mountain Subalpine-Montane Riparian Shrubland 353 

Rocky Mountain Subalpine-Montane Limber-Bristlecone Pine Woodland 263 

Open Water (Fresh) 252 

Inter-Mountain Basins Big Sagebrush Shrubland 177 

Rocky Mountain Lower Montane Riparian Woodland and Shrubland 142 

Quarries, Mines, Gravel Pits and Oil Wells 129 

North American Warm Desert Wash 61 
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Ecological Group ("Ecosystem") All Gila NF 
(Acres) 

Chihuahuan Mixed Salt Desert Scrub 51 

Sonoran Mid-Elevation Desert Scrub 48 

North American Arid West Emergent Marsh 46 

Chihuahuan Sandy Plains Semi-Desert Grassland 35 

Inter-Mountain Basins Greasewood Flat 34 

Western Great Plains Riparian Woodland and Shrubland 9 

Southern Rocky Mountain Pinyon-Juniper Woodland 8 

North American Warm Desert Pavement 3 

Sonoran Paloverde-Mixed Cacti Desert Scrub 3 

Madrean Upper Montane Conifer-Oak Forest and Woodland 2 

Total 3,266,794 

* The Wilderness Society (2015).  

C. Step 3: What are the key ecosystem characteristics and ecological conditions 
necessary for at-risk species? 

The planning rule’s approach to conservation relies on the use of key characteristics in 
assessment, planning and monitoring to represent the condition of ecosystems. It will be 
necessary for forest plans to identify key characteristics of ecosystem connectivity, structure, 
function and composition (Table 5). The assessment process should identify relevant information 
on attributes of ecosystem diversity, ecological integrity and species persistence. An ecosystem 
attribute is a measurable characteristic that serves as an indicator of the condition of that 
ecosystem, such as overstory canopy closure, number of large dead trees, degree of habitat 
fragmentation within an ecosystem or the distribution of a species.  
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Table 5: The Use of Key Characteristics in Forest Planning 
Ecosystem 
Character Definition (219.19) Examples of Key Characteristics 

Composition 
The biological elements within the different levels 
of biological organization, from genes and species 
to communities and ecosystems. 

A description of major vegetation types, 
patches, habitat types, soil types, 
landforms and wildlife populations. 

Structure 

The organization and physical arrangement of 
biological elements such as snags and down 
woody debris, vertical and horizontal distribution 
of vegetation, stream habitat complexity, 
landscape pattern and connectivity. 

Arrangement of patches within a 
landscape, habitat types within a forest, 
trees within a forest stand, wildlife 
within a planning area. 

Function 

Ecological processes that sustain composition and 
structure such as energy flow, nutrient cycling and 
retention; soil development and retention; 
predation and herbivory; and natural disturbances 
such as wind, fire and floods. 

Types, frequencies, severities, patch 
sizes, extent and spatial pattern of 
disturbances such as fires, landslides, 
floods and insect and disease outbreaks. 

Connectivity 

Ecological conditions that exist at several spatial 
and temporal scales that provide landscape 
linkages that permit the exchange of flow, 
sediments and nutrients; the daily and seasonal 
movements of animals within home ranges; the 
dispersal and genetic interchange between 
populations; and the long-distance range shifts of 
species, such as in response to climate change. 

Structural: size, number and spatial 
relationship between habitat patches, 
mapped landscape linkages and 
corridors. 
Functional: measure of ability of native 
species to move throughout the planning 
area and cross into adjacent areas. 

 
The same or similar attributes are often associated with the ecological conditions necessary for 
the persistence of at-risk species; there will be overlap. “Ecological conditions” include “habitat 
and other influences on species and the environment,” including structural developments and 
human uses.36 It is critical that the assessment identify the specific ecological conditions most 
relevant and useful for developing plan components and the monitoring program that meet the 
diversity requirements of the rule (Table 6).  

It is also important that the assessment carefully consider human structures and uses as an 
attribute of ecological conditions. Identification of these ecological conditions during the 
assessment is necessary to provide a basis for plan components that manage human structures 
and uses. In most cases, roads and their use are likely to be the predominant direct human 
influence on diversity in the plan area, so information concerning the impact of roads on species 
persistence should be incorporated into the assessment. 

36 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 defines ecological conditions as “[t]he biological and physical environment that can affect the 
diversity of plant and animal communities, the persistence of native species, and the productive capacity of 
ecological systems. Ecological conditions include habitat and other influences on species and the environment. 
Examples of ecological conditions include the abundance and distribution of aquatic and terrestrial habitats, 
connectivity, roads and other structural developments, human uses, and invasive species.” 
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Table 6: Diversity Requirements and Types of Information 
Rule Requirement Information Type 

Ecosystem and Habitat Type Diversity 
(219.(a)(2)) 

 Key characteristics associated with terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystem types 

 Rare aquatic and terrestrial plant and animal communities 
 Diversity of native tree species 

Ecosystem Integrity (219.(a)(1)) 

 Composition 
 Structure 
 Function 
 Connectivity 
 Species diversity 
 Focal species 

Species Persistence (219.9(b))  

Ecological conditions necessary to: 
1. Contribute to recovery of each threatened and endangered species 
2. Conserve each proposed and candidate species 
3. Maintain a viable population of each species of conservation 

concern within the plan area 

 
The suitability of habitat for at-risk species cannot be divorced from the spatial distribution of 
that habitat. Although the planning rule does not directly address the landscape pattern of 
ecosystems and patches, these patterns are inherent to the concepts of ecosystem and landscape 
composition, structure, function and, especially, connectivity. The spatial arrangement, size, 
shape, number, and type of patches determine the structure of a landscape. Consequently, it is 
important that an assessment identifies appropriate patch metrics as key ecosystem 
characteristics for at-risk species. 

The species composition and diversity aspects of ecological integrity should be addressed by 
identifying the necessary ecological conditions for the at-risk species identified in Step 1 
above.37 The amount, quality, and distribution of habitat should be included among these 
conditions. Connectivity must also be assessed as a potential condition necessary to sustain 
individual species. To demonstrate that plan components will be effective in maintaining a 
“viable population” in the plan area, the assessment must provide a means of determining a 
“sufficient distribution.” The assessment should describe the relationship between connectivity 
and the distribution of species necessary for persistence, especially with regard to stressors like 
climate change. It is important that the assessment evaluate how species move, what barriers to 
those movements may exist and how the Forest Service can reduce the impact of those barriers 
within the context of recovery, conservation and viability. The nature of the relationship between 
all of these attributes and the actual condition of the species should be documented so that this 
fundamental relationship can be tested as a “relevant assumption” under the monitoring 
program.38  

37 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(b). 
38 36 C.F.R. § 219.12(a)(2) states “[t]he plan monitoring program sets out the plan monitoring questions and 
associated indicators. Monitoring questions and associated indicators must be designed to inform the management of 
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During the planning phase, the responsible official must determine whether the likely future 
ecological conditions under the plan will maintain viable populations of at-risk species in the 
plan area that will persist over the long term with sufficient distribution to be resilient and 
adaptable to stressors and likely future environments.39 It is therefore critical that the assessment 
address species population distributions as key ecosystem characteristics. 

Below, we have outlined and described a selection of key characteristics important to native fish 
persistence in the Gila National Forest plan area. We have tried to use specific examples (e.g., 
see Table 7) of ecological conditions necessary for native fish. 

Composition 

Presence of native fish. The presence of the full complement of native fish species within an 
assemblage is important for maintaining resilience in the face of perturbations. The persistence 
and stability of species assemblages over the long-term (i.e., across several generations) and the 
short-term (i.e., within a generation) are indicators of ecological conditions (Meffe and Minckley 
1987). Assessing the temporal dynamics of native fish assemblages can help discern patterns in 
the relative abundance levels of common and rare taxa. In the Gila and San Francisco rivers and 
tributaries, at-risk assemblage members include the longfin dace, Gila chub, headwater chub, 
spikedace, speckled dace, loach minnow, desert sucker, Sonora sucker, Rio Grande sucker, Gila 
trout, and Gila topminnow (Propst et al. 2008; Turner et al. 2014). In the Tularosa, assemblages 
include the loach minnow, desert sucker, Sonora sucker, and possibly the Gila topminnow and 
Gila chub (Propst et al. 2008). In the Mimbres River assemblage members include the Rio 
Grande sucker, Chihuahua chub, and Gila trout.        

Presence of non-native fish. Several introduced non-native fish compete with native species for 
food and other habitat resources, such as refugia. Other non-native species prey on the natives 
and are linked with significant declines of some at-risk native species.  

Vegetation. Natural vegetation communities moderate flooding, runoff, and stream 
sedimentation (Stromberg et al. 2007). Riparian vegetation helps stabilize stream banks, maintain 
preferred water temperatures, contributes to nutrient infusions, and control stream channel flows 
and width-to-depth ratio. Some fish seek shade and cooler water temperatures that riparian 
vegetation provides along streambanks, such as the Sonora sucker, Gila chub.  

Structure 

Anthropogenic structures and blockages. Altering natural streamflow regimes with diversions, 
dams, roads, culverts, and other land uses affects abundance and distribution of native and non-
native fish populations. For example, roads can impede fish movement to and from different 
habitat types utilized throughout life stages, isolate populations and contribute to inbreeding, and 
slow streamflows to create conditions unfavorable to fish that prefer higher velocity flows. Dam 

resources on the plan area, including by testing relevant assumptions, tracking relevant changes, and measuring 
management effectiveness and progress toward achieving or maintaining the plan’s desired conditions or objectives. 
Questions and indicators should be based on one or more desired conditions, objectives, or other plan components in 
the plan, but not every plan component needs to have a corresponding monitoring question.” 
39 36 C.F.R. § 219.19. 
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and diversions reduce the frequency and magnitude of high flows, which help clear streams of 
sediments (Poff et al. 1997).  

Channel and floodplain morphology. Stream morphology is also an important factor influencing 
the flow regime; for additional details, see Huckleberry (1996), Soles (2009), and Summer 
(2010).  

Water quality, chemical composition, and sedimentation. Native fish in the forest’s steam 
systems can tolerate some level of natural sedimentation for limited time periods due to fires 
under historic regimes and erosion.   

Function 

Hydrologic flow regime. Maintaining historic or natural flow regimes (magnitude, frequency, 
duration, timing, and rate of change) of stream systems is a cornerstone sustaining ecological 
integrity of riparian habitats (Poff et al. 1997; Richter et al. 2003). Flow regimes influence water 
quality, sources of energy resources, biotic interactions, and physical habitat. For guidance on 
applying range of variability concepts to rivers, see Richter et al. (1997; 1998). 

Fire regime. In stream systems, fire can affect water chemistry and thus quality, channel 
structure, and water quantity via changes in erosion and mass wasting, transpiration, ground 
water recharge, infiltration, riparian shading, and the quantity and movement of woody debris 
(Rieman et al. 2003). While native fish are adapted to periodic fires, frequent and high-severity 
fires can increase ash flows into streams during floods to levels that are not as well tolerated by 
some species (Whitney et al. 2015). 

Connectivity 

Structural. The presence and distribution of riparian vegetation patches as well as in-stream 
habitat elements such as riffles, runs, glides, and pools are important considerations for assessing 
aquatic ecosystems (Stefferud et al. 2011). Flooding, a key process of the forest’s stream systems 
natural flow regime, can produce patch mosaics of variable sizes that remain in flux with a 
diversity of age classes; changes in patch composition can occur quickly (Stromberg et al. 2007). 
While the focus here is generally on species of perennial stream ecosystems where habitat 
overlap exists, different fishes have macro-, meso-, and micro-habitat preferences. Headwater 
chubs seek out runs and pools where rocks, roots, and undercuts are available for cover, for 
example (NatureServe 2015, Gila nigra).  

Functional. Most of the native fish species mentioned depend on unaltered perennial streams that 
retain natural flow regimes to enable movement from habitat types for breeding, feeding, and 
refugia; to different habitat types preferred at different life stages. Sustaining populations of at-
risk species often requires an acknowledgement of metapopulation dynamics (see Hanski et al. 
1996; Hanski and Simberoff 1997) and the need to maintain and restore movement and dispersal 
corridors for isolated populations. Providing for connectivity enables gene flow and allows for 
rescue and repopulation via in-migration of subpopulations that have experienced catastrophic 
events (Brown and Kodric-Brown 1977; Harrison 1991). The dynamics involved in these 
stochastic factors indicate that the surest route for maintaining viability of small populations is to 
encourage these populations to increase in size and increase connectivity so that small 
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populations interact and form a metapopulation. The assessment should include an evaluation of 
existence and permeability of dispersal corridors as well as miles of connected habitat. 

Table 7 uses the example of the loach minnow to describe a sampling of key ecosystem 
characteristics necessary for this threatened species to persist in the plan area. The loach minnow 
is a small, approximately three-inch long, warm water fish. Its small size makes it more 
vulnerable to predators, particularly non-native fish, than some larger native assemblage 
members, such as the Sonoran sucker or desert sucker. The loach minnow is endemic to the Gila 
River drainage in the southwest of New Mexico and southeast and east-central Arizona and 
found in the San Pedro, Salt River, and Verde River catchments (Propst et al. 2008; Pilger et al. 
2015). In New Mexico, the species historically inhabited the Gila and San Francisco rivers and 
their tributaries. It has disappeared from approximately 90% of its historic range (Pilger et al. 
2015). The Gila National Forest may serve as a stronghold for the species, even though its 
viability across its range is in question. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) designated 
critical habitat for the loach minnow, which extends to streams and riparian areas in the Gila 
National Forest. 

Table 7. Selected Key Ecosystem Characteristics Necessary for Loach Minnows* 

 Key Characteristics 

C
om

po
si

tio
n 

Native fish communities. Loach minnows tend to do best where native fish assemblages occur. Native 
species that are part of the loach minnow community include: longfin dace, speckled dace, spikedace, 
Sonora sucker, and desert sucker. 
 
Invertebrates. Loach minnows eat insects at all life stages, particularly mayflies (Ephemeroptera), 
stoneflies (Plecoptera), caddisflies (Trichoptera), and also others. 
 
Vegetation. In the Gila main channel, cottonwoods dominate the upstream half of the valley and Arizona 
sycamore (Platanus wrightii) is scattered throughout. The Middle Fork and West Fork of the Gila River 
are dominated by box elder (Acer negundo), Arizona alder (Alnus oblongifolia), cottonwood (Populus 
spp.), and willows (Salix spp.). The Tularosa River tends toward small willows. Understory vegetation 
includes grasses and forbs.    

St
ru

ct
ur

e 

Stream morphology. Loach minnow prefer shallow runs interspersed with shallow riffles and normally 
inhabit depths no deeper than six feet with substrates of cobble, rubble, and sand. The gradients of streams 
occupied by loach minnow tend to be low, 10 to 20 feet per .62 miles.   
 
Water quality. Water quality must be high with little sedimentation, low pollution levels, and the absence 
of fungus that can lead to infections.  

Fu
nc

tio
n 

Streamflow regime. Free-flowing, perennial streams are necessary to support loach minnows. Loach 
minnows are adapted to flow variation typified by unpredictable precipitation throughout the year, 
prolonged periods of drought, and periodic severe flooding.  
 
Water temperature. Temperatures in loach minnow habitat tend to range between 68-75̊ F in summer and 
48-55 ̊F in winter. 
 
Water velocity. Adult loach minnows occupy habitats where waters flow at speeds between 10-32 inches 
per second; juveniles prefer faster waters.  
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 Key Characteristics 
C

on
ne

ct
iv

ity
 

Structural. Habitat patch sizes can vary due to the flux of natural flow regimes (Stromberg et al. 2007). For 
example, connectivity depends on the presence or absence of and distance between habitat patches, such 
as riffles.  
  
Functional. Loach minnows occupy perennial, free-flowing waters that allow movement to microhabitats 
upon which they depend for feeding, breeding, seeking refugia, completing life stages, and maintaining 
gene flow. Juveniles tend to seek out habitats with faster waters than adults; females move from riffle 
habitat patches to deeper, slower waters to lay eggs on the downstream side of rocks.  

*  Unless otherwise noted, information for the loach minnow section is summarized from Rinne (1989), Marsh 
(1991), Propst and Bestgen (1991), and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 2012 final rule40 designating critical 
habitat for the species. 

