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The Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and 
Gunnison National Forests – A History
The GMUG is comprised of three individual 
national forests that are administered as a single 
unit from the Forest Supervisor’s Office in Delta, 
CO.  However, this was not always the case. The 
Grand Mesa and Uncompahgre were joined in 
1954, and the Gunnison was added in 1973. 
The earliest segment of the Forests, dubbed the 
Battlement Mesa Forest Reserve, was established 
in 1892. 

Today, the three forests total 2.9 million acres, 
and approximately 3.4 million visitors experience 
recreation activities on the forests annually 
including downhill skiing, snowmobiling, hunting, 
hiking, cross-country skiing, fishing, backcountry 
camping, and off-highway vehicle use.

The forests span nine counties, including Mesa, 
Delta, Montrose, Gunnison, Hinsdale, Ouray, San 
Miguel, Saguache and Garfield. 



2250 Highway 50 
Delta, CO 81416

150 permanent employees
120 temporary employees in 
recreation and wilderness, timber, 
fire management and road 
maintenance  

5 (Grand Valley, Ouray, Paonia, 
Norwood and Gunnison)

From approximately 6,000 feet to 
over 14,000 feet above sea level

10 – Fossil Ridge, Powderhorn, 
LaGarita, Mt. Sneffels, 
Uncompahgre, Raggeds, West Elk, 
Lizardhead (The GMUG shares 
three Wildernesses with the White 
River National Forest. They are 
the Collegiate Peaks, The Raggeds 
and Maroon Bells-Snowmass 
Wildernesses.)

Oh-Be-Joyful segments A and C 
and D, Slate River, West Elk Creek, 
Upper West Elk Creek, Tabeguache 
Creek, Cow Creek, Wetterhorn 
Creek, Wildhorse Creek, Dry Fork 
Escalante, Bear Creek, Lower 
Taylor River, Bridal Veil Falls, 
Ingram Falls

Crag Crest National Scenic Trail 
upper and lower loop, Bear Creek 
National Scenic Trail, Continental 
Divide National Scenic Trail, 
American Discovery Trail, Old 
Spanish National Historic Trail

West Elk Scenic Byway, San Juan 
All American Byway (Skyway), 
Unaweep-Tabeguache Scenic 
Byway, Grand Mesa Scenic Byway, 
Silver Thread Scenic Byway, 
Alpine Loop Backcountry Byway
  

Headquarters

Number of employees

Number of ranger districts

Elevations

Wildernesses

Potentially “Eligible” 
 Wild and Scenic Rivers

National Scenic or Historic Trails

Scenic Byways

Forest Facts for Fiscal Year 2009



Recreating in the Great Outdoors
Recreation opportunities are varied, and millions of visitors come to the GMUG 
to enjoy:

• Three ski resorts, three lodges, two organizational camps, one marina
• More than 58 campgrounds and 13 picnic areas
• 3,731 miles of system roads 
• 3,531 miles of trails (hiking, snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, mountain 

biking, etc.)
• More than 300 lakes
• 3,600 miles of streams
• Roughly 150 permitted outfitters and guides
• A variety of historic mining sites, including the San Juan Mining Area, as 

well as the Alpine Tunnel Historic District that includes approximately 13 
miles of the former Denver, South Park and Pacific Railroad railbed across 
the Continental Divide. 

• Six mountain peaks over 14,000 feet
• The GMUG has recently added Cabin Rentals to its variety of recreation 

experiences afforded to citizens. Two cabin rental units are available for 
reservation, Mesa Lakes and Silesca Ranger Stations, with others planned for 
future rental opportunities.

Wildlife Species of Interest
The GMUG is host to a variety of flora and fauna, including populations of 
approximately 55,000 elk, 143,000 deer, 520 Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep and 
150 desert bighorn sheep.  The GMUG is also home to a new moose herd on the 
Grand Mesa, with a population of more than 120.   

Federal threatened and endangered species on the Forest include:

• Canada lynx 
• Mexican spotted owl
• Uncompahgre fritillary butterfly
• Uinta Basin hookless cactus

Special species the GMUG plays a role in helping to sustain:

• Gunnison sage grouse • Boreal Owl • Bald Eagle
• Black bear • Pine Marten • Peregrine Falcon
• Several plant species • Mountain Lion 

Aquatic sensitive species on or near the Forest include:

• Colorado River cutthroat trout 
• Roundtail chub 
• Bluehead sucker
• Boreal toad 

The GMUG provides most of the available habitat for the Colorado River 
cutthroat trout and the boreal toad in southwestern Colorado. 



