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Wildflowers bloom below the towering crags of Uncompahgre Peak.   



 

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
civil rights regulations and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and 
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discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity 
(including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, 
family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, 
or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted 
or funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint filing 
deadlines vary by program or incident. 
Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program 
information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should 
contact the responsible Agency or USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and 
TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, 
program information may be made available in languages other than English. 
To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination 
Complaint Form, AD-3027, found online at 
http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html and at any USDA office or write a 
letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the 
form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your 
completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of 
the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, 
D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) email: program.intake@usda.gov (link 
sends e-mail). 
USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 
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Part I: Forest Plan Vision, Roles and Contributions 

The Big Picture: A Vision of the Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests 
The Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison (GMUG) National Forests are diverse lands 
within a diverse region, yet the Forests and surrounding communities are united by the 
shared vision of a landscape of resilient ecosystems sustaining balanced multiple-use 
opportunities far into the future. The multiple uses that occur on these Forests contribute to 
the identity of adjacent communities, enhancing their prosperity and quality of life. These 
communities, in turn, are partners in protecting natural resources and perpetuating this 
unifying vision through collaboration, education, and shared stewardship. 

Why the GMUG Matters: Distinctive Roles and 
Contributions in the Larger Landscape 
Covering over 3.2 million acres of lands that range in elevation from 5,000 to over 14,000 
feet, the GMUG is a vast and diverse landscape, with crisp mountain streams cascading 
through dense forests of spruce-fir, sun-drenched meadows laced with shade-dappled aspen 
groves, and rich riparian oases woven into sagebrush and oak shrublands. These lands 
provide large backcountry habitats essential for maintaining several rare, threatened, and 
endangered species, and a wide variety of fish, wildlife, and other species, sustaining 
biodiversity in an increasingly populated region. While cherished for their own intrinsic 
value, these ecosystems also support critical services and multiple-use opportunities, the 
continued provision of which necessitates managing and maintaining their structure, 
function, and composition.  

Public Enjoyment 
• The GMUG provides year-round recreation opportunities for rapidly increasing 

populations of Western Slope communities, and attracts visitors from the region and 
around the world. Recreation settings range from highly developed ski resorts to Jeep 
trails to primitive wilderness, and attractions include world-renowned destinations such 
as Telluride and Crested Butte, six Scenic and Historic Byways, five 14,000+ foot peaks, 
and the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail, among others. Locals and visitors to 
the GMUG enjoy high-quality hiking and trail running; fishing; motorized recreation; 
camping; mountain biking; rafting and kayaking; hunting; scenic driving; viewing 
wildlife and wildflowers; cross-country, back-country, and downhill skiing; snow-
boarding; snowmobiling; and other forms of recreation. 

• The rugged mountains, canyons and mesas, rolling hills and broad valleys provide scenic 
beauty, and the relatively natural environment offers an excellent “laboratory” for 
environmental research and education, including research conducted by the 90-year old, 
world-renowned Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory. 
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• Throughout the GMUG’s landscape, historic, prehistoric, and paleontological sites 
inspire a sense of discovery and appreciation for the past, including the Old Spanish 
Trail, the mining history along the Alpine Loop in the San Juan Mountains, and scattered 
homesteads. As the ancestral home of the Ute Peoples, these lands host a number of 
culturally significant sites valued by the Tribes. 

Commodity Use and Community Connections 
• With more water-related special uses than any other national forest, the GMUG serves as 

critical headwaters, providing a high-quality, low-cost, local source of 1.9 million acre-
feet of water that is consumed by western Colorado and the Southwestern part of the 
United States.  

• Accounting for nearly a fifth of total net timber growth and a quarter of all growth on 
national forests in the state, the GMUG continues to be one of the largest commercial 
timber-producing forests in the Rocky Mountain Region. The GMUG’s timber program 
plays an important role in maintaining the viability of the timber industry in the State of 
Colorado. The largest remaining sawmill in the State of Colorado is located in Montrose 
and obtains its wood fiber within a 400-mile radius. However, due to extensive tree 
mortality resulting from spruce beetle, the Forests need to diversify the timber program to 
include new technologies and other merchantable species. 