D. Step 4: What key areas support target species? 

For many species, some places within the plan area will be more important than others. Some 
places may serve as source habitat, secure habitat, breeding grounds or strongholds that export 
individuals, while others may be areas where survival and successful reproduction are more 
challenging. Similarly, some portions of the planning area may provide connectivity between, 
core areas, populations, or source habitats. It is vital that the assessment pinpoint these areas of 
high-value to at-risk species so that plan components can be developed with the benefit of this 
information.  
 
The assessment must also recognize the relative importance of different areas at scales 
appropriate to each species. The assessment must identify the relative contribution of the plan 
area to range-wide species persistence to be able to invoke the provisions of 219.9(b)(2), which 
describes how the agency should contribute to the persistence of certain types of species. The 
assessment should identify specific ecosystems, watersheds or sites that provide relatively high-
quality habitat for a target species in the plan area. Providing this context for developing plan 
components may indicate that species diversity or viability depends on more protective 
management of portions of the plan area, or of the plan area as a whole relative to other areas. 

Most of the Gila National Forest exists within the Lower Colorado River Basin with a small 
portion in the Rio Grande Basin. The forest occurs primarily within the Upper Gila Watershed, 
with a significant area of the San Francisco Watershed (shared with the Apache-Sitgreaves 
National Forest in Arizona), a small portion of the northern tip of the Mimbres Watershed, and 
small areas of other watersheds.41 Table 8 has summarized data regarding stream occupancy and 
fish distribution based on long-term surveys. If information exists, the Forest Service should 
identify stronghold areas or key populations; perhaps critical habitat designations (e.g., for the 
spikedace and loach minnow42) could provide some guidance.   

40 77 Fed. Reg. 10810. 
41 At the Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC) 8 level, based on Seaber, P.R, F.P. Kapinos, and G.L. Knapp. 1994. 
Hydrologic Unit Maps. U.S. Geological Survey Water-Supply Paper 2294. 
42 77 Fed. Reg. 10810. 
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Table 8. Stream System Occupancy Status of Native At-risk Fish Species* 

Species Gila East 
Fork 

Gila 
Middle 
Fork 

Gila West 
Fork Gila 

San 
Francisco 

River 

Tularosa 
River 

Mimbres 
River 

Gila trout X ? X X X  X 

Roundtail chub E E E X E   

Loach minnow X X X E X X  

Spikedace X X X E E, R   

Headwater chub X X X X E   

Gila topminnow ?, R ?, R ?, R E, R E ?  

Gila chub ? ? ? X E, R ?  

Chihuahua chub       X 

Desert sucker X X X X X X  

Sonora sucker X X X X X X  

Rio Grande sucker       X 

X = occurs 
E = believed extirpated 
R = reintroduced 
? = status uncertain 
* Based on Propst et al. (2008), Paroz and Propst (2009), and Turner and Propst (2014). 

E. Step 5: What conditions and trends are necessary for evaluating ecological 
integrity? 

For each of the key ecosystem characteristics and ecological conditions for at-risk species, the 
assessment should 1) identify existing relevant information and 2) evaluate that information.43 A 
key purpose is to identify the causes of trends in the attributes and to distinguish areas important 
to at-risk species if conditions and trends for such areas differ. 
 
For each attribute, this evaluation should answer the seven questions below that address 
conditions, trends, and sustainability and their relationship to the land management plan.44  

43 36 C.F.R. § 219.6(b). 
44 36 C.F.R. § 219.5(a)(1). Though we have addressed all conditions under each sequential question for this 
example, the Forest Service may find it helpful to “transpose” this format by addressing the questions categorized by 
each condition.  
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1. What was the historic condition of the forest? 

The concept of ecosystem integrity is used to represent the condition of an ecosystem. When its 
key ecosystem characteristics occur within the natural range of variation (NRV), an ecosystem is 
considered to have integrity.45 NRV can be thought of as a reference condition reflecting 
“natural” conditions that can be estimated using information from historical reference 
ecosystems or by other science-based methods. For example, some present forest ecosystems 
have deficits of old-growth trees, compared to historical abundances, and would therefore be 
considered as having diminished integrity for that key characteristic. The planning rule directs 
the Forest Service to manage key characteristics in light of these reference conditions, for the 
purpose of sustaining ecosystems and wildlife.  

The NRV is generally based on natural disturbance regimes during a historic reference period, 
but can be based on other information. When necessary because of the projected influence of 
climatic fluctuations or altered disturbance regimes, alternatives to a reference period can be 
used to establish reference conditions that characterize ecological integrity. If the NRV is 
established in this manner, the reference conditions should be derived from scientific principles, 
such as representing all ecosystem types throughout the plan area46 and providing redundancy in 
ecosystem functionality.  

The NRV requires identification of a range of values that occur over time in a defined area. Such 
ranges are often best displayed as frequency distributions for the selected ecosystem 
characteristics showing the portion of the plan area within each category of values. This impor-
tant process can involve extensive evaluation of the assessment information, especially 
information compiled for key ecosystem characteristics. The determination of the NRV, like all 
aspects of the planning process, is subject to the requirement for using best available scientific 
information to inform the process.47  

Aquatic ecosystems, including perennial stream systems and their riparian zones, constitute less 
than 1% of the Gila National Forest. However, the importance of water and aquatic ecosystems 
to this arid region cannot be overstated. An evaluation of the ecological integrity of the systems 
that support, have supported, and could support native fish should start with a descriptive 
account of a natural, reference condition. The section below has selected key ecosystem 
characteristics that the Forest Service may want to consider including in its assessment of aquatic 
ecosystem conditions. It references reports and studies that provide more detailed information, 
including value ranges for selected characteristics.  

Composition 

Presence of native fish. The streams of the Southwest have low natural native fish species 
diversity (Pool et al. 2013). Eighteen species were native to the Gila River system, though not all 

45 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 defines ecological integrity as, “The quality or condition of an ecosystem when its dominant 
ecological characteristics (for example, composition, structure, function, connectivity, and species composition and 
diversity) occur within the natural range of variation and can withstand and recover from most perturbations 
imposed by natural environmental dynamics or human influence. 
46 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(a)(2). 
47 36 C.F.R. § 219.3. 
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occurred within the boundaries of the forest. In the Gila and San Francisco rivers and tributaries, 
at-risk assemblage members historically included the longfin dace, Gila chub, headwater chub, 
spikedace, speckled dace, loach minnow, desert sucker, Sonora sucker, Rio Grande sucker, Gila 
trout, Gila topminnow and possibly the Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus Lucius) and 
razorback sucker (Xyrauchen texanus) (Propst et al. 2008; Turner et al. 2014). In the Tularosa, 
assemblages include the loach minnow, desert sucker, Sonora sucker, and possibly the Gila 
topminnow and Gila chub (Propst et al. 2008). In the Mimbres River assemblage members 
include the Rio Grande sucker, Chihuahua chub, Gila trout, and the now-extirpated, beautiful 
shiner (Cyprinella formosa).  

Presence of non-native fish. Non-native fish species would not have occurred in the plan area. 

Vegetation. Vegetation communities along riparian ecosystems transition as the forest’s river 
systems flow down from high elevations (over 10,000 feet) to lower regions, out of the Mogollon 
Mountains and out of the forest. For example, the high headwaters of the Gila River are typified 
by Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziezii), blue spruce (Picea pungens), and aspen (Populus 
tremuloide); and then the river flows through ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) forest; juniper 
(Juniperus spp.) and piñon (Pinus spp.) become dominant with willow (Salix spp.) being 
common as well; other deciduous trees include cottonwood (Populus deltoides), boxelder (Acer 
negundo), Arizona sycamore (Platanus wrightii), and Arizona walnut (Juglans major) (NMDGF 
2006). 

Structure 

Channel and floodplain morphology. Records from travelers indicated the Gila River in its 
middle reaches, prior to 1875, flowed through a narrow (150 feet wide or less), deep (10 feet) 
channel with a floodplain supported by cottonwood, willow, and mesquite (Mussetter 
Engineering 2006).  

Water quality, chemical composition, and sedimentation. Waters were unpolluted and quality 
levels supported viable populations of native fish species.  

Anthropogenic structures and blockages. Prior to intensive land uses in the region, beginning in 
the mid-1800s, streams were free of significant water diversions, impoundments, and livestock 
ponds and tanks.  

Function 

Hydrologic flow regime. Because the Gila River is currently undammed in New Mexico and 
water flow has been monitored since 1928, researchers have determined a natural flow pattern 
for the River (see Pascolini-Campbell et al. 2015). Historical flows of the forest’s river systems 
are characterized by variability across seasons and years, depending on precipitation levels 
(Garfin et al. 2014; Pascolini-Campbell et al. 2015). Precipitation in the region is unpredictable 
(Propst and Bestgen 1991) and influenced by the El Niño Southern Oscillation and the North 
American Monsoon (Molles and Dahm 1990; Horner and Dahm 2014). Flows experience two 
peaks: from December – May and a smaller peak from August – September (Pascolini-Campbell 
et al. 2015). Flooding events can occur throughout the year (Propst et al. 2008). Wet years and 
drought periods also affect flow.  
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Fire disturbance. Fire is a natural disturbance process to the Gila National Forest and throughout 
the Southwest. Most scientists believe, for example, lightning-ignited, low severity surface fires 
occurred frequently across ponderosa pine dominated forests, which is the most extensive 
vegetation type on the Gila National Forest with over 50% coverage. Higher severity fire 
occurred but became more frequent as elevations rose and vegetation transitioned to mixed 
conifer and higher to spruce-fir, where the regime shifted to higher severity, less frequent fires. 
Swetnam and Dieterich (1985) proposed that prior to 1900, the fire return interval in ponderosa 
pine was 4-8 years on average with a range of 1-26 years based on tree ring analyses (see also 
Swetnam 1990). These fires tended to cover 3,000 acres or more, though smaller fires were not 
uncommon. They regulated tree densities, species composition, dead biomass, and nutrient 
cycling (Fulé et al. 1997). Because of this fire regime, tree densities remained low and forests 
open. Stephens and Fulé (2005) suggested the Grand Canyon as a reference site for ponderosa 
pine forests in the Southwest, due to the absence of significant logging, livestock grazing, or fire 
suppression activities.  

Some scientists believe that high-severity fire occurred in the Southwest much more frequently 
than the studies mentioned above suggest (Williams and Baker 2012; Odion et al. 2014; Baker 
2015). The debate highlights the importance of monitoring the responses of at-risk and focal 
species to fire and utilizing adaptive management strategies to guide forest management and 
restoration (see also, Fulé et al. 2013; Williams and Baker 2014). 

Connectivity 

Structural. Free-flowing, perennial stream reaches occurred in the plan area. Aquatic habitat 
patches, such as riffles, runs, glides, and pools were present as well as patches of native riparian 
vegetation.  

Functional. Stream attributes allowed fish movement between habitat types at different life 
stages and movement to maintain gene flow.  

2. What is the current condition? 

Departures from the NRV for key ecosystem characteristics indicate that the ecological integrity 
of the ecosystem may not be sustainable,48 and therefore diversity would not be achieved.49 
However, looking solely at the NRV for dominant biological characteristics ignores how other 
human factors can affect diversity. Roads and other human uses and structures can affect 
connectivity by reducing the ability of wildlife to reach habitat with desired biological 
characteristics and the security that allows wildlife to fully utilize those characteristics if they do 
reach it.  

Evaluating ecological integrity should provide a foundation for evaluating species persistence 
and viability. However, integrity is a “coarse filter” approach; additional analysis is needed at a 
species level. Species composition and diversity are elements of ecological integrity. Ecosystem 
characteristics that are necessary for individual at-risk species should be included in the integrity 
evaluation. Do the key ecological conditions for these species include amount, quality, 

48 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a). 
49 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(a). 
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distribution and connectivity of habitat? A failure to provide ecological conditions for at-risk 
species results in failure to provide for species composition and diversity and thus a failure to 
provide for ecological integrity. 

This section focuses on the aquatic and riparian ecosystem conditions important for the Gila 
National Forest’s at-risk fish. As indicated above, the plan must include components to 
“maintain or restore the ecological integrity of riparian areas,”50 taking into account the seven 
factors listed below: 

• Water temperature and chemical composition; 
• Blockages (uncharacteristic and characteristic) of water courses; 
• Deposits of sediment; 
• Aquatic and terrestrial habitats; 
• Ecological connectivity; 
• Restoration needs; and 
• Floodplain values and risk of flood loss. 

Therefore, these factors should be included in the assessment in a way that is integrated with the 
ecological conditions needed for at-risk fish (as well as other riparian- and aquatic-dependent 
species).    

Composition 

Native fish. At the drainage scale, there are no native fish populations that remain intact and only 
a few at the small tributary or spring scale (Propst et al. 2015). For more information on native 
fish species diversity and distributions throughout the Gila Watershed, see Paroz and Propst 
(2009), Stefferud et al. (2011), and Pool et al. (2013). See also, Table 8.  

Non-native fish. Researchers have identified 14 non-native fish species that occupy various 
reaches in the Gila and San Francisco watersheds (Propst et al. 2008). See Table 9. See also 
Stefferud et al. (2011).  

Vegetation. The assessment should include an evaluation of the conditions of riparian vegetation 
as well as the progress of riparian vegetation restoration efforts initiated under the Gila National 
Forest 1986 land management plan. 

Structure 

Anthropogenic structures and blockages. The Gila River in New Mexico is largely undammed 
and free-flowing, though there are proposals for water impoundments (see below). The San 
Francisco River has a series of water diversions downstream from its headwaters. 

Channel and floodplain morphology. Land uses have changed the morphology of stream 
channels (Soles 2009). Downstream of high elevation canyons, the Gila Watershed’s channels 
have changed due to lands uses throughout the twentieth century; transformations have included 

50 36 C.F.R. § 219.8(a)(3)(i)(A-G). 
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the widening of channels, channel incision, and the formation of gullies resulting in riparian 
vegetation composition and structure, stream channel instability, and soil loss (Soles 2009). See 
also, Soles et al. (2014) and Soles and Cooper (2014).  

Water quality, chemical composition, and sedimentation. The steep slopes and erodible soils 
typical to the Gila watershed along with historic and current land uses make streams vulnerable 
to high surface runoff and high sediment loads (Soles 2009). The Clean Water Act,51 governed 
by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), mandates surface water quality monitoring. 
Recent EPA Watershed Quality Assessment Reports for the Mimbres Watershed (2014), Upper 
Gila Watershed (2012), and San Francisco Watershed (2014) document impaired stream 
segments within these watersheds;52 for example, about 45% of the San Francisco Watershed 
stream segments have some level of impairment. For additional information about stream water 
quality levels of the major watersheds of the Gila National Forest and plan area, see Soles 
(2009), NMED (2011), NMED (2012), and NMED (2014a; 2014b).  

Function 

Hydrologic flow regime. In the upper reaches of the forest’s rivers, natural flow regimes have 
largely been maintained due to the absence of dams and diversion, particular in wilderness areas. 
However, downstream of river headwaters, a series of diversions and impoundments, primarily 
for agriculture and other human uses, have altered water flow in the major watersheds that 
overlap the forest (see Gido et al. 2013; Gori et al. 2014).  

Fire disturbance. The predominant contention of experts is that fire regimes are significantly 
departed from historic conditions in the Southwest (Arizona and New Mexico), particularly in 
Ponderosa pine dominated forests (Swetnam 1990; Covington and Moore 1994; Fulé et al. 2002; 
Fulé et al. 2004). Over a century of logging, fire exclusion and suppression, and heavy livestock 
grazing have changed the structure and composition of many southwestern forests. Swetnam and 
Dieterich (1985) proposed that forcible removal the Apache people from the Gila region also 
changed the fire regime because it was likely that they intentionally set fires.  

The areal extent and density of both ponderosa pine and piñon-juniper forests have increased 
over the past 100+ years (Soles 2009). These increases are associated with the decline of ground 
cover, particularly native grasses, because tree root systems tend to out-compete the root systems 
of grasses. In some areas of the forest, open, uncanopied areas decreased from 50-18%; 
grasslands decreased by 90%; and these areas shifted to dense woodland between 1935 and 1991 
(Miller 1999). Ponderosa pine forest transitioned from open canopy to relatively closed during 
that time in higher elevations of the Gila Wilderness. The loss of ground cover accelerates runoff 
and soil erosion (Soles 2009). Tree densities, particularly in ponderosa pine forests, have 
increased throughout the southwest (Covington and Moore 1994; Fulé et al. 1997; Stephens and 
Fulé 2005), often dramatically. For example, a logged forest in nearby Flagstaff, AZ had 
ponderosa pine density increases of 450% between 1883 and 1994 (Fulé et al. 1997). Ohmart 
(1996) found the East Fork of the Gila River to have significantly degraded vegetative conditions 
with a near absence of woody species, which contribute to streambank stabilization. 