Wildlife and Fish Habitat
Widlife and Fisheries Habitat restoration and enhancement is a key activity on 
the GMUG.  Integrated with other resource activities, including the Grand Mesa 
and Uncompahgre Travel Management Plans implementation, in FY2009 49 
miles of road closure was accomplished, affecting over 13,000 acres of habitat 
enhancement. Sixteen  gates were installed in the Hanks Valley, Robideau Creek 
and in gunnison sage grouse habitat areas to support wildlife seasonal closures 
for winter range and breeding season protection.  Additionally, numerous 
prescribed burns and mechanical fuel treatments were accomplished to improve 
wildlife habitat, generate forage and to regenerate healthy forests and range 
lands.  

Culverts were replaced in Pauline, Los Pinos, Calf and Deer Creeks where round 
pipes were replaced with an aquatic organism low-water ford and open-bottom 
arch pipes to facilitate aquatic organism passage. The second of two fish barriers 
was installed in Hughes Ditch to assist removal of non-native fish in Woods 
Lake in cooperation with Colorado Division of Wildlife.  Additionally, three 
information kiosks were installed and voluntary inspection of boats were used to 
provide information and education to boaters on Taylor Reservoir about aquatic 
nuisance species.

Water Resources 
Approximately 2.8 million acre-feet of runoff is generated annually from the 
GMUG, supporting approximately 3,600 miles of perennial streams and supplying 
about 11,650 surface acres of lakes and reservoirs. Water yield from the Forest 
provides water for both surface and groundwater drinking sources, a large 
number of agricultural and recreational uses, and supports cool and cold-water 
fisheries including rainbow, brown, brook and Colorado River cutthroat trout.  

The Forest has a variety of forested and non-forested riparian areas and wetlands 
(approximately 100,000 acres total) and additional acreage associated with lakes 
and reservoirs occurring over a wide range of ecological settings. 

The most prominent values sustained by water originating on the GMUG 
include drinking and agricultural water supplies, as well as aquatic threatened, 
endangered and sensitive species. 

Additionally,work to identify fens across the Forest is ongoing.  Aerial photos 
were used to identify potential fens and in FY2009 field crews inventoried over 
100 fens to assess conditions and verify photo assessments. It is hoped that this 
work will eventually result in identifying best management practices for these 
wetland ecosystems.    

Forest Management and Timber
In FY 2009, the GMUG sold  22,517 CCF (hundred cubic feet) of timber, 
excluding volume planned to be sold in late September. This includes an aspen 
research sale designed to treat stands affected by Sudden Aspen Disease in the 
Terror Creek area. Numerous small sales and permits also contributed to the total 
volume sold on the GMUG in 2009. Small timber sales focused treatment on



stands affected by a host of insect and disease agents including spruce beetle, 
spruce budworm and Douglas-fir beetle.

Additional accomplishments during fiscal year 2009 include:
• reforestation of 408 acres of National Forest System Lands.
• 7,087 acres of timber stand improvements (tree thinning).
• 6,815 acres of integrated fuels treatment.
• Developed the concept, partnerships and signed an EA for the Uncompahgre 

Mesas Forest Restoration and Demonstration Project-a collaborative effort 
to develop research sites and aid in the development of environmentally 
sound, economically sustainable and socially acceptable approaches to forest 
ecosystem restoration over a 74,000 acre landscape.

Range
The GMUG provides 159 active grazing allotments to 226 permittees (ranches) in 
Colorado. About 57,500 cattle, 277 horses and 26,700 sheep were permitted to 
graze on approximately 2.6 million acres of the GMUG in FY 2009.  Additionally, 
5000 acres on the Forest were treated to eliminate noxious weeds, with about 
80% of these acres accomplished through partnerships, grants and agreements. In 
addition, the Forest completed 2009 targets to implement the Range Recision Act 
and is poised to complete full RRA compliance in 2010.

Land Acquisition and Ditch Bill
The GMUG has worked extensively with the Trust for Public Lands (TPL) on 
acquiring key lands within the Forest. In 2009, about 1,100 acres of former 
mineral tracts lands were acquired in the Ophir area by TPL on behalf of the 
Forest. Future plans include the acquisition of these properties and others. 
Additionally, two lands projects have the potential to be completed by the end 
of the fiscal year-Adventure Experiences and Taylor River land exchanges.  In 
addition, FY 2009 progress on Ditch Bill Easement has been extensive with 55 
cases resolved, 35 in progress and 9 remaining cases on the Forest.