• The GMUG has one of the largest rangeland resource bases (nearly 2.4 million acres) of 
any forest in the United States, with approximately 51,000 permitted cattle and 27,000 
permitted sheep. The Forests’ grazing program substantially influences the economic 
feasibility of ranching in a six-county area, contributing to the socioeconomic 
sustainability of local communities and helping to diversify the economies of areas 
dominated by public lands. The grazing program also helps to maintain agricultural open 
space on private lands pressured by subdivision and development. The 100-year-plus 
history of livestock grazing by ranching families in the region has contributed to a 
specialized rural agricultural society with a strong interest in and capacity for public land 
stewardship. 

• Somerset coalfield, the one actively producing coalfield on the GMUG, contributes to the 
economies of local communities and provides low-sulphur coal used in power generation. 
The Forests’ natural gas resources of the Southern Piceance and Paradox basins 
contribute to local economies and the national energy supply. 

• The GMUG’s outstanding scenery and recreation opportunities generate tourism, an 
important industry and a major economic contributor to local communities. The beauty 
and accessibility of the landscape also contributes to the desirability of the area for new 
residents and the growth of second home development. 

• The GMUG provides functional habitat for large populations of mule deer and Rocky 
Mountain elk, bighorn sheep, moose, a wide variety of game birds and multiple trout 
species that attract a large number of sportsmen and other visitors from across the 
country, providing an economic boon to local communities. More than 50,000 big game 
hunting permits are issued per year for the game units within the GMUG. 
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By the sheer size and the diversity of ecosystems, the GMUG supports the full range of 
ecosystem services, allowing for a wide range of multiple uses. Management to maintain and 
improve GMUG ecosystems will ensure continued sustainable uses and intrinsic values into 
the future. 

Part II: Key Needs for Change 
The assessments highlighted a wide variety of needs for the Revised Forest Plan to address. 
Organized by major theme, key needs for change are listed below. Themes are a combination 
of requirements from the 2012 planning rule and overarching needs identified across multiple 
assessments. Note that some needs for change could be tied to multiple themes; we chose one 
to keep the format simpler. These key needs for change will be used to focus the planning 
process; see final section of each assessment for more comprehensive, detailed needs for 
change. 

Provide Strategic, Adaptive Direction 
Provide more strategic, adaptive direction than the often prescriptive, tactical 
direction in the current Forest Plan. Adaptive direction should provide for greater 
durability. 

• Develop a monitoring plan that meaningfully informs implementation of the adaptive 
components of the Revised Forest Plan. Effectiveness monitoring should be repeatable, 
focus on landscape-level changes and utilize remote sensing technology as much as 
practicable. 

• The Forest Plan provides prescriptive, outdated management direction for wildlife, 
making it difficult to adapt to changes in the latest science and Forest conditions. Provide 
more adaptive direction that incorporates conservation biology principles. 

• The Forest Plan is overly prescriptive regarding harvest methods, utilization standards, 
and other silvicultural practices. Consider updating plan direction to allow more 
flexibility as new methods and practices emerge. Focus should be outcomes of vegetation 
management treatments, not methods to accomplish work. 

Contribute to Social and Economic Sustainability 
Provide people and communities with a range of social and economic benefits for 
present and future generations. These benefits include water, timber production, 
range, recreation, energy resources, and additional multiple uses. 

• The recreational value and use of the GMUG has increased over the years. In many areas, 
recreation is a driver and should be a major consideration when Forest Plan desired 
conditions are developed. 

• Recreation use of campgrounds and other developed sites has increased, many facilities 
are in need of maintenance and/or reconstruction, and budgets have declined. The revised 
plan needs updated direction to sustainably manage existing facilities within agency 
budgetary constraints, and direction to prioritize new facilities with available funding. 
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• Increased dispersed camping in hot spots on the Forests has resulted in increased use 
conflict with adjacent landowners, recreation, and resource impacts. Identify 
triggers/thresholds of impacts in order to direct different camping management tools 
(designating sites, closing sites, etc.). 