51 Public Law 92-500. 
52 For individual EPA Water Quality Assessment Reports, see: http://www.epa.gov/waters/ir/index.html.    
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Due to these changes and land uses in combination with climate change, wildfires have become 
more frequent, larger, and more severe. The Gila Wilderness Areas is different because the lack 
of timber harvesting within its boundaries has meant the retention of large trees, though livestock 
grazing continues and the Forest Service suppressed fires until the mid-1970s. However, 
Stephens and Fulé (2005) suggested the Gila Wilderness be considered as a potential reference 
site for forest management guidance. As discussed above, some researchers believe that 
ecosystem conditions have not significantly departed from historic conditions (Williams and 
Baker 2012; Odion et al. 2014; Baker 2015). See Keane et al. (2000) for more on fuel conditions. 
For more on changes in the Gila and Aldo Leopold wilderness areas through the twentieth 
century, see Rollins et al. (2001) and Rollins et al. (2002) and fire severity see Holden et al. 
(2007) and Holden et al. (2009). 

Connectivity 

Genetic analyses of three native fishes (spikedace, loach minnow, headwater chub) and  within 
the forest indicate the gene flow continues to be moderate to high at the local level without 
significant evidence of inbreeding (Pilger et al. 2015). The headwater chub is most at risk of 
genetic variation loss and extinction at the local level. Below the upper Gila, populations are 
isolated (Pilger et al. 2015). 

3. What are the relevant drivers and stressors of these conditions? 

The assessment should identify stressors related to these conditions, including stressors from 
outside of the plan area that may affect a species. Outside of the forest, water diversions 
significantly alter and fragment native fish habitat (Rinne and Miller 2006; Turner and Propst 
2014). The primary stressor acting on native fish habitat in the forest is the persistence of non-
native fish that compete with native fish species and predate native fish and their eggs and fry. 
Additional stressors include water flow anomalies, fire disturbance effects, livestock grazing, 
roads, recreation, and climate change.  

Non-native fish predators and competitors  

The introduction of non-native fish species to the stream systems in the plan area is one of the 
most important drivers of the aquatic ecosystems key to the persistence of native fish. People 
stocked streams with non-native game fish, and non-native fish can escape from livestock ponds 
and tanks. In the assessment, the Forest Service should describe the extent to which non-native 
fish stocking still occurs, officially and unofficially. Several non-native species have adapted to 
the streams of the Gila Watershed and prey on and compete with native fishes (Olden and Poff 
2005; Propst et al. 2008). Non-native fishes that prey on natives include rainbow trout 
(Oncorhynchus mykiss), brown trout (Salmo trutta), yellow bullhead (Ameiurus natalis), and 
smallmouth bass (Micropterus dolomieu) (Propst et al. 2015). Non-native species tend to be 
habitat generalists, where the native species tend to be more specialized (Pilger et al. 2010).     

For example, Propst et al. (2008) assessed the effect of non-native fish species on the stability of 
native fish populations in the unaltered Gila system over the course of 19 years, collecting from 
six sites in the forest on the East, West and Middle Forks of the Gila as well as a site on the 
Tularosa River and another on the San Francisco River.  Native fish assemblages changed 
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significantly over the course of the study (See Table 9). Though the data are somewhat dated, the 
results demonstrate the importance of non-native species effects (Propst et al. 2008). The results 
indicate habitat fragmentation in the Gila forks. Non-native species tended to respond positively 
to low flow periods perhaps because they benefit from concentrations of native fishes.  

Table 9. Native and Non-native Fish Occurrences and Trends* 

Species East 
Fork 

Middle 
Fork 

West 
Fork Gila Tularosa San  

Francisco 

Native species       

Headwater chub SD SD NSD    

Roundtail chub    X   

Spikedace SD SD SD NSD   

Loach minnow NSD SD SD NSI SD NSD 

Sonora sucker SD NSI NSD NSI NSI NSI 

Desert sucker SD SD NSD NSI NSI NSI 

       

Non-native species       

Common carp 
(Cyprinus carpio)    X   

Red shiner 
(Cyprinella lutrensis)    X   

Fathead minnow 
(Pimephales 
promelas) 

   X X X 

Yellow bullhead 
(Ameiurus natalis) NSI X X X X X 

Channel catfish 
(Ictalurus punctatus) X   X   

Chihuahua catfish 
(Ictalurus spp.) NSI      

Flathead catfish 
(Pylodictus olivaris)    X   

Rainbow trout 
(Oncorhynchus 
mykiss) 

 NSI SD  X NSI 

Brown trout 
(Salmo trutta)  X NSI    

Western mosquitofish NSI NSI X NSI X NSI 
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Species East 
Fork 

Middle 
Fork 

West 
Fork Gila Tularosa San  

Francisco 

(Gambusia affinis) 

Brook stickleback 
(Culaea inconstans)     X  

Green sunfish 
(Lepomis cyanellus) X X  X   

Smallmouth bass 
(Micropterus 
dolomieui) 

SI SI X NSI   

Largemouth bass 
(M. salmoides) X   X  X 

SD = Significant Decline 
NSD = Non-Significant Decline 
SI = Significant Increase 
NSI = Non-Significant Increase 
X = occurrence during study period 
*Adapted from Propst et al. (2009: 1242, Table 3 and 1243, Table 4)  

 
Studying six rivers in the Colorado Basin, including the Gila, San Francisco, and Mimbres, Gido 
et al. (2013) found consistent results—that low flow years tend to favor non-native fishes. 
Additionally, high spring discharge mediated by precipitation benefits native fishes. 

Fire disturbance effects 

Native fish species of the Gila National Forest evolved with wildfires that burned streamside and 
surrounding fire-adapted trees and other plant species. Fire is a keystone disturbance process for 
a range of vegetation types in the Southwest. Fire can benefit aquatic systems by providing 
inputs of woody debris and mass wasting but also can create short-term disruptions such as 
temperature increases and sedimentation (Dillon et al. 2011; see also Gresswell et al. 1999). Fire 
can alter nutrient availability and also modify habitat structure and vegetation community 
composition in the terrestrial components of riparian systems (Reiman et al. 2003; Brown et al 
2014). Rieman et al. (2003: 202) stated, 

Where populations can still express the full range of life histories and remain connected 
to a range of habitats, even large fires may pose little threat. Indeed, fire could even be 
critical to the long-term maintenance of important habitats. In contrast, where populations 
have been constrained by habitat loss, fragmentation, and the expansion of exotic species, 
the probability for local extinctions linked to any disturbance has probably increased. If 
changes in fire patterns lead to larger, more severe disturbances than characteristic of at 
least the more recent evolutionary past for these species, the risks are compounded (i.e. 
fragmentation interacting with larger disturbances) [citations omitted]. 

Propst et al. (1992) and Brown et al (2001) documented the loss of fish populations, particularly 
Gila trout, due to the effects of fire in the Gila National Forest. In recent study, Whitney et al. 
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(2015) contrasted the effects of ash flow and flooding following three uncharacteristically large 
wildfires in the Upper Gila River Basin native and non-native fishes. Fires included the Miller 
fire (2011), Whitewater-Baldy fire (2012), and the Silver fire (2013). Riparian area fires cause 
temporary habitat changes directly by increasing temperatures, pH levels, and nitrogen and 
phosphorus concentrations. Longer term indirect effects include changes in vegetation and soil 
characteristics resulting in increased sunlight exposure and higher temperatures. Ash flows from 
run-off leads to hypoxia and concentrations of ferrocyanides, trace medals, and fire retardants 
that can cause fish mortalities. Fire disturbance effects can further degrade fish habitat by 
increasing siltation and decreasing food sources, such as algae and invertebrates (Whitney 2014). 
Comparing pre-fire and post-fire disturbance outcomes based on native (nine species) and non-
native (12 species) fish collections, Whitney et al. (2015) found that uncharacteristic fire 
disturbance in the short-term decreased fish occupancy and increased local site extinctions for 
both natives and non-natives. They also found that extinction probabilities for native fish would 
increase disproportionately to non-native fishes, assuming that fire- and flood-adapted native fish 
species would have a higher tolerance for uncharacteristic disturbance events. 

For more information, see Joint Fire Science Program (2010). For a comparative study of high 
severity in the Southwest, including the Gila National Forest, and Northern Rocky Mountains, 
see Dillon et al. (2011). For more information on fire severity, see Brown et al. (2011) and 
Holden et al. (2007). Forest Service should include any updates of Keane et al. (2000) vegetation 
and fuels mapping report of the Gila National Forest.  

Climate change  

Section 219.6(b)(3) requires the assessment to identify and evaluate information regarding “the 
ability of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems on the plan area to adapt to change.” It is therefore 
critically important that the assessment consider possible future scenarios for climate change and 
other so-called “system drivers” and identify those most likely to occur based on the best 
available scientific information. That information should be incorporated into projections for 
ecosystem and species sustainability, so that the revised forest plan and plan components can 
address the vulnerability and sustainability of ecosystems and species under probable climate-
change scenarios. 

Because the Southwest is semi-arid to arid, the region is particularly vulnerable to temperature 
and precipitation shifts (IPCC 2007). Over the last 50 years, the temperature has climbed by 
more than 1.8̊ F (Gutzler 2013). Higher temperatures, lower snowpack, and earlier snowmelt 
associated with climate change are linked with increasing frequency, severity, and size of 
wildfires in the Southwest (Westerling et al. 2006; Gutzler 2007). The Southwest is also 
experiencing changes in stream system flows due to earlier snowmelt and peak runoff and 
changes in stream temperatures (McCarthy 2012).  

Livestock grazing  

Starting in the late 1800s, intensive livestock grazing began in and around the forest. Livestock 
grazing likely contributed, as one of several factors, to the conversion of grassland areas to 
forested areas (Soles 2009). Most scientists believe reductions in grasses and herbaceous cover 
by cattle and sheep decreased the frequency of surface fires. Livestock may consume young 
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willow and cottonwood trees, limiting the regeneration of riparian vegetation. Hoof compaction 
of stream bank soils contributes to erosion and changes in channel conditions (Belsky et al. 
1999). Ohmart (1996) reported degraded conditions in the East Fork of the Gila River, citing 
livestock grazing as the primary factor. Livestock use of riparian and aquatic ecosystems has 
additional impacts (see Ohmart 1996; Belsky et al. 1999; Soles 2009; Beschta et al. 2012). 

Logging  

Logging was prevalent through the forest, particularly near streams, though it has tapered off in 
recent decades, especially with the establishment of the Gila Wilderness Area (Soles 2009). 
Logging and associated road-building and use has contributed to streambank destabilization, soil 
compaction, and sediment runoff.  

Road and trails 

Roads and cattle trails, especially along streambanks, contributed to soil compaction, erosion, 
sedimentation, water contamination, habitat fragmentation, and the non-native plant introduction 
and expansion (Soles 2009).  

Mining 

Mining activity began in the 1800s and, though not prevalent in the region now, has been 
responsible for contaminating streams with heavy metals and other toxins that affect water 
quality (Soles 2009).  

Proposed water diversion (potential stressor) 

The Arizona Water Settlement Act of 2004 authorized the diversion of 14,000 acre-feet of 
surface water from the Gila River annually to meet regional water supply demands (see Gori et 
al. 2014). Alternatives include damming the Gila River within the Gila National Forest, which 
would radically alter the natural flow regime and, according to a comprehensive report by The 
Nature Conservancy (Gori et al. 2014: vii-viii), would negatively affect ecological processes, 
such as, 

• Recruitment and maintenance of the riparian forest;  
• River-floodplain connection and nutrient cycling;  
• Fish habitat maintenance and reproductive success;  
• Abundance of aquatic invertebrates and timing of their emergence; and  
• Extent and quality of aquatic and riparian habitats, including wetlands, and their 

productivity in terms of the food resources they provide to amphibians, birds and 
mammals that are higher on the food chain.  

Diverting Gila River water would also exacerbate projected effects of climate change. The Gila 
River was named one of America’s most endangered rivers in 2014 due to the proposed project 
(American Rivers 2014).The proposal suggests the need for the Forest Service to present an 
accounting of water rights in the assessment.  
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4. How has management of the plan area contributed to the current condition? 

The planning phase for forest plan revision begins with a “review of the relevant information 
from the assessment and monitoring to identify a preliminary need to change the existing plan 
and to inform the development of plan components and other plan content.”53 A need for change 
should also be based on existing plan components and their effectiveness, effects and role in the 
trend and status of key ecosystem characteristics and conditions for at-risk species. The 
development of plan components specifically relies on the assessment to identify the presence 
and importance of resources in the plan area (the key ecosystem characteristics)54 and conditions, 
trends and stressors.55 An evaluation of how existing plan components and other policies that  
influence forest management, such as endangered and threatened species recovery plans, have 
contributed to the current condition of forest ecosystems should be included in the assessment. 
The Forest Service should find its own annual and periodic monitoring reports helpful for this 
step. 

Endangered and threatened species recovery progress 

The ESA requires the Forest Service and other federal agencies to, “in consultation with and with 
the assistance of the Secretary (listing agencies), utilize their authorities in furtherance of the 
purposes of this Act by carrying out programs for the conservation56 of (listed species).”57 The 
Forest Service must use its authorities, including the National Forest Management Act and its 
planning process and resulting plans, in furtherance of recovery of listed species.58  

The assessment should provide the basis for this consideration. The assessment should evaluate 
progress made by the Forest Service under the 1986 management plan to conserve and recover 
endangered and threatened species and achieve recovery plan objectives (where species recovery 
plans exist). 

The 1986 plan includes components directing the Forest Service to follow approved threatened 
and endangered species recovery plans (e.g., 2A Wildlife, Activity C05, C08, page 52). The Gila 
trout, loach minnow, and spikedace are listed fish species for which recovery plans exist, see 
Table 10. The assessment should report on the Forest Service’s progress and outcomes in 
implementing recovery actions for listed species and include evaluations of efforts to help 
conserve and recover federally protected species for which recovery plans are not in place. 
Additionally, the assessment should describe the information needed to accomplish recovery 
goals.  

 

53 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(i). 
54 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(iii). 
55 36 C.F.R. § 219.7(c)(2)(iv). 
56 “Conservation” is defined by the ESA to mean “the use of all methods and procedures which are necessary to 
bring any endangered species or threatened species to the point at which the measures provided pursuant to this Act 
are no longer necessary.” 
57 16 U.S.C. §§ 1536(a)(1). 
58 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(b)(1) requires that each forest plan include plan components that “provide the ecological 
conditions necessary to contribute to the recovery of threatened and endangered species …” 
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Table 10. Endangered and Threatened Species and Recovery Outcomes and Progress 

Species Recovery Plan Actions Recovery Outcomes and 
Progress 

Gila trouta 

• Identify restoration streams in drainage complexes. 
• Evaluate and select streams, NEPA compliance. 
• Establish Gila trout in restoration streams. 
• Eliminate nonnative trout from as much of historical range as 

possible. 
• Rescue and refugia Strategy. 
• Identify Information needs based on conservation issues. 
• Support research programs to acquire needed information. 
• Involve public in volunteer projects associated with recovery. 
• Convene and attend coordination meetings. 

? 

Loach minnowb 

• Identify all populations and determine level protection. 
• Enforce Laws and regulations. 
• Discourage detrimental land and water uses. 
• Insure natural flows. 
• Identify need for and construct barriers. 
• Determine quantitative criteria for describing a self-sustaining 

population. 
• Acquire available lands and associated water rights. 
• Protect acquired lands. 
• Establish standard monitoring locations and techniques. 
• Determine natural variation in abundance and age-class structure. 
• Determine standard methods for quantifying abundance. 
• Conduct bi-annual population estimates. 
• Monitor community composition including range of natural 

variation. 
• Determine genetic characteristics of existing populations. 
• Determine significance of interactions with non-native fishes. 
• Quantify effects of physical habitat modification. 
• Identify management areas and determine necessary habitat 

improvements. 
• Implement habitat improvements. 
• Identify and prepare sites for reintroduction. 
• Reintroduce into selected reaches and monitor. 
• Determine reasons for success/failure and rectify as necessary. 

? 

Spikedacec 

• Determine significance of interaction with non-native fishes. 
• Quantify effects of physical habitat modification. 
• Identify management areas and determine necessary habitat 

improvements. 
• Implement habitat improvement. 
• Identify and prepare sites for reintroduction. 
• Reintroduce into selected reaches and monitor. 
• Determine reasons for success/failure and rectify as necessary. 

? 
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Species Recovery Plan Actions Recovery Outcomes and 
Progress 

Gila topminnow no assigned recovery actions  ? 

Chihuahua chub no assigned recovery actions ? 

Gila chub no recovery plan ? 

a Pittenger, J. for Region 2, U.S. Forest Service. Revised Recovery Plan for the Gila Trout (Oncorhynchus gilae) 
(Third Revision). 
b Marsh, P.C for Region 2, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Loach Minnow, Tiarogo cobitis Recovery plan. 
c Marsh, P.C for Region 2, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Spikedace, Meda fulgida Recovery Plan.  

 
There is an existing process for interagency coordination that could be used to answer the 
question that the planning rule poses: does a forest plan contribute to recovery of listed species? 
The Consultation Handbook59 describes “proactive conservation reviews” under ESA Section 
7(a)(1). According to this Handbook, such reviews are appropriate for major national programs, 
and they are also “appropriate for Federal agency planning.” They would be especially helpful in 
identifying and meeting requirements to provide the ecological conditions necessary for recovery 
of listed species.60 The Forest Service Planning Handbook recognizes recovery plans by stating 
that their “conservation measures and actions” should be considered.61  

Sensitive Species persistence on the forest 

Gila National Forest monitoring reports indicate the Forest Service is monitoring a percentage of 
Sensitive Species62 that are believed to occur on the forest, including the desert sucker and 
Sonoran sucker.63 The assessment should include an evaluation of ecological conditions, 
including how forest management has affected those conditions, for all sensitive floral and faunal 
species. 

Management Indicator Species monitoring 

Monitoring reports indicate that the forest collects some monitoring data for MIS. It is not clear 
from these reports how these data have guided management practices and this information 

59 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.1998. Endangered Species Consultation Handbook: Procedures for Conducting 
Consultation and Conference Activities Under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act.    
https://www.fws.gov/ENDANGERED/esa-library/pdf/esa section7 handbook.pdf.  
60 The Consultation Handbook also encourages consultation at broader scales such as “ecosystem-based” 
consultations. 
61 FSH 1909.12, ch. 20 § 23.13a, and additionally, the Handbook also suggests consideration of “limiting factors” 
and “key threats” (which should include those that were the basis for listing the species). Finally, the Handbook 
states that the planning team should, “Engage with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and National Marine Fisheries 
Service, as appropriate, in the evaluation of existing conditions for threatened and endangered species. The direct 
use of recovery plans for forest planning should be a goal, and more than a “consideration,” but it is unlikely that 
recovery plans would provide complete answers to what the necessary ecological conditions are in the plan area. 
62 Based on the lists, USFS R3 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species: Animals – 2013 
(http://www fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/fsbdev3 021328.pdf) and USFS R3 Regional Forester’s 
Sensitive Species: Plants – 2013 (http://www fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE DOCUMENTS/fsbdev3 021246.pdf).  
63 Gila National Forest annual monitoring reports, 2001-2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2013, and 
2014 (http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/gila/landmanagement/planning).  
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should be included in the assessment to the extent possible to help determine whether the 
selected MIS might be useful as Focal Species in the revised plan. The 1986 Gila National Forest 
Plan, Amendment 11 (2006) designated the black hawk and beaver as MIS for low/mid riparian 
vegetation types and native trout for high riparian vegetation types. How well have these species 
helped ongoing riparian habitat monitoring efforts? 

Non-native species 

The 1986 management plan included standards and guidelines for stocking the Gila River and 
tributaries with non-native fish (e.g., 2A Wildlife, Activity C12, page 53). How have these 
provisions been implemented? While state agencies often play a large role in wildlife 
management on public lands, the Forest Service should outline its authority and extent to which 
it has managed wildlife values under the 1986 plan.  

Fire and fuels management 

In 1975, the Gila National Forest adopted the Wildland Fire Use policy to allow lightning-ignited 
fires to burn with no or minimal containment in order to reduce fuel loads (Joint Fire Science 
Program 2010). To what extent has following this direction shaped ecological conditions on the 
forest? How have fire and fuels management projects, such as prescribed fire, affected at-risk 
species habitat, as indicated in Hunter et al. (2015) and Hunter et al. (2011)? To what extent has 
the Forest Service conducted fuels treatment under the Healthy Forest Restoration Act of 200364 
and other laws and policies? How have fuels management practices affected fire behavior and 
aquatic habitat? 

Riparian area restoration  

The 1986 management plan set targets for riparian habitat restoration (pages 6, 73) and provided 
riparian treatment standards and guidelines (e.g., 7B Wildlife, Activity C03, C04, C06, C07, 
page 208). Additionally, forest plan Amendment 10 outlines a set of standards and guidelines to 
direct riparian restoration. The assessment should include a report on riparian restoration projects 
and evaluate the extent to which these activities have improved habitat and helped conserve at-
risk species.  

Livestock grazing 

The Forest Service has excluded livestock grazing to some extent in the San Francisco River and 
Gila River and tributaries, yet some reaches are in poor condition and trending downward due to 
livestock grazing, according to monitoring reports with allotment-specific information. The 
forest’s Annual Monitoring Report for FY2014 suggested that stream sedimentation from 
livestock grazing is affecting habitat conditions for the loach minnow and spikedace.65 The 
assessment should include an accounting of the management actions the Gila National Forest has 
taken to eliminate and reduce livestock grazing in and around streams with suitable and occupied 
at-risk native fish. The assessment should document where livestock grazing is continuing to 
affect aquatic ecosystems. Additionally, the assessment should evaluate the effectiveness of 

64 16 U.S.C. §§ 84. 
65 Gila National Forest Annual Monitoring Report FY 2014, July 2015. 

33 
 

                                                      



tools, such as stream exclosures and grazing permit retirement, to reduce negative impacts of 
livestock grazing.       

Climate change 

There are no plan components that provide guidance to the forest regarding managing resources 
in the face of climate change. In what ways has the Forest Service begun to adapt Gila National 
Forest resources to growing climate change impacts? For example, has the forest specially 
protected aquatic habitat areas that might serve as climate refugia for native fish species? For 
more information, see Enquist and Gori (2008), McCarthy (2012), West et al. (2012), Johnson 
(2013), and Fischman et al. (2014). The Forest Service has an array of resources to guide climate 
adaptation.66 See also, for example, Morelli et al. (2012).  

5. What scenario is most likely for future drivers and stressors, including climate 
change? 

In order to facilitate a meaningful need for change analysis and determination, as well as to 
develop future plan components that are responsive to changing conditions, the assessment 
should strongly consider the effects of possible future scenarios for stressors and other relevant 
factors beyond control of the agency (including climate change) on target planning resources 
(e.g. necessary ecological conditions or key ecosystem characteristics). Likely future scenarios 
should be systematically applied to the target planning resources, and the scenarios should be 
based on the best available scientific information. 

These future scenarios are also largely dependent on past and current management actions under 
the current plan, particularly related to livestock grazing and road construction, restoration, and 
obliteration. The Forest Service should detail in its assessment how trends in management are 
shaping the future conditions of aquatic ecosystems. 

Non-native fish predators and competitors  

Given that several non-native fish species are habitat generalists and also seem to be favored by 
fire disturbance effects (Whitney et al. 2015), streamflow alterations such as damming (Gido et 
al. 2013), and streamflow anomalies—particularly low flow years (Propst et al. 2008; Stefferud 
et al. 2011; Gido et al. 2013), it seems unlikely that native fishes currently at risk in the system 
will be able to persist over the long-term unless effective non-native fish control efforts are 
carried out.   

While one study indicated that mechanical control had some success in reducing non-native fish 
in the Gila River, other similar studies have found that effectively controlling non-native species 
requires persistent effort and significant investments of time and money (Propst et al. 2015). 
Propst et al. (2015) found that mechanical removal of non-native fish from an experimental site 
had a positive effect on the native spikedace but no effect on other natives in the assemblage 
including longfin dace, headwater chub, spikedace, speckled dace, loach minnow, desert sucker, 

66 See, Forest Service Rocky Mountain Research Station Climate Change website: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/rmrs/climate-change/, Office of the Climate Change Advisor website: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/climatechange/advisor/.  
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and Sonora sucker. Regarding non-native fish, control efforts had a negative impact on yellow 
bullhead, rainbow trout, and brown trout but no impact on smallmouth bass, and flathead catfish 
increased during the study.     

Fire disturbance effects 

The buildup of forest fuels in combination with temperature increases and more frequent and 
longer droughts associated with climate change have increased the frequency, size, and severity 
of wildfires in the Southwest (Westerling et al. 2006; Hurteau et al. 2013). These changes are 
expected to speed up and intensify (Brown et al. 2014; McKenzie et al. 2004). These changes 
may lead to more high-severity fires in the forest and, in turn, increased ash flows into streams. 

Climate change 

Gutzler (2013) projected that temperatures in the Southwest would increase by about 7̊ F in 
summer and 5.6̊ F in winter over the course of this century. In another study, Kunkel et al. (2013) 
predicted annual average temperatures increase 2.5-3.0̊ F by 2021–2050, 3.4-4.5̊ F by 2041-
2070, and 4.5-7.9̊ F by 2071-2099 with more pronounced increases in the summer and fall. 
Warming temperatures will likely extend the frost-free period by 25-40 days (Seager et al. 2007). 
In the mountain areas, winter and spring temperature increases are expected to continue affecting 
the volume of snowpack (Seager et al. 2007) and duration and timing of snowmelt (Cayan et al. 
2013). Precipitation levels in the Southwest are expected to decrease by 1-1.5% from 2021-2050, 
3-4% from 2041-2070, and 2-5.5% from 2071-2099 (McCarthy 2012). Precipitation declines are 
anticipated to be most pronounced in spring and summer. Rising temperatures may cause 
regional droughts apart from the effects of precipitation (Seager et al. 2007). Drought periods are 
becoming longer (Garfin et al. 2014). Climate change is affecting river flow regimes and thus 
changing riparian aquatic ecosystems (McCarthy 2012; Cayan 2013). Drought and long-term 
reductions in streamflows as well as increased flow variability are predicted to generally favor 
non-native fish over native species (Gido et al. 2013). 

Kennedy et al. (2009) predicted that within the range of the Gila trout summer air temperatures 
would increase by 3.6̊ F by mid-century (2040-2059) and average summer rainfall will decrease 
by 20% between the years of 1996-2014 and 2040-2056 and winter precipitation would decrease 
by 7% between the years of 1995-2015 and 2040-2060. These changes could cause a range shift 
of 269-286 meters in elevation and a corresponding loss in suitable habitat by 70%. Populations 
of Gila trout are limited to elevations above 5,446 feet and below 9,219 feet (Propst and 
Stefferud 1997).  

Proposed water impoundments and diversions (potential stressor) 

See Gori et al. (2014) for protections related to proposed dam and diversion alternatives under 
the Arizona Water Settlement Act of 2004. 
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6. What will the future trend in key ecosystem characteristics be as a result of those 
drivers and stressors? 

The assessment should evaluate existing and possible future trends of the plan area and assess 
sustainability.67 

Composition 

Native fish. At-risk fish in the Gila stream systems are continuing to face declines (see Table 1 
and Table 9) given significant multiple, combined stressors (Propst et al. 2008; Gori et al. 2014; 
Whitney et al 2015). The persistence of federally listed and ESA candidate native fish in the plan 
area is in question. Each Forest Service Region 3 Sensitive Species has experienced some level 
of decline in the short- and/or long-term (see Table 1). 

Non-native fish. Data indicate that several non-native fishes are increasing in abundance (Propst 
et al. 2008). Without effective control mechanisms, non-native fish are likely to continue 
increasing in the plan area.   

Vegetation. Riparian vegetation is likely to be affected by climate change and uses that impact 
flow regimes and morphology, such as livestock grazing. Perennial streams may be vulnerable to 
drying, especially in shallow areas and where stream channels have been widened. These factors 
are likely to lead to declines in riparian vegetation, denuding streambanks, and leading to higher 
water temperatures. 

Structure 

Anthropogenic structures and blockages. See Gori et al. (2014) for a detailed assessment of 
proposed water impoundments on the Gila River. What are the likely impacts of roads 
management and the management of other relevant structures to fish under the current plan?  The 
future of road impacts to streamflows and connectivity will depend on management direction.   

Water quality, chemical composition, and sedimentation. Ash flows into streams due to regular 
flooding is likely to increase given wildfire projections for the forest and the Southwest region, 
affecting water quality. The Forest Service should also project trends in livestock grazing and 
road effects on water quality. The assessment should also include projections of past mining 
impacts on water quality.  

Function 

Hydrologic flow regime. Natural variability will continue to influence streamflows (Pascolini-
Campbell et al. 2015), but flow patterns and levels are changing and likely to continue changing 
as the global and regional climate continue to change. New dams and diversions or changes to 

67 36 C.F.R. § 219.5 states, “[t]he  responsible official shall consider and evaluate existing and possible future 
conditions and trends of the plan area, and assess the sustainability of social, economic, and ecological systems 
within the plan area, in the context of the broader landscape (§ 219.6).” 
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such human structures will alter flows. Cook and Seager (2013) predicted that climate warming 
is likely to delay the Monsoon onset as well as retreat.  

Fire disturbance. As stated above, wildfires in the forest are expected to increase in size, severity, 
and frequency.  

Connectivity 

Proposed diversions (see Gori et al. 2014) in and outside of the forest would alter hydrological 
flow regimes and increase habitat fragmentation (Pilger et al. 2015). Prolonged drought and ash 
flows could exacerbate diversion threats (Whitney et al. 2015). Pilger et al. (2015) predicted that 
stream reaches that have a high abundance of non-native predatory fishes, such as canyon-bound 
reaches, could reduce gene flow between native species and lead to complete isolation between 
upstream and downstream populations.    

7. What will the likely future condition be managing under the current plan? 

Section 219.5(a)(1) provides direction on how to evaluate the information compiled during the 
assessment about “trends, and their sustainability and their relationship to the land-management 
plan within the context of the broader landscape.” This provision requires the Forest Service to 
evaluate “existing and possible future conditions and trends of the plan area.” 

Although it is not appropriate for the assessment to determine a need to change plan components, 
the assessment should clearly identify future ecosystem integrity conditions under the current 
plan (considering likely future environments and stressors) and compare those parameters to 
reference conditions (NRV or otherwise), so that a meaningful need for change analysis can 
occur during the planning phase. 

Section 219.5 imposes a requirement to “assess the sustainability of social, economic, and 
ecological systems …” Ecological sustainability “refers to the capability of ecosystems to 
maintain ecological integrity.” Therefore, the final question about expected future ecological 
integrity considers all of the key ecosystem characteristics. All of these conditions, trends and 
findings about sustainability are then used to determine what changes are needed in the existing 
forest plan. 

Managing the Gila National Forest under the 1986 management plan and succeeding 
amendments may not maintain and restore the ecological integrity of aquatic ecosystems to the 
degree necessary to support viable populations of all native fish species that occur in and around 
the forest’s perennial streams. Conditions and trends, such as the presence and likely increase of 
several populations of non-native fishes that prey on and compete with some of the most at-risk 
fish species in riparian systems (Propst et al. 2008) may not abate without management plan 
changes. With the abundance of non-native fish, native fish seem less resilient to fluctuations in 
habitat conditions, such as streamflow anomalies and wildfire effects, despite having adapted to 
these disturbance events. The frequency and length of droughts and size, frequency, and severity 
of fire are also likely to increase under climate change scenarios. The 1986 plan and its 
amendments do not address the presence of non-native fish as a factor contributing to the loss of 
aquatic ecosystem integrity. Non-native fish stocking is allowed under the current plan and not 
prohibited by amendments. With multiple stressors acting together on the forest’s aquatic 
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ecosystems against native fish viability, the likely future condition managing under the current 
plan is one where native fish assemblages in Gila National Forest perennial streams will 
collapse.   
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October 15, 2015 
 
Gila National Forest  
Attn: Matt Schultz  
3005 E. Camino del Bosque  
Silver City, NM 88061 
 
Sent via email to: gilaplan@fs.fed.us 
 
Re: Scoping comments for the new Gila National Forest Plan 
 
Dear Mr. Schultz,  
 
Thank you for providing the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) with an 
opportunity to provide input for the Assessment Phase of the Gila National Forest’s new 
Forest Plan. The Gila is an invaluable public resource for NOLS and the outdoor 
recreation community, and we appreciate the efforts of your planning team to engage 
and involve the public in the planning process. 
 