• Plan for increased trail development that concentrates uses in sustainable settings. 
• Consider a landscape-scale strategy to provide adequate motorized recreation 

opportunities as well as acceptable levels of noise heard within non-motorized areas. 
• Protect cultural resources and manage areas of tribal importance, including mountaintops 

and ridges that are also prime sites for communications infrastructure. 
• Provide direction to protect contemporary cultural uses, including plant collecting. 
• Consider updated direction for the existing Gothic Research Natural Area to better 

facilitate ecological research. 
• There is a need to more systematically manage for scenery, including scenic byways. 
• Update areas suitable for timber production to better reflect current and potential future 

methods and/or technology used to conduct harvest. Utilize best available data and 
science to determine areas conducive to commercial harvest including, but not limited to, 
soils, productivity, and ability to regenerate. 

• Given the high mortality of spruce-fir from the spruce beetle epidemic and other changes 
on the landscape, identify the projected timber sale quantity and projected wood sale 
quantity. 

• The current Plan has a specific management prescription for municipal watersheds only 
for the Fruita division of the Grand Mesa, an area that totals approximately 7,850 acres. 
No other source water areas are designated in the 1991 Forest Plan, yet GMUG lands are 
considered the principal source for 21 separate surface water-based systems, totaling 
approximately 1,038,000 acres. The identification of watersheds important as municipal 
water supplies is a potential need for change in a new forest plan, as there should be a 
consistent management approach for all. 

• Consider adding major fiber optic lines and other broadband infrastructure as an 
emphasis in utility corridors. 

Provide for Ecological Sustainability 
Maintain or restore ecological integrity; air, soil and water; and riparian areas, taking 
into account stressors such as wildland fire, insect and disease, and changes in 
climate. 

• Provide direction for ecosystem-based management at a landscape-scale. Emphasize 
maintenance and restoration of ecosystem function. 

• Given increased water demand, consider plan direction relevant to water storage projects 
to minimize associated environmental impacts. For example, prefer reservoir expansion 
over new reservoir construction unless new reservoir construction would meet specific 
criteria. 
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• Consider describing a desired plant community composition for dominant ecosystems 
(i.e. spruce-fir, aspen, riparian areas, etc.). Provide direction to meet that desired 
condition. 

• Consider direction that takes into account a changing climate, including adaptive 
responses to impacts of climate change (i.e., more frequent and larger disturbance 
events). The focus should be on maintaining ecosystem resiliency in order to continue to 
provide multiple uses and ecosystem services. 

• Consider direction to ensure that forest air quality resources are not degraded as a result 
of future air pollution from atmospheric pollutant deposition or critical load exceedances. 

Maintain the Diversity of Plant and Animal Communities 
Provide ecological conditions to maintain biodiversity, including additional 
consideration for threatened and endangered species, species of conservation 
concern, and species of public interest like big game. 

• Provide direction to maintain or restore key ecosystem characteristics that benefit 
multiple species. Consider species groupings, or guilds, that capture commonalities. 
Provide direction to protect or conserve the important common components and 
additional species-specific direction as needed. 

• Provide direction to maintain existing, relatively unfragmented big game habitat and 
associated hunting opportunities, and other wildlife habitat, in the context of increasing 
pressure from development, including recreational trails. 

• Provide direction to maintain GMUG ecosystems that are particularly rare within the 
broader landscape, including cottonwood riparian and fen ecosystems. 

• Consider plan direction to minimize wildlife and livestock conflicts (elk, bighorn sheep, 
etc.) in coordination with permittees and the appropriate agencies, such as U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Wildlife Services (USDA), and Colorado Parks and Wildlife. 

Integrate Resource Management for Multiple Uses and 
Ecosystem Services 
• The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) should be used to better integrate resource 

management. Consider use of backcountry areas to support wildlife habitat objectives, in 
addition to semi-primitive recreation experiences. 

• Direction to maintain soil productivity in the current Forest Plan is focused on timber 
management. Provide direction for soils that reflects an area’s use emphasis (different 
standards for a camping area vs timber-producing area vs a ski area). 

• Address areas with high conflict between public recreation/access and private lands. 
• Provide integrated resource direction for designated Colorado Roadless Areas. The 1983 

Plan preceded designation of these areas. 
• Direction to integrate timber treatments to achieve multiple objectives. For example, the 

minimum tree stocking standards after timber harvest in the current Forest Plan do not 
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reflect ecologically meaningful values, and they need to be revised to consider ecological 
capability as well as desired resource objectives. 