NOLS’ mission is to be the leading provider of wilderness skills and leadership education 
that serve people and the environment. NOLS teaches a wide variety of courses in the 
Southwest and around the globe, ranging from Leave No Trace classes, wilderness 
medicine, and the classic 30 day NOLS expedition courses, to entire academic 
semesters. Our core curriculum includes leadership, outdoor skills, environmental 
studies, risk management, and technical skills related to the course type, be it 
backpacking, mountaineering, whitewater boating, sea kayaking, among many others. In 
2014, 21,083 students attended NOLS courses, resulting in 217,559 student days.  
 
The NOLS business model relies on the rich outdoor adventure and educational 
opportunities provided by the Gila National Forest’s mountains, canyons, and 
wilderness. These landscapes have provided outstanding opportunities for our students 
for the past 26 years. NOLS students gain a sense of responsibility and stewardship for 
their public lands, and develop the ability to explore and experience our public lands 
while managing risk and reducing their impact on the environment. 
 
Overview of Gila Operations 
 
The National Outdoor Leadership School celebrated it’s 50th anniversary this year. 
NOLS has held courses on the Gila National Forest since 1989, and established its 
NOLS Southwest campus in Tucson, AZ in 1991. Currently, NOLS runs seven to ten 
backpacking courses on the Gila National Forest each year. In FY2014 NOLS logged 
1,451 user days on the forest. In addition to the Gila, NOLS Southwest holds Special 
Use Permits to run courses on the Coronado and Lincoln National Forests, and in Big 
Bend and Joshua Tree National Parks, among others. As an established long-term 
operator, NOLS understands and values the diverse experiences available in this unique 
landscape. The Gila stands apart as one of the few intact wild places in the Southwest. 
As the birthplace of the Wilderness Act, we look forward to seeing its wilderness values 
continued and built upon in the new Forest Plan. 
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The primary concern for NOLS Southwest operations, and particularly on the Gila 
National Forest, is the increase of large and severe wildfires. In the recent past, the open 
permitting regime of the Gila has allowed us to adapt course routes and plans to work 
around active fires and recent burn areas. Fires impact our courses in several ways 
including loss of access, destruction of trails, canopy fires, and degradation of water 
sources, among others. NOLS hopes to see the Gila National Forest take a proactive 
approach to both mitigating the effects of severe wildfires, and in restoring Forest 
resources following these events. We are aware of Forest Service budget and personnel 
constraints, especially in light of worsening fire seasons and “fire borrowing,” but we are 
hopeful that recent initiatives in Congress and effective budgeting and planning by the 
Gila National Forest can mitigate the effects of past budgetary constraints.  
 
We believe focus should be given to maintaining and restoring trails and other resources 
following wildfire events, and hope that the Gila will plan to engage in environmentally-
sound forest restoration activities - where prudent and necessary - in order to reduce the 
risk of high severity wildfires. Controlled burns, and the restoration of a natural fire 
regime, would ensure that future fires are not so extreme. We strongly advocate that the 
new Forest Plan maintain the current framework for Special Use Permits; specifically, 
the current forest-wide permit scheme, rather than specific to geographic regions or 
Ranger Districts, is a key part of the flexibility needed to operate backcountry courses 
with the threat and unpredictability of wildfires.  
 
In the comments that follow we identify components, initiatives, and information that 
should be included in the Forest Plan. First and foremost, we advocate for continued and 
enhanced access for outfitter and guide operations across the Gila National Forest, and 
particularly in Wilderness areas. Second, we believe the economic impact of outdoor 
education and recreation should be highlighted within a socio-economic analysis. And 
finally, we recommend that the Gila Forest Plan take several initiatives into strong 
consideration, including the America’s Great Outdoors initiative and the Forest Service’s 
Framework for Sustainable Recreation, that emphasize the importance of trans-agency 
and external partnerships with non-profits and local communities. We encourage the 
Gila to incorporate key aspects of these programs into its final plan. 
 

I. Outfitter and Guide Activities 
 
As a longstanding advocate for Wilderness values, for new Wilderness designations, 
and for careful stewardship of the Wilderness resource, we appreciate the balance that 
must be struck between preservation of the natural resource and the need to provide 
reasonable access to that resource. We encourage Gila National Forest to be mindful of 
potential effects to existing uses and permit holders when drafting the new Forest Plan.  
 
In general, NOLS believes decisions to limit backcountry groups either by size, 
frequency, or location, should be based on fact, the best available science, consideration 
of the overall use of an area, and the skills and training of the visitor group (please see 
Attachment B for a summary statement from NOLS regarding group size limitations). 
Data used to make decisions on restricting access should include campsite inventories, 
encounter data, and even water quality monitoring. In designated wilderness, such 
decisions are most appropriately considered as part of a needs assessment or capacity 
analysis. 
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In A Framework for Sustainable Recreation, recently developed by the Forest Service, it 
is stated, “We will inspire passion for the land and develop a lifelong commitment to 
caring for it through… conservation education and outdoor ethics programs that strive to 
make personal connections to our resources resulting in stewardship.”[1] This mandate 
notably aligns with NOLS’ own mission, to be the leading source and teacher of 
wilderness skills and leadership that serve people and the environment.  
 
The Wilderness Act of 1964, Section 4(b) defines education as a fundamental purpose 
of Wilderness. As a non-profit educator and permittee, NOLS helps fulfill this purpose by 
teaching visitors how to care for public land—how to appreciate it without harming it. 
NOLS’ programs promote the values of wilderness and instill in our students a set of 
strong environmental ethics and a sense of stewardship. NOLS believes that in order to 
increase stewardship of public lands, people need to have tangible, inspiring 
experiences with the land (please see Attachment A for a summary statement regarding 
NOLS use of wilderness for education). Outdoor recreation is a major gateway for these 
experiences. Further, ethical operators like NOLS can foster respect and care for the 
Wilderness resource, and offer an experience that will ensure a new generation of 
ethical recreationists and advocates for natural landscapes.. 
 
We are concerned about a growing national trend on Forest Service lands to prevent 
resource degradation by limiting group size.  Research indicates that the techniques a 
group uses and how it behaves in the backcountry are more important factors than the 
size of the group in determining impact. NOLS originally worked with federal agencies to 
create the Leave No Trace principles and curriculum, and continues to practice and 
teach Leave No Trace as a critical piece of our courses around the globe.  
 
In determining group size, NOLS seeks a balance between a group that is large enough 
to provide a safe, high-quality educational experience, and one that is small enough to 
foster the development of strong technical skills and not cause unacceptable 
environmental impact. NOLS operates most effectively at an average course size of 12 
to 16 students and two to three instructors.  
We encourage the Forest Service to maintain the Gila’s wild character through the 
inclusion of its stakeholders in outreach and education, and through management 
strategies that continue to balance the educational and recreational mission of 
Wilderness with natural resource protection. 
 

II. Socioeconomic Impact of Recreation 
Outdoor recreation as a whole is a significant contributor to Southwestern state 
economies. According to a study by the Outdoor Industry Association in 2012, the 
outdoor recreation industry contributed $6.1 billion annually to the New Mexico economy 
alone [1]. This includes 68,000 jobs supported by the industry amounting to $1.7 billion 
in wages, and generating $458 million in annual state and local tax revenue. The same 
report found that outdoor industry economic impact grew 5% annually between 2005 and 
2011, and the industry is projected to continue on this trajectory. 
 
In fiscal year 2014, NOLS Southwest paid $350,104 in annual payroll for 8 full time and 
3 seasonal staff, and 90 seasonal field instructors. The school spent $64,853 on food 
and $11,403 on vehicle maintenance. It is important to note that these expenses were 
for all operations out of the NOLS Southwest campus, not solely those incurred in New 
Mexico. Additionally, NOLS spent $1,500 for private services on the Gila for re-rationing 
courses by a local Gila outfitter. 
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The continued growth of outdoor recreation, and the Gila National Forest’s role as a key 
operating area for NOLS and for many other organizations and institutions, make it vital 
that the economic sector of outdoor education and recreation is fully recognized in the 
new Forest Plan.  
 
III. Initiatives to Consider 

 
America’s Great Outdoors Initiative 
NOLS has been involved in, and supportive of, the America’s Great Outdoors Initiative 
since its inception in 2010. At our headquarters location in Lander, WY, NOLS partnered 
with Central Wyoming College, Teton Science School, Wyoming State Parks and 
Historic Sites & Trails, and Trout Unlimited to host one of the largest local listening 
sessions in the country in conjunction with the initiative in Fall 2010.  
 
Framework for Sustainable Recreation 
 
One of the key goals of the Framework for Sustainable Recreation is to “cultivate 
coalitions of recreation interest groups that will help provide recreational experiences, 
service activities, and environmental education for youth and adults that promote fitness, 
appreciation of nature and history, and citizen stewardship” (pg. 6). NOLS has seen 
great success with partnerships on various National Forests around the country, but 
these partnerships often suffer over the long term in the face of budget challenges and 
staff turnover. We encourage the Gila to prioritize partnership facilitation in the Forest 
Plan. From climate change monitoring to assisting in trail building or repair efforts, NOLS 
students benefit from interacting with agency staff and actively working to improve our 
public lands. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We appreciate the significant resources and time that have go into developing a new 
Forest Plan. The responsible maintenance and deliberate management of the Gila 
National Forest will benefit local communities, and the wider population, for generations. 
NOLS alumni across the country and around the globe have lasting memories of their 
experiences in the Gila Wilderness. We look forward to serving their memories well by 
continuing to provide these experiences for years to come. The Forest Service staff of 
the Gila have proven to be careful and passionate stewards of this backcountry forest, 
balancing preservation with recreation and industry. Thank you for the careful 
consideration of our recommendations. 
 
Sincerely,

Lindsay Nohl
NOLS Southwest Director
National Outdoor Leadership School
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Attachment A
NOLSWilderness Statement

National Outdoor Leadership School
Wilderness Position Statement Summary

Why does NOLS need wilderness?

1. NOLS defines wilderness as a place where nature’s rules prevail and situations
and their consequences are real. It is this experience of spending extended periods
of time in undisturbed natural settings and places of solitude that makes our
programs unique and offers students opportunities for growth and learning. Our
curriculum is closely connected to wilderness.

2. NOLS teaches people to be leaders in the outdoors. Safe and capable leaders must
experience a wide variety of environments, conditions and circumstances before
they can lead others. Gaining this experience requires spending extended periods of
time in the places we teach.

How does NOLS help wilderness?

1. NOLS programs support wilderness in a variety of important ways, ranging from
the visible benefits of our field service projects to the less tangible but more
profound development of wilderness appreciation and environmental ethics in our
students.

2. NOLS students graduate with the basic knowledge, leadership skills and
conservation ethic to be more responsible stewards, citizens, and visitors to public
lands.

3. NOLS is committed to the stewardship of wild lands and the preservation of our
classroom. In addition to our program curriculum and student service projects, we
work to protect wilderness through our founding role in Leave No Trace and our
research and professional programs such as the Wilderness Medicine Institute.
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Attachment B
NOLS Group Size Position Statement

Background
As pressures on public land increase, managing agencies are faced with tough
decisions regarding balancing resource protection with increasing recreational
demand. Some managers are turning to group size limits as a tool to control visitor
volume and impact. This paper expresses NOLS’ position on group size in the
backcountry and explains how certain group size limits affect our education
programs.

Four statements form the foundation of our group size position:
1. The Wilderness Act of 1964 (Section 4(b)) identifies education as a fundamental

purpose of wilderness. NOLS helps fulfill this purpose by teaching people how to
take care of public land – how to appreciate the land without harming it. In so
doing, we promote the values of wilderness. NOLS programs consistently instill
in our students a set of strong environmental ethics and a sense of stewardship.

2. As an educator of visitors to public lands, NOLS is part of the land management
solution. Along with the federal agencies, NOLS is a founding partner of Leave No
Trace (LNT). We are one of two non-‐profit organizations in the U.S. that teach
the LNT curriculum, which has at its core, principles which minimize visitors’
physical and social impact on the land.

3. As a permittee on public land, NOLS is accountable, professional and responsive.
We adhere strictly to all group size requirements. We conduct our programs in
accordance with the highest standards of LNT practices, risk management and
safety. We cultivate and maintain working partnerships and service projects
with agencies at a state and federal level. We are committed to expanding the
diversity of our student body and are working with several land management
districts to increase the diversity of visitors to the backcountry. Our research
department collaborates with scientists, educators and land managers from
around the world on ecological and human dimensions of wilderness
management.

4. Current research indicates that the techniques a group uses and how it behaves
in the backcountry are more important factors than the size of the group in
determining impact.

Why is group size important to NOLS? 
More than 35 years in the field have provided NOLS with the experience to develop
a sound educational model that maintains student safety, resource protection and
economic feasibility. The size of our field courses is critical because it directly affects
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the effectiveness of our teaching, the financial health of the school, our ability to
properly train our staff, and the diversity and safety of our students.

From an educational standpoint, we have learned that too large a group will
compromise a student’s ability to develop strong technical skills and will diminish
the effectiveness of our teaching methods. Too small a group will impair the
development of individual leadership skills and a positive group dynamic, especially
on our core wilderness and semester courses, which range from 28 to 94 days in
length.

From a safety standpoint, too small a group will compromise a course’s ability to
remain self-‐reliant in responding to an emergency in the backcountry. NOLS prides
itself on being able to handle nearly all emergencies without the help of land
management agencies. However, in the case of an accident, a small group will likely
require the help of outside resources.

From an economic point of view, field course sizes smaller than our optimal will
require us to raise tuition to continue to meet our educational objectives. NOLS is a
non-‐profit educational institution. Our tuition is set to cover our costs of operation
and to help pay for scholarships and our LNT, local educators and research
programs. A tuition increase will strike with particular force on the diversity of our
student body, making our programs less affordable to many diverse populations,
and decreasing the ability of NOLS’ scholarship resources to help those who can’t
pay.

How does NOLS determine group size?
NOLS systematically determines the size of each course by carefully considering a
combination of factors: land use regulations; student and instructor safety; current
scientific understanding of potential ecological and social impact; student
educational experience; economic efficiency of NOLS operations; staff training
needs; and branch logistics. NOLS seeks a balance between a group that is large
enough to provide a safe, high-‐quality educational experience, and one that is small
enough to not cause unacceptable impact.

What is NOLS’ current group size? 
In 1970, the average size of a NOLS course in the field was 30 students. Today, the
average size of a month-‐long backpacking course is 15 people (12 students and
three instructors). Our semester courses (three months) average 17 in size. Our
largest courses – totaling 20 to 24 people – take place in Chile and East Africa. Our
smallest courses – 10 people – are supported (either financially or through staff
training) by the larger courses and take place in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest.

Though a typical course starts and ends at the roadhead as one group, students and
staff break into smaller groups of four to six to travel and camp, coming together
during the morning or evening for classes and course activities. On land-‐based
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courses, our small tent groups typically camp 200 to 300 yards apart to further
disperse impact.

NOLS operates most effectively at an average course size of 12 to 15 students and
two or three instructors. This size creates the optimal balance between safety,
educational effectiveness, and economic sustainability, while our adherence to LNT
practices minimizes our social and ecological impact. Certain courses may be larger
or smaller depending upon the primary activity of the course, permit restrictions
and location.

Research on group size 
With the help of our Research Advisory Board, including David Cole, PhD (Aldo
Leopold Wilderness Institute), Joe Roggenbuck, PhD (Virginia Tech) and Rená
Koesler, PhD (Longwood College), NOLS has carefully studied the existing scientific
research on group size. Some helpful conclusions have been reached regarding the
social and educational effects of group size. But research has shown no clear
relationship between group size and ecological impact. Research to date suggests
that:
• From an educational standpoint, classes of 15 or fewer students create the

best environment for learning and developing strong leadership skills.i

• From a social standpoint, while it is clear that most visitors prefer meeting
small groups to meeting large groups, problems with meeting large groups
are seldom profound, especially when compared to other factors that
influence visitors’ outdoor experiences.ii Most visitors rank interaction with
large groups significantly lower in importance than other social and site
factors. The term “large” is not clearly defined in the research.

• From an ecological standpoint, there are no definitive studies that show a
clear relationship between group size and impact. While it is likely that -‐-‐
everything else being equal -‐-‐ a large group will cause more impact than a
small one, the size of a group has less effect on the amount of impact than the
techniques a group uses and how it behaves.iii

Recommendations regarding group size decisions 
In some of our course areas, land managers have required NOLS to decrease the
permitted size of our groups. Although we understand the pressures that land
agencies face, we believe that these requirements are sometimes set without
complete knowledge of the actual impact caused by a NOLS course and without
consideration of the overall use of an area. However, we share land managers’
concerns regarding the lack of generally acceptable science that’s available to help
answer such questions, and we’d like to help the agencies develop research that will
enable good capacity decisions in the future.

Existing research indicates that backcountry behavior is the most important
variable in determining a group’s ecological and social impact. Group size limits do
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not, by themselves, translate to greater resource protection, since not all user
groups adhere to minimum impact principles equally. In their paper “Wilderness
Party Size Regulations: Implications for Management and a Decisionmaking
Framework”, Monz, Roggenbuck, Cole, et.al. stress that not all groups create the
same impact. “We are convinced that a large group of conscientious, experienced
people, even with horses, can cause little impact, even less than a small group of
people who are unconcerned or unknowledgeable.” iii

Lacking information about the practices of specific groups, managing agencies
generally impose the same restrictions and regulations on all groups in an effort to
treat backcountry visitors equitably. As the research suggests, the underlying
assumption of this management practice – that all users create the same amount of
impact – is flawed. A possible alternative approach to management equity is to offer
each group an equal opportunity to create a manageable level of impact. Under this
approach, visitors that adhere to low-‐impact techniques could be allowed to visit in
larger groups than those who do not. In essence, groups are allowed to create the
same amount of impact and those that do not adhere to low-‐impact techniques will
have incentive to do so.

Decisions to limit the size of groups that travel in the backcountry and in designated
wilderness should be based on fact, the best available science, consideration of the
overall use of an area and the skills and training of the visitor group. NOLS
encourages land managers to evaluate all of the costs and benefits associated with
establishing group size limits. A limit that forces NOLS to cease operating in an area
could mean the loss of a valuable education partnership for both NOLS and the
managing agency.

NOLS recommends that land managers base their decisions on a model such as the
conceptual framework presented in the paper cited on the previous page (Monz, et.
al.). This model considers the question of group size from a broad perspective,
encouraging managers to study all the costs and benefits associated with a decision
and to evaluate what alternative management options are available. Alternatives to
group size limits include limiting overall visitor numbers (commercial and private),
providing exemptions for groups that demonstrate a high level of LNT proficiency,
spacial and temporal separation of groups, and seasonal use programs.

Through our time-‐tested programs that teach leadership and Leave No Trace skills,
NOLS strives to create wilderness stewards and advocates -‐-‐ people we believe will
be the leaders in the preservation of our public lands in the future.

i Koesler, R. (2000). Group Size and the Wilderness Experience. 
ii Roggenbuck, J. & Yoder, A. (1999). Group Size and Experience Impacts in Wilderness 
iii Monz, C., Roggenbuck, J., Cole, D., Brame, R. & Yoder, A. (2000). Wilderness Party Size 
Regulations: Implications for Management and a Decisionmaking Framework. USDA Forest 
Service Proceedings RMRS-P-15-VOL-4 



 
 
 
 
 
October 16, 2015 
 
  
 
Mr. Matt Schultz 
Forest Planner 
Forest Service 
Gila National Forest 
3005 E. Camino del Bosque 
Silver City, NM  88061 
 
RE: Comments on Gila National Forest’s Pre-assessment Reports Phase of the Forest Plan 

Revision Process 
 
Dear Mr. Schultz: 
 
Please accept the following comments from the New Mexico Wildlife Federation (NMWF) on Gila 
National Forest’s (GNF) Pre-assessment phase of the plan revision process.  We will offer our 
recommendations for how we might approach solutions to improve the Gila National Forest.   
 
After 100 years, the NMWF remains true to its roots:  Sportsmen working to protect New Mexico’s 
wildlife, habitat and outdoor way of life.  Practical, solution-oriented and successful, we rely on science 
and the North American Model of Wildlife Management as our guides.  We have found common ground 
with landowners and management agencies to produce results that benefit sportsmen and wildlife.  We are 
constantly working on access, habitat and opportunity for New Mexico’s sportsmen and women on our 
treasured public lands. 
 
General Comments 
 
The GNF is one of the premier public land hunting areas in the West, and the NMWF takes a strong 
interest in the GNF Plan Revision.  The GNF offers excellent hunting opportunity for Coues deer, mule 
deer, elk, antelope, black bear, javelina, mountain lion and turkey.  Part of what makes the GNF such a 
high quality hunting destination is its large tracts of uninterrupted backcountry habitat, along with 
excellent public access.  The GNF invokes a sense of remoteness and the opportunity for bird hunters to 
pursue three species of quail (Montezuma, scale and gambel), morning doves, band-tailed pigeons, Dusky 
Grouse and turkeys.  The area also provides important summer, wintering and calving habitat for elk. 
 
Hunting in New Mexico provides important economic revenue, which is in no small part fueled by quality 
public access and habitat in areas such as the GNF.  To sustain the hunting industry, we need to maintain 
the wildlife populations upon which it depends.  Maintaining large tracts of quality intact habitat provides 
an assurance that wildlife populations will remain healthy, along with the hunting economy. 
 
Plant and animal communities in the region are diverse, ranging from semi-desert grassland to pinion-
juniper, ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, spruce and aspen.  The area also contains critical habitat for the 
Mexican spotted owl.  The GNF is ecologically linked with the San Mateo Mountains of the Cibola 
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National Forest and the Mogollon Rim to the west, allowing species and genetic diversity to move along 
the Rocky Mountain Corridor. 
 
The NMWF offers the following balanced approach to maintain the area’s high quality backcountry 
habitat, and the hunting access that the GNF offers, while still allowing land managers the flexibility to 
conduct habitat improvement projects. 
 
Ecological Changes 
 
The GNF is experiencing some challenging degradation issues and natural environmental changes to its 
landscapes.  There are assortments of management considerations that can be addressed to improve the 
resilience of the GNF’s ecological landscape. 
 

 Evaluating the forest’s vulnerability.  As a proactive step in addressing ecological and socio-
economic changes, GNF prepares a vulnerability assessment that analyzes key species, such as 
mule deer, and habitat susceptible to emerging ecological threats and changes.  Once a 
vulnerability assessment analyzes these threats, GNF creates specific objectives that identify and 
provide information which may more effectively guide forest management for the GNF. 

 Identifying the major threats and developing objectives that specifically target these threats.    
However, with the onset of drier climates and drought conditions, NMWF believes actions that 
help decrease the GNF’s vulnerability from the impacts of climate change will aid in its ability to 
adapt and manage for all the changes that could occur as a result of a warmer climate. 

 Managing the GNF as a connected landscape.  NMWF recognizes that watersheds and 
landscapes do not end at the forest boundary, nor do the effects from pollution, overgrazing (by 
domestic and wild animals), invasive species encroachment and climate change, to name a few.  
Recognizing the importance of its neighboring boundaries that include other federal and state 
landscapes and private lands, the ecological integrity of the GNF can improve.  This will involve 
collaborative efforts, creating new relationships and strengthening existing ones. 

 Managing the GNF in concert with the BLM.  Where the GNF is directly adjacent to BLM lands 
that are managed for conservation purposes, the GNF should ensure that it is managed 
consistently with the BLM.  Doing so will ensure consistent management of wildlife habitat. 

 
Watersheds 
 
The NMWF would recommend the following desired conditions regarding Watersheds:  
 

 New Mexico water quality standards should continue to be met in the GNF.  
 Maintain water resources, including water quality, by ensuring Best Management Practices as 

described in the National Best Management Practices for Water Quality Management on National 
Forest System Lands and in FSH 2509.22 are implemented and monitored. 

 Watersheds are functioning properly, in satisfactory condition. 
 Watersheds are not at risk due to the fuels composition and uncharacteristic disturbance and that 

the fire indicator of watershed framework is rated “good.” 
 Watersheds mostly contain free-flowing streams and functioning wetlands and riparian areas.   
 The hydrologic regime within a watershed is not impacted by the density and distribution of 

roads, trails, and impervious surfaces. 
 Watersheds exhibit high geomorphic, hydrologic and biotic integrity relative to their natural 

potential condition. 



Mr. Matt Schultz 
Comments on GNF’s Forest Plan Revisions 
October 16, 2015  Page 3 
   
 

 Springs, riparian areas and wetlands have the necessary soil, water and vegetation attributes to be 
healthy and functioning. 

 Instream flows provide for channel and floodplain maintenance, recharge of riparian aquifers, 
water quality and minimal temperature fluctuations. 

 In aquatic and riparian systems that evolved with wood near the streams, ensure that large woody 
material is present and continues to be recruited into the system at near natural rates. 

 Riparian, wetland and spring dependent resources are supported preferentially. 
 Higher ecological values associated with water resource features such as springs, streams, 

riparian areas and wetlands are supported by the healthy condition of these features. 
 Sufficient reproduction of native species appropriate to the site is occurring to ensure 

sustainability. 
 Riparian and wetland plant communities occupy most of area where they might potentially grow. 
 The ecological integrity of riparian areas is maintained or restored, including structure, function, 

composition, connectivity, water quality, sediment, aquatic and terrestrial habitats and floodplain 
values. 

 Critical riparian areas in the GNF are identified and protected for wildlife use only, if adequate 
water within the allotment is available for livestock operations. 

 
Grazing 
 
Grazing of livestock will continue on most of our public lands as specified in federal law and regulations.  
NMWF supports grazing management in a manner that provides the greatest benefit to habitat and 
wildlife resources.  The BLM produced a document called NM Standards for Public Land Health and 
Guidelines for Livestock Grazing Management which describes in detail what comprises a healthy 
ecosystem for our public lands on both upland and riparian areas.   
 
The NMWF would recommend the following desired conditions regarding grazing: 
 

 Research at NMSU has shown that the maximum livestock forage use should be 30% – 35% for 
habitat sustainability for wildlife. 

 Under best management practices, it requires all livestock waters on public lands be kept filled 
and available to wildlife on a year-round basis. 

 To keep livestock from water in order to encourage grazing rotation, exclosures must be built and 
water cannot be turned off. 

 If freezing is a problem, then the water may be turned off, but water must be supplied by tanks. 
 All water must have wildlife escape ramps. 
 If allotment holders are willing to sell their rights to an NGO for permanent resting from livestock 

grazing, the GNF should support and facilitate such actions as long as all other public uses 
continue, exclusive of development. 

 Forest and grassland restoration projects that are successful mean that there will be increased 
grass forage available.  Increases in available forage are reserved for watershed function and 
wildlife.  After treatment, there should be no increase in grazing or allotment numbers to deplete 
the results. 

 Proper livestock stocking rates and associated management activities contribute to healthy, 
diverse plant communities, soil stability and wildlife habitat. 

 Livestock grazing and associated management activities are in balance with the needs of wildlife 
forage, watershed ground cover, natural fire regime and resilience to climate variability. 
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Roads & Motorized Recreation 
 
The NMWF would recommend the following desired conditions regarding roads and motorized 
recreation: 
 

 National Forest System (NFS) roads and bridges provide safe and efficient access for recreation 
opportunities and resource management and are maintained in good condition to prevent resource 
damage. 

 The maintenance program for the GNF road system is financially sustainable. 
 Undesirable impacts to water resources, soils, heritage sites, wildlife and vegetation from GNF 

system roads are adequately mitigated. 
 Open NFS roads are well marked through the proper use of signage, making them easy to locate 

for all users. 
 NFS roads intended for use by high clearance vehicles are clearly distinguished from those 

intended for standard passenger cars, through proper use of road entrance treatments and/or 
signage.  

 NFS roads decommissioned per a travel management decision are either converted to other uses 
in a timely manner, or treated in an effective way to eliminate motor vehicle traffic use. 

 Education is effective, in partnership with local users, in informing the public of open areas and 
roads.  Open NFS roads not presently needed are closed (all motor vehicle traffic prohibited) until 
they are needed again, and road closure methods are effective in eliminating motor vehicle traffic.  

 Unauthorized roads that are causing environmental impacts are rehabilitated in a timely manner. 
 Studies have shown that spacing of route densities greatly impacts elk and mule deer movement.  

The GNF consider no less than two-mile spacing for motorized route density in critical elk and 
mule deer habitat. 

 Opportunities for off-highway vehicle (OHV) riding, driving for pleasure, motorized dispersed 
camping and motorized big game retrieval are provided on the designated system of NFS roads 
and motorized trails in accordance with the motor vehicle use maps (MVUMs). Visitors 
understand and comply with the designations shown on the MVUMs. 

 The designation of NFS roads and trails and areas on NFS lands for motor vehicle use and over-
snow vehicles is consistent with the Travel Management Rule at 36 CFR 212 and with desired 
recreation settings.  

 The GNF strictly enforces existing OHV regulations consistent with the Travel Management Rule 
at 36 CFR 212 to protect habitat from fragmentation by illegal OHV use.  

 The GNF provides ample law enforcement personnel to monitor and manage illegal OHV use and 
other illegal activities in the GNF. 

 In reference to RS 2477, while maintaining access is utmost, where any road crosses critical 
wildlife habitat or sensitive riparian area, that road is evaluated for closure. 

  
Access 
 
The NMWF would recommend the following desired conditions regarding access: 
 

 Right-of-Ways and Easements provide for broader access to lands within the GNF without 
impacting private inholding rights-of-way and easements. 

 Acquisition of lands facilitates efficient management strategies for the GNF. 
 Encroachment issues are resolved equitably for both adjacent landowners and the GNF. 
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 Access to public lands is provided throughout the planning areas. 
 Easements are acquired to provide access to public lands for recreation, including wilderness and 

roadless areas. 
 Priority for the acquisition of easements is placed on former county roads vacated by county 

governments, when these roads are the only access to areas of high recreation value. 
 All available methods are used to obtain legal public or administrative access from willing 

landowners to cross non-federal land to reach public land lacking adequate access. 
 
Designated Areas 
 

 Inventoried roadless areas are managed to protect and conserve their roadless character consistent 
with 2001 Roadless Area Conservation Rule. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The NMWF is committed to protecting and restoring the unique wildlife and habitat values of the GNF.  
We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the forest plan revision process and would like to work 
cooperatively with the Forest Service on the issues discussed above.  We believe in the importance of 
achieving ecologically sustainable, fiscally realistic and enforceable management of forest resources in 
the future. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
John N. Cornell 
Sportsman Coordinator 
New Mexico Wildlife Federation 
john@nmwildlife.org 
575-895-5090 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Sent via email and certified mail. 
 
October 30, 2015 
 
Matt Schultz, Forest Planner 
Gila National Forest 
3005 E. Camino del Bosque 
Silver City, NM 88061 
Email: gilaplan@fs.fed.us    
 
RE: Gila Forest Plan Revision Pre-Assessment  
 
Dear Mr. Schultz and Forest Planning Staff: 
 
Please accept the following comments submitted on behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity to 
inform the assessment of the Gila National Forest as it initiates the forest plan revision process. 
 
The Center for Biological Diversity (the Center) is a national, nonprofit conservation organization with 
more than 900,000 members and online activists dedicated to the protection of endangered species and 
wild places. The members and activists of the Center are concerned with the management of our federal 
public lands, including our national forests, especially as that management relates to the protection, 
recovery, and viability of native species and habitat. While we maintain members and supporters within 
the counties where ranger districts of the Cibola National Forest are located, our national public lands are 
to be managed for the benefit of all Americans, and we therefore speak for all our members and 
supporters throughout the United States.  
 
The Center intends for these comments to be comprehensive and easily understandable, however, if the 
Forest Service requires additional information or has questions about the information provided, the Center 
requests the opportunity to elaborate and provide additional information. 
 