Incorporate Best Available Science, Update to Existing 
Law and Policy 
Provide direction that reflects the best available science and management 
approaches, and yet remains durable and relevant through time in our rapidly 
changing environment. 

• Consider improved methods of monitoring resource impacts related to recreation 
(especially dispersed camping), replacing the outdated Frissell Condition Class method in 
the1983 Plan. 

• The 1983 Plan preceded designation of the Old Spanish National Historic Trail, 
completion of the Comprehensive plan for the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail, 
Powderhorn and Fossil Ridge Wilderness Areas, Roubideau and Tabeguache Areas, and 
Fossil Ridge Recreation Management Area. Direction is needed for these areas. 

• Since the implementation of the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment in 2008, we have 
learned more about lynx habitat conservation, including the 2013 Lynx Conservation 
Assessment and Strategy. Incorporate management direction for lynx that reflects this 
science. 

• There is no current forest plan direction specifically for watersheds. Forest plans are to 
identify priority watersheds for restoration (FSH 1909.12 22.31). 

Build an Accessible, Useful Plan 
Create a plan that is more purposeful, accessible and useful to the public and agency 
personnel. The current Forest Plan is unwieldy and overly complicated. 

• Ensure Revised Forest Plan direction is necessary and sufficient, and is not redundant to 
itself, to existing law, or to existing policy. 

• Ensure plan direction is clear and specific. 
• Organize the plan to be as user-friendly as possible for agency personnel as well as the 

public. 

Part III: Management Area Framework 
To create an adaptive, strategic, streamlined plan that is accessible and easy to use, we will 
operate on the principles that: 

• Forest wide direction should usually be appropriate forest wide. 
• Management direction that is appropriate for one management area in one part of the 

forest should be appropriate for the same management area elsewhere on the forest. 
• It should be the exception, rather than the rule, that additional, specific place-based 

direction will be needed. 
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The GMUG will initially consider a modified version of the management area themes and 
categories drafted in the 2007 Proposed Plan. Modifications include simplifying categories in 
theme three; incorporating Colorado Roadless Areas; expanding theme four categories to 
emphasize the distinction between dispersed and developed recreational areas; and including 
ski areas in theme four. 

Natural Processes Dominate 
• Designated wilderness and Tabeguache and Roubideau Areas 

• To be determined/if any Recommended Wilderness 

• Upper Tier Colorado Roadless Areas 
Tentative description: In these areas, natural processes dominate. Not suitable for timber 
production or harvest. 

Special Areas and Unique Landscapes (All Research 
Natural Areas, Special Interest Areas) 
Tentative description: Management emphasis is tailored toward unique features of the 
particular area. Not suitable for timber production or harvest. 

Backcountry, Including Non-Upper Tier Colorado Roadless 
Areas 
Tentative description: Recreation is more primitive/semiprimitive, and there are opportunities 
for both motorized and nonmotorized recreation. Non-upper tier Colorado Roadless Areas 
(CRAs) are not suitable for timber production, but harvest for other purposes allowed 
consistent with the Colorado Roadless Rule. Outside of CRAs, suitability for timber 
production to be determined. 

Recreation Focus Areas/High-Use Recreation Emphasis 
• Dispersed (including designated trails) 

• Developed (including designated scenic byways) 

• Ski Areas 
Tentative description: Overall management emphasis is on providing a high-quality 
recreation opportunity for a moderate/high volume of users. Some locations may be suitable 
for timber production with adequate controls for impacts to scenery. Timber harvest for other 
purposes may occur throughout. Vegetation management emphasis would be for public safety 
and scenery management. 
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General Forest/Active Management 
Tentative description: The Forests are actively managed for a variety of multiple uses and 
management objectives. Suitable for timber production. Motorized and nonmotorized 
recreation opportunities are distributed throughout. Includes the wildland urban 
interface/frontcountry areas of the Forests and extends to the edge of backcountry areas. 

Highly Developed Areas (non-recreation emphasis, i.e., 
utility corridors) 
Tentative description: not suitable for timber production, though timber harvest for other 
purposes may occur. Vegetation management emphasis on defensible space, fuels 
management.
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