Please note that relevant scientific documents cited within these comments have been included with the 
copy of our comments sent on via certified mail in electronic form. We request that all references and 
documents submitted be incorporated into the administrative record for this project.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Katie Davis 
Public Lands Campaigner 
Center for Biological Diversity 
P.O. Box 710  
Tucson, AZ  85702-0710 
(520) 345-5708 
kdavis@biologicaldiversity.org 
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I. Introduction 
 
As an interested party to the forest planning process on the Gila National Forest (“Gila”), the Center for 
Biological Diversity intends to provide information to the forest planning team that will facilitate the 
development of a revised forest plan that both meets the requirements of federal law and establishes a 
management framework to ensure the sustainable, long-term health of the Gila’s ecosystems, wildlife 
populations, and recreational opportunities.  
 
The following information is intended to establish the current conditions and status of ecosystems, 
wildlife populations, specific species, and recreational opportunities within the Gila, to the best of our 
knowledge and based on the best available science. The approach we have taken in this letter is to identify 
pertinent questions that the Forest Service should be asking and seeking to answer within the assessment 
process, and then answer those questions based on the best available science and information available. 
This information should then drive and identify needs for change for the plan revision process.  
 

a. Legal Framework for the Assessment 
 
As outlined in the 2012 Planning Rule,1

 

 in the assessment for the plan revision on the Gila, “the 
responsible official shall identify and evaluate existing information relevant to the plan area,” including 
information regarding the following topics: 

1) Terrestrial ecosystems, aquatic ecosystems, and watersheds;  
 

2) System drivers, including disturbance regimes, wildland fire, invasive species, and climate 
change;  

 
3) Threatened, endangered, proposed and candidate species, and potential species of conservation 

concern present in the plan area;  
 

4) Recreation settings, opportunities and access, and scenic character;  
 

5) Existing designated areas and potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas.2

 
   

Information deemed relevant to this initial assessment can take many forms, including “governmental or 
non-governmental assessments, plans, monitoring reports, studies, and other sources,” including state and 
local plans and “local knowledge,” so long as such information is publically available or voluntarily 
provided.3

 

  All information provided within these comments falls under one or more of these categories, 
and therefore should be considered for the purposes of the initial assessment process and forest planning. 

b. Current Regional and Forest-wide Ecological Trends 
 

1) What are the ecological trends for the Southwest region relevant to the Gila National Forest? 
 
Anthropogenic global warming has had a profound influence on the plant and animal species across all 
global ecosystems, as has been well documented across scientific disciplines and literature (Parmesan 
2006). Overwhelming evidence suggests that the majority of impacts from warming and the global 
change in climate patterns on native species has and will continue to be negative. Examples of known and 

                                                           
1 As codified in Title 36, Part 219, Subpart A of the Code of Federal Regulations. 
2 36 C.F.R. § 219.6 (b) 2015. 
3 Id. § 219.6 (a). 
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expected impacts include: shifts in distribution, both vertically and horizontally across the landscape; 
increases in vegetative growing seasons; disruptions in timing and relationships within foodwebs and 
ecosystem types; increased abundance of pests or disease, including non-native species; and decline and 
even extinction, to name a few (Parmesan 2006). Other assessments of climate change specifically 
focused on the Southwest have described the region as “one of the most ‘climate-challenged’ regions of 
North America” (Jardine 2013).  Climate and weather changes that have occurred and are expected to 
continue to occur include: decreases in annual precipitation, increases in flood events, decreased 
mountain snowpacks, and increased drought severity (Jardine 2013: 8-9).  
 
Drought in the Southwest has also caused significant changes in tree composition, and is expected to 
continue to do so. Examples include widespread die-off and decline of aspen, increase in tree water stress, 
especially at higher elevations, and increased susceptibility to bark beetles (Jardine 2013: 156-157).  Of 
course, the specific changes in species composition and viability within the Gila National Forest will be 
unique and will demand significant investment in further study and data collection long-term to 
understand the role forest management can play in addressing these concerning impacts.  
 

2) Can Forest Service management affect species resilience to climate change? 
 
The short answer to this question is, of course, yes. The Forest Service has the ability to mitigate both the 
impacts from climate change on species and habitat, and stressors other than climate change that may 
make species adaptation unlikely or impossible. Numerous studies have shown that “intact ecosystems 
that retain their full complement of species are more likely to be buffered from the effects of climatic 
change” (Gillson et al. 2013). Two key strategies that scientists recommend be employed to facilitate 
protection of intact ecosystems and viability of species in light of climate change are: (1) “including the 
widest possible altitudinal range within protected areas” and (2) increasing the connectivity and 
permeability of protected areas, for instance by creating buffer zones (Gillson et al. 2013: 138). 
Additional research and study into this issue should be undertaken by the Forest Service before forest 
planning components are created. 
 
The Forest Service may not be able to manage the underlying sources of global warming and climate 
change, but an understanding of the impacts of climate change on forest ecosystems must lead to 
mitigation strategies that require changes in management of forest uses that are firmly within the Forest 
Service’s control under the forest plan and federal law. 
 

II. Species Status and Concerns 
 
Throughout the Southwest, increasing human populations and associated development pressure, increased 
forest recreation, decreasing water supplies, climate change, and impacts from multiple-use forest 
management have had a profound negative impact on many native species. Some species, such as 
Mexican gray wolf and jaguar, were extirpated completely from New Mexico and the Gila National 
Forest. Others, such as the Gila chub and Gila trout, hover on the brink of extinction, existing in small, 
vulnerable populations.  
 
The recent history of the Gila National Forest and the Southwest in general has been of increasing human 
involvement, control, and manipulation of the natural environment. The ongoing uses of forest lands have 
contributed to decreases in species abundance, biodiversity, and overall ecosystem sustainability. In some 
cases this has been from direct human-animal conflict, such as the extermination of wolves on the 
landscape by guns, poisons and other means, but it has also been through the slow and steady decline in 
ecosystem resilience and function due to the use of forest landscapes, plants and animals for human 
economic gain and recreation. Unfortunately, the Gila will never again be the wild place encountered by 
early explorers and indigenous peoples. However, the Forest Service has a wealth of resources and 



5 |P r e - A s s e s s m e n t  c o m m e n t s  o f  t h e  C e n t e r  f o r  B i o l o g i c a l  D i v e r s i t y  
1 0 / 3 0 / 2 0 1 5  
 

mechanisms by which to reduce the impact and presence of human activities on the ground, which would 
significantly improve the chances of species recovery and ecosystem function, a key goal of the 2012 
Planning Rule. 
 
As an initial planning step, the Forest Service should put together a list of the potential species of 
conservation concern for the Gila. Species of conservation concern are species that have no designation 
under the Endangered Species Act and are “known to occur in the plan area and for which . . . the best 
available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species’ capability to persist over 
the long-term in the plan area.” Species that must be considered include those with a G/T1 or G/T2 
ranking in the NatureServe database, and they are expected to be included unless the Forest Service can 
demonstrate that the known threats are not occurring within the plan area.4 Other species should be 
included if there is “best available scientific information about the species [that] indicates substantial 
concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long term in the plan area.5

 

 Based on this 
direction, we recommend the Forest Service begin by including all G/T3 species from the NatureServe 
database and removing them only if evidence exists that within the Gila they are not threatened.  

Below, we provide information, based on best available science, for both listed species, for which plan 
components to ensure recovery must be created, and species that qualify and should be listed as species of 
conservation concern based on significant threats that exist to their viability within the Gila. The species 
addressed in this letter do not represent the only species of concern or species that the Forest Service 
should be evaluating as part of the forest planning process, they are merely representative examples of 
species with conservation needs and challenges. 
 

a. Mammals 
 

i. Mexican Gray Wolf 
 

1) What is the current status of Mexican gray wolf in the Gila National Forest? 
 
There were 53 or 54 Mexican wolves, including 4 breeding pairs, counted in the Gila at the end of 2014.  
This represents the sixth consecutive year of population growth in the Gila, and the third consecutive year 
of increases in the number of breeding pairs.  (A breeding pair is a male and female wolf that have 
reproduced together and that have 2 or more of their pups surviving through Dec. 31 of the year of their 
birth.)6

 
 

The distribution of wolf packs in the Gila shows that, while much of the northern portion of the forest is 
occupied by wolves, vast areas -- including the Black Range, Pinos Altos Range, Burro Mountains and 
most of the NM-portion of the watershed of the San Francisco River -- have no resident wolves: 
 

                                                           
4 FSH 1909.12, Chapter 10, 12.52c.  
5 Id. 
6 Fish and Wildlife Service. 
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2) What threats face the Mexican gray wolf’s recovery?  
 
The wild wolf population in the U.S. (about half of which resides in the Gila and the other half in the 
Apache NF and Fort Apache Indian Reservation) suffers from inbreeding depression which is reducing 
the number of pups born and the survival rate of pups (Frederickson 2007: 2365). Losses to the wild 
population along with the absence of any successful management releases from the captive-breeding 
population over the past 7 years may threaten the genetic viability of the wild population and ultimately 
threaten the recovery of the subspecies. 
 
Losses to the population are occasioned primarily through illegal shooting followed closely by federal 
live-removal (primarily trapping) and shooting. Illegal killings occur almost exclusively near roadways.  
We are aware of just one illegal killing within designated wilderness, and that was within ½-mile of the 
northern boundary of the Gila Wilderness. Management removals are primarily in response to 
depredations on livestock.  Many losses of livestock to Mexican wolves follow the wolves’ habituation to 
stock after feeding on domestic animals that they did not kill, but merely scavenged. 
 

ii. Jaguar 
 

1) What is the current status of Jaguar within the Gila National Forest? 
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Presently, there are no known populations or individuals of jaguar within the Gila National Forest. 
However, as shown by the following map, jaguars are known to have lived within the boundary of what is 
now the Gila historically, before they were extirpated from the area by humans. Jaguars are listed as 
endangered under the ESA and should be considered as native animals to the Gila during this planning 
process. 
 

 
 
Because jaguars have very large home ranges and recovery efforts are underway for this species within 
the United States, it is likely that jaguars could become re-established in the Gila at some point in the 
future. Given the jaguar’s status as a apex predator, which co-evolved with many other native species 
within the Gila, it would be advantageous to ecosystem function and recovery for jaguar to once again 
inhabit the Gila. Establishment of critical habitat, which did not include the Gila National Forest, does not 
preclude jaguar presence in the Gila, and in fact, breeding populations throughout the jaguar’s historic 
range will likely be necessary for full recovery within the United States.   
 

iii. River Otter 
 

1) What is the current status of river otter within the Gila National Forest? 
 
Currently, there are no river otter present within the Gila National Forest. Historically, river otter were 
present in the Gila, helping to support a robust and functional riparian and aquatic ecosystem. However, it 
is well-known that populations of river otter in other southwestern states can be used to re-establish 
populations elsewhere, and at one time, reintroduction of river otters was proposed and studied for the 
Gila. Unfortunately, that plan was never implemented, and the river otter is currently classified as SH 
(possible extirpated) within New Mexico.  
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We advise the Forest Service to identify river otter establishment in the Gila as both a desired future goal 
and also a potential management strategy for river and riparian restoration and eradication of non-native 
fish species. The Forest Service should first identify suitable and historic habitat and presence of the river 
otter within the assessment phase. The recovery of river otter within the Gila presents a significant 
opportunity to restore river ecosystems, as scientific evidence suggest that river otters “tend to eat the 
slower, more abundant fish species, which . . . are primarily non-native fish,” thereby contributing to 
ecosystem and species recovery (Savage and Klingel 2003). 
 

b. Birds 
 
Bird species within the Gila National Forest and throughout the Southwest have been negatively impacted 
by many different human-induced influences on national forest lands. Logging historically removed and 
disrupted significant portions of bird habitat and range. Widespread livestock grazing has disrupted 
grassland and riparian habitats relied on by bird species, while disrupting natural fire regimes under which 
native birds evolved. General habitat degradation and disruption due to development, roads and recreation 
has increased human-bird conflicts and decreased prey availability and key habitat features. Almost all of 
the key threats to bird populations within the Gila can and should be addressed by the Forest Service 
within the planning process.  
 
Other key information that should be considered, especially in the assessment phase, is the changes to 
bird habitat and behavior being observed due to climate change. Research has demonstrated that increased 
migration, specifically northward and to higher elevations, is indeed a direct effect of climate change in 
the United States. For instance, 58 percent of observed bird species have permanently migrated north, on 
average 35 miles north of their original home range, over the past four decades, most likely due to 
environmental factors caused by climate change (Audubon 2009: 3). It will be critically important for the 
Forest Service to understand how this may be playing out on the Gila in order to guide management 
decisions that will maintain and assist in the recovery of native bird species. 
 

i. Mexican Spotted Owl 
 

1) What is the current status of Mexican spotted owls within the Gila National Forest? 
 

The Mexican spotted owl (MSO) is a well-studied species that occupies a fairly wide range within the 
Southwest, but is hindered in overall species recovery by the widespread threats to its habitat and 
viability, as well as the small number of current breeding pairs and lack of connected populations. Recent 
scientific studies have concluded that the Gila “serves as an important population center” for MSO, and 
also serves as an important natural laboratory for studying the bird (Ganey et al. 2011: 34).  
 
According to NatureServe, within New Mexico, MSO is currently considered “imperiled” or S2. The Gila 
National Forest was identified as an area where new surveys of owl populations were taking place as of 
2013 (USFWS 2013). Based on survey data, it is presumed that the Gila may contain one of the most 
numerous populations of MSO within its range, and is known to include 296 protected activity centers 
(PACs) (Ganey et al. 2011). Substantial uncertainty exists as to the current number of owls and breeding 
pairs within the Gila, which indicates need for additional owl surveys and also for publication of any 
existing data held by the Forest Service about this species as part of the assessment process. 
 

2) What are the current threats to Mexican spotted owl viability and recovery? 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) has documented threats to this species, all of which are related 
to human activities, both current and historic. These include “domestic and wild ungulate grazing, 
recreation, fuels reduction treatments, resource extraction (e.g, timber, oil, gas), and development” and 
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historic timber harvesting and fire suppression activities (USFWS 2013: 5). All of these, in the words of 
the FWS, “have the potential to reduce the quality of owl nesting, roosting, and foraging habitat, and may 
cause disturbance during the breeding season” (USFWS 2013:5). 
 
Another threat identified by the FWS is high-severity, stand-replacing fire. However, this does not mean 
that suppression or intensive thinning projects are desirable for Mexican spotted owl habitat. There is 
ample evidence that fire scarred areas are an important part of Mexican spotted owl habitat and are used 
extensively by owls, as well as evidence that forest restoration projects can negatively affect prey animals 
for owls, potentially having the unintended consequence of decreasing food availability. 
 
Monitoring of owl wintering habitat in burned areas within New Mexico resulted in the finding that prey 
was 2-6 times greater in abundance within previously burned areas and that Mexican spotted owls relied 
on these areas for prey capture and habitat to make it through the winter season, when the owls are under 
greater stress (Ganey et al. 2014). Other research into southwest frequent-fire adapted landscapes has 
shown that prey species relied upon by raptors such as owls also benefit from heterogeneous forest 
structures, including the presence of snags, large-diameter trees, and downed debris (Kalies et al. 2012). 
Such heterogeneous forest structure is easier to attain and more likely to benefit species when created 
through natural or prescribed fire, rather than intensive thinning and logging projects. 
 

c. Fish 
 
Desert aquatic systems in the Southwest are generally fragile, overtaxed, subject to multiple human uses, 
and variable in nature depending on climate patterns. The isolation of fish species within different 
watershed, springs, and headwaters systems are a relic of historic changes and geographic factors, but 
present unique conservation challenges. The effects of isolated fish distribution in the Southwest include: 
“1) local divergence via natural selection or genetic drift; 2) little or no gene flow among isolated demes 
that might otherwise moderate losses of genetic variability after population crashes; and 3) little or no 
recolonization of isolated habitats after local extinction” (Meffe and Vrijenhoek 1988: 2). Human 
disturbances, including river diversion, groundwater pumping, and overuse of springs and streams, as 
well as introduction of exotic fish species, create additional stress on fish. Because of these factors, fish in 
the Southwest are more vulnerable and prone to extinction.  
 
On the Gila, detailed study within the forest’s watersheds and rivers found that “[m]aintenance of 
connectivity within the remaining ranges of native fishes in the Gila River based is arguably critical to 
ensuring their long-term persistence” (Propst et al. 2008: 1251). The conclusion of this study was that 
conservation and recovery of native fish species “will require mitigating human activities that block or 
impede movement of native fishes,” as well as augmenting populations (Propst et al. 2008: 1251). Further 
development or human impact on native fish habitat is likely to make recovery and conservation 
impossible, if not create conditions that result in extinction. 
 

i. Gila Chub 
 
Various chub species have been found and known to exist in the Gila, including the Rio Grande and 
Headwater chub. Because of their status under the ESA and the broad applicability of the science related 
to the Gila chub to other chub species, for the purposes of this letter, we will focus discussion on the Gila 
chub, but find the information to be relevant to the viability and recovery of all species of chub within the 
Gila. 
 

1) What is the status of the Gila chub within the Gila National Forest? 
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Within the state of New Mexico, NatureServe identifies Gila chub as “critically imperiled” or an S1 
species. The Gila chub is also listed as endangered under the ESA, and has 11.7 miles of critical habitat 
designated within the Gila National Forest.7

 

 The species is known to occur within Turkey Creek within 
the forest and may be present elsewhere, but further surveys are needed to understand the extent of 
populations within the forest. 

2) What are the primary threats to chub within the Gila National Forest? 
 
It has long been known that chub species require “maintenance of large sections of unspoiled, natural, 
main-channel habitat” (Smith 1979: 623). Therefore, primary threats to these species include dams, which 
destroy swift-water habitat while decreasing temperature and turbidity, as well as introduction of non-
native fish species, which may thrive in rivers and streams that have been modified by human activities 
(Smith 1979: 623). Fire, which causes runoff and sedimentation can also negatively affect chub 
populations, and even has the ability to extirpate small populations; however, research and planning in 
this area can allow for both natural fire and continued recovery of chub within the Gila (LeQuire 2010).  
 
Additional threats identified in the recently released recovery plan for the Gila chub include: fire 
suppression activities, especially use of flame retardant; ground and surface water withdrawals; 
development and roads; presence of non-native species; and livestock grazing (USFWS 2015).  
 

ii. Gila Trout 
 

1) What is the status of the Gila trout within the Gila National Forest? 
 
Gila trout is listed as threatened under the ESA and is currently classified as “critically impaired” or S1 in 
New Mexico, according to NatureServe. As of 2001, 59.5 miles of rivers and streams within New Mexico 
had populations of Gila trout, some of which had been re-established through pro-active management 
after previous extirpation (USFWS :7). Additional surveys and studies of population dynamics and 
current status need to be completed. 
 

2) What are the primary threats to the Gila trout within the Gila National Forest? 
 

The Gila trout was once found in all headwaters of the Gila River (Miller 1950:19). Even in 1950, threats 
to the survival and continued persistence of Gila trout had been identified, including presence of non-
native species, fishing methods, and changes in water temperature and flow due to human activities 
(Miller 1950). Another survey and analysis, completed in 1992, after the Gila trout had been listed as 
endangered under the Endangered Species Act, found that populations of trout were limited to small 
headwater streams, which are susceptible to natural events such as fire, flood, and drought that may 
significantly decrease, if not eliminate, small populations (Propst et al. 1992: 123). The 1992 study again 
emphasized that human activities, such as livestock grazing, timber harvest, and mineral extraction, as 
well as introduction of non-native fish species, are primary threats to the sustainability and recovery of 
Gila trout populations. Most importantly, the study argued that “entire sub-drainages with multiple 
tributaries must be reclaimed and managed” for Gila trout to recover and maintain genetic diversity to 
ensure long-term survival (Propst et al. 1992: 123).  
   

III. Restoration, Fire Management and Natural Fire Regimes 
 

1) What is the historic role of fire on the Gila National Forest? 
 
                                                           
7 70 Fed. Reg. 66690 (November 2, 2005).  
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Fire is the dominant natural ecological disturbance mechanism and ecological driver for forested 
ecosystems. While our understanding of historical fire regimes and severity within the Gila National 
Forest is continuing to evolve, there can be no doubt that fire played a significant role in the evolution and 
persistence of forest ecosystems and native species within the Gila before human settlement and 
interference in these processes.  
 
Because of its relatively remote location, lack of substantial wildland-urban interface (WUI), and large 
tracts of wilderness and roadless forest, the Gila National Forest has had success using natural fire as a 
primary management tool, as part of the so-called Wildland Fire Use program. This provides significant 
benefits, both in limiting Forest Service resource allocation for fire suppression and allowing for the 
ecological restoration of forest ecosystems. It also allows for fire regimes and conditions to more closely 
match historical fire regimes and ecosystem disturbance processes. 
 
This type of fire planning and use is expected to also be beneficial as a mitigation and adaptation measure 
in the face of climate change. Studies of similar forests have shown that what is more important than 
resorting historical forest structure is restoring the process of fire (Collins and Stephens 2007). Restoring 
fire processes throughout forests with significant wilderness characteristics has resulted in increased 
resilience to natural stressors, such as drought and insect infestation, while creating conditions that 
scientists believe will increase resiliency to the impacts of climate change expected in the future (Collins 
and Stephens 2007). Given that historical climate and weather trends may not match those expected for 
the future, it will be increasingly important that management “emphasize ecological process, rather than 
structure and composition” (Millar et al. 2007), and one of the key ecological processes on the Gila is 
natural fire.  
 

2) How have fire patterns changed over time?  
 

The change in fire regimes in the Gila since 1900 caused by expanded settlement has been well 
documented. Scientific research has identified the main causes of this decrease in natural fire: removal of 
indigenous Apache populations from the Gila area, the introduction of thousands of sheep and cattle 
beginning in the 1890s, and fire suppression efforts that began in the 1900s and continued throughout the 
20th Century (Swetnam and Dieterich 1983: 394).  
 
Some scientists believe that high-severity fire occurred in the Southwest much more frequently than 
previously presumed (Odion et al. 2014; Baker 2015). Regardless, it can be assumed that a mixed severity 
fire regime was present on the Gila historically.  However, the debate highlights the importance of 
monitoring the responses of at-risk and focal species to fire and utilizing adaptive management strategies 
to guide forest management. 

3) What is the impact of decrease in fire frequency over time? 
 
The presence and evolution of ponderosa pine forest within the Gila was a direct result of frequent fire 
regimes (Swetnam and Dieterich 1983). “If fire does not regain its role as the dominant natural force in 
the forest ecosystem, the result will be a very different wilderness in the future” (Swetnam and Dieterich 
1983: 396). The Gila historically saw a range of fire sizes and severities, depending on moisture, climate, 
location, ecosystem and vegetation types, as well as other factors. One example of an effect of decrease in 
fire relevant to ponderosa pine ecosystems is a decrease in ponderosa pine recruitment as they are 
outcompeted by shade-tolerant species due to lack of forest openings otherwise caused by frequent fire 
(Cole and Landres 1996: 172). Fire exclusion or suppression also causes changes in species composition, 
density, and layering.  
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IV. Livestock Grazing  
 

1) What are the ecological impacts of historic and current livestock grazing? 
 

The ecological costs of livestock grazing exceed those of any other use of national forest land in the 
American Southwest.  In this arid region subject to chronic and intensifying drought (Seager et al. 2007, 
Seager and Vecchi 2010, Williams et al. 2012), livestock grazing is the most widespread cause of species 
endangerment, lost soil productivity, and degradation of the human environment (Beschta et al. 2012, 
Fleischner 1994). Reduction of vegetation and ground cover by livestock reduces carbon and nitrogen 
stocks and holding capacity of public lands (Carter et al. 2011). Grazing destroys vegetation, displaces 
soil, and consumes enormous quantities of water to the detriment of native species and the ecosystems on 
which they depend. 
 
Livestock grazing also degrades water quality by increasing water temperatures in several ways. 
It elevates water temperature via the loss and suppression of riparian vegetation that provides stream 
shade increases (Kondolf et al. 1996; Beschta et al. 2013). Livestock grazing also widens channels due to 
bank damage from trampling and sedimentation, which also contributes to water temperature increases 
(Kondolf et al. 1996; Beschta et al. 2013), even in the absence of shade loss (Rhodes et al.1994). This is a 
serious impact because elevated water temperature adversely affects numerous aquatic species and is 
difficult to reverse except through intensive pro-active management. 
 

2) Can ecosystems affected by livestock grazing be restored? 
 

Restoration of riparian ecosystems negatively impacted by livestock grazing has been completed or 
attempted in various areas throughout the Southwest. Generally, in order to reverse the impacts of 
livestock grazing “exclusion of the grazing animals or large declines in their stocking rates in riparian 
zones as well as upland sites throughout the watershed” is required (Stromberg 2001: 19). 

 
V. Non-native Species 

 
1) What is the current state of non-native species within the Gila National Forest? 

  
If a formal and comprehensive review of non-native species presence on the Gila has been completed, we 
are unaware of such data. However, field work completed by our staff and members suggests that non-
native plants are proliferating unchecked in the Gila, and may continue to be introduced during post-fire 
rehabilitation efforts and placement of hay for stock and hunting operations, among other activities.  
 
For example, and to illustrate the extent of the problem, the canyon of the Middle Fork of the Gila River 
within the Gila Wilderness is widely colonized by cheatgrass and other non-native plant species. Isolated, 
but growing, populations of “tree of heaven” can also be found within the Gila Wilderness, including in 
Little Bear Canyon and along the main fork of the Gila River. 
 

2) What are the impacts of non-native species on native ecosystems of the Gila? 
 
One important, but often overlooked, impact of non-native plant species, including cheatgrass, is 
reduction of soil and aboveground carbon sequestration. Conversion to non-native plant types can result 
in long-term depletion of soil organic matter and increases in fire frequency, which also leads to declines 
in soil carbon and nutrient storage (Jardine 2013: 156). 
 
Disruption of riparian ecosystems, especially plant diversity within those systems, is another key threat 
from the establishment of riparian non-native plant species, particularly saltcedar (otherwise known as 
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tamarisk). Previous studies have found that desert wash riparian habitat contains very high diversity of 
native reptile and amphibian species, but that such diversity was severely limited when riparian 
vegetation was primarily or exclusively composed of salt cedar (Jakle and Gatz 1985). Likely causes of 
this effect is that salt cedar density blocks light from reaching ground level, and that lack of light 
penetration precludes the establishment and success of native riparian species that support herpetofauna 
(Jakle and Gatz 1985). This direct correlation between establishment of invasive plants and decrease in 
biodiversity has significant negative implications for long-term viability of native species. It must be 
noted, however, that merely relying on removal or eradication of salt cedar and other non-native plants is 
usually insufficient to promote ecosystem and biodiversity restoration because non-native establishment 
and success is often tied to underlying issues in management and resource quality.  
 

3) How are ecological and climatic shifts impacting the spread and success of non-native species? 
 

The influence of climate change on the prevalence and success of invasive and non-native plants and 
other species is also of great concern. Literature reviews of the subject have concluded that certain non-
native species “may have a higher probability of persisting as climate changes than species with more 
fixed phenotypes” (Jardine 2013: 152). Uncertainty about specific impacts on non-native plant viability 
and evolution under climate change presents a significant opportunity and need for additional research 
into this area, but as has been noted elsewhere, understanding how these plants are affected by climate 
change could provide insight into the best means and timing of eradication efforts (Jardine 2013: 152).  
 
In sum, the spread, persistence and adaptability of non-native species within the Gila is a crisis that the 
Forest Service should be addressing through both emergency short-term management changes and 
actions, as well as through the development of a long-term plan as part of forest management planning. 
 

VI. Water Courses and Riparian Habitat 
 

1) What is the historical and current trend of watercourses and riparian habitat within the Gila 
National Forest? 

 
Riparian ecosystems are known to be “hot spots” of biological diversity. Unfortunately, too often, they 
are also hot spots of human activity and resource abuse and overuse. 
 
The Gila River has been profoundly altered by human activity since the arrival and proliferation of 
European settlers in the 19th Century. In the past, the river was “once a large, essentially permanent 
stream of clear ‘sea-green’ water, with a well-defined, narrow channel flanked by numerous cottonwoods 
and set off by a dense growth of willows . . . abounded in waterfowl, beaver, and fish life” along its 
course through New Mexico and Arizona (Miller 1961).  
 
Now, the Gila and San Francisco Rivers, as well as headwaters, springs, and other watercourses that feed 
into these watersheds are threatened by numerous human activities, as well as long-term drought and 
climate change. Recreational use of these river systems, especially motorized use within and near rivers 
and washes, are causing serious problem in the Gila, including presence of human trash and feces, and 
trampling of streambanks and riparian vegetation. Livestock presence and use, while removed from some 
riparian areas within the Gila, still threatens sensitive species habitat and is not well monitored. 
Diversions for agricultural and livestock operations also impede natural flows and water quantity 
necessary for wildlife. And dams and diversions have not only been proposed, but are being actively 
planned for by some elected officials. The rivers of the Gila are under profound threat and will only 
continue to face management challenges as the human population grows in the region. 
 

2) What threats face watercourse and riparian habitat within the Gila National Forest? 
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Overall, human uses of watercourses and riparian habitat are the greatest threats facing aquatic and 
riparian habitat within the Gila. Drought and climatic factors, some of which are exacerbated or caused by 
human activity, also pose a significant threat to these habitats within the forest.  
 
A primary concern at present is the proposal to dam and divert the Gila River, a process and project that 
would require permitting action and consultation with the Forest Service and would impact both the Gila 
River and surrounding habitat within the forest.  The impacts of dams and river diversions on biodiversity 
are well known. They include: impediment of sediment flow and resulting loss of plant species abundance 
and diversity (Stromberg 2001); disruption of natural current patterns; shifts in temperature, turbidity and 
seasonal flow; and establishment of non-native species. The proposal to dam and divert the Gila River 
flies in the face of restoration efforts aimed at restoring riparian and aquatic habitat, which is based on 
“restoring natural flow regimes, including natural patterns of flood disturbance and fluvial dynamism” 
(Stromberg 2001: 19). It can also be expected to exacerbate changes in flow patterns, moisture levels, 
precipitation and weather driven by climate change. Analysis of areas already impacted by dams and 
water diversions suggest that water stress will result in the need for much higher levels of reactive or 
proactive management in drainage basins impacted by dams versus those with free-flowing rivers (Palmer 
et al. 2008).  
 
Lowered groundwater and surface water levels due to human activities and drought also have the 
potential to profoundly impact these habitats and the species that live within them. Riparian species 
diversity is lower along streams that do not flow perennially (Stromberg 2001). Flood suppression and 
diversion is also a possible factor contributing to decreases in species diversity in areas where salt cedar 
has become established (Stromberg 2001: 18).  
 

3) What opportunities exist for Wild and Scenic River designations within the Gila National Forest? 
 
Attempts to determine why certain rivers and river segments within the Gila National Forest were 
previously found ineligible for Wild and Scenic designation have resulted in little to no useful 
documentation of previous decisions on this topic. Given current and projected climate change impacts 
and the corresponding need for additional protection of aquatic resources, eligibility evaluations 
conducted fifteen years ago and suitability determinations made three decades ago must be revised forest-
wide as part of the plan revision process. 
 

VII. Wilderness 
 

1) What threatens wilderness character and ecosystem functions within wilderness in the Gila 
National Forest? 

 
While many Americans assume that wilderness designation offers near certain protection from human 
degradation and impacts on “wild” character of forest lands, studies have demonstrated that this is simply 
not correct. Specifically, research has pinpointed seven key human activities that are having a profound 
negative impact on wilderness areas within the United States: 1) recreational use and management, 2) 
livestock grazing and management, 3) fire management, 4) introduction and spread of invasive, non-
native species, 5) diversion and impoundment of water, 6) atmospheric pollution, and 7) management of 
adjacent lands (Cole and Landres 1996). All of these threats either have occurred or have the potential to 
occur within the Gila.  
 

2) What opportunities exist for additional wilderness within the Gila National Forest? 
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The Gila has 733,836 acres of Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) identified under the 2001 Roadless 
Area Conservation Rule, or approximately 22% of the forest. The forest also contains significant 
additional roadless lands outside IRAs that should be identified through the Chapter 70 wilderness 
inventory process. In total, there are likely over one million acres of potential wilderness-quality lands on 
the Gila. 
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