Energy and Minerals
The GMUG cooperates with the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), the Colorado 
Division of Reclamation Mining and Safety (DRMS) and the federal Office of 
Surface Mining (OSM) to manage the operations of 3 underground coal mines 
in the North Fork Valley. The mines extract coal from federal coal leases under 
the national forest. Production from these mines represents about 40% of the 
coal mined in the state. The GMUG has the responsibility to evaluate various 
coal mining related uses of the forest, and in 2009 responded to the DRMS 
with conditions for use of NFS lands on 12 coal mining permit actions ranging 
from exploration drilling, ventilation shaft construction, water monitoring and 
methane drainage, and completed compliance inspections on over 100 coal-
related surface facilities.  The GMUG also provided conditions to the BLM for 
a coal exploration license.  The GMUG continues to participate in the North 
Fork Coal Working Group, a 10-year-old community collaborative group which 
addresses coal issues in the North Fork Valley.  



The GMUG also manages natural gas development which currently includes 
21 natural gas well, operated by seven natural gas companies. In 2009, the 
GMUG completed compliance inspections on all existing locations.  The GMUG 
participates in a Natural Gas Collaborative Group hosted by Delta County, that 
includes representatives from local counties, environmental interests, industry, 
private landowners and the BLM.  GMUG minerals administrators presented gas 
program information at public forums hosted by local environmental interests.  

The GMUG began the planning process to respond to a nomination for geothermal 
leasing in Gunnison County.  GMUG employees met with Gunnison County, the 
State Land Board, DOW and the BLM for planning purposes.  

The GMUG responded to a new locatable minerals plan of operations for baseline 
study work as well as performed compliance inspections on 10 existing locatable 
minerals operations.  The GMUG administers about 30 mineral material sites 
which provide sources of rock, sand and gravel for in-service use, local counties, 
BOR and CDOT, and provide sources of landscaping rock for the general public.  

In the geology program, the GMUG began a paleontological resource inventory 
which resulted in identification of 2 new fossil find sites on the Forest.  The 
GMUG used volunteers from Mesa State College in this effort.  Scientists from 
Mesa State College also partnered with the GMUG to investigate the source of 
high elevation river gravels.  The GMUG is also in partnership with the Colorado 
Geological Survey to expand understanding of ground-water resources on the 
Forest, specifically in areas where multiple human activities occur.

Fires
In Fiscal Year 2009, the GMUG experienced 26 wildfires that burned a total 
of 3,550 acres. Forest employees supported 57 fires on 1,810 acres of multi-
jurisdictional fires within the Montrose Interagency Fire Management Unit as well 
as additional fires on the Grand Valley Ranger District administered out of  the 
Upper Colorado River Fire Management Unit. Additional accomplishments include:  
completion of annual preparedness reviews; sponsorship of the Fire Academy in 
Montrose in June; and implementation of the Wildfire Decision Support System.

FY 2009 was the second year that the GMUG was able to manage wildland fire for 
multiple objectives. A total of 6 wildland fires were managed for resource benefits 
this year.. The Forest completed approximately 6,815 acres of hazardous fuels 
reduction treatments utilizing both mechanical and prescribed fire treatments.

Travel Management
The GMUG is actively working to complete travel management planning for the 
Gunnison National Forest in coordination with the BLM.  A draft EIS was released 
for public review and comment in 2009, with completion of the EIS and Record of 
Decision anticipated for FY 2010.  Meanwhile, implementation of the Grand Mesa 
Travel Management Plan is substantially complete and implementation of the 
Uncompahgre Plan was a point of emphasis and priority for FY2009.  Mechanized 
travel planning (e.g. mountain bikes) on the Grand Mesa is underway with a 
decision anticipated in FY2010.



Volunteers in 2009
The GMUG National Forest has an active volunteer program.  In 2009, 
numerous projects were completed using volunteers and partnerships, 
including campground cleanup and maintenance on the Uncompahgre Plateau, 
trail maintenance across the Forest, jeep clubs working on roads and trails, 
snowmobile clubs grooming and maintaining trails, resource monitoring, 
wildlife habitat projects,Visitor Center interpretive programs, cultural/heritage 
PIT projects and much more.. 

In 2009, the GMUG hosted volunteer efforts and accomplishments resulting in 
over 21.9 person years (39,425 hours) of donated time and services that were 
valued at over $317,687, (including YCC youth). 

Partnerships
The GMUG has approximately 190 active cooperator groups who contribute 
over $2,416,662 toward work on national forest lands and programs. Some 
examples of those partnerships include the Ute Learning Garden Project, San 
Miguel County Alpine Ranger Program, San Miguel Bike Alliance, Western 
Slope Four-Wheelers, Colorado Plateau Mountain Bike Association, the Grand 
Mesa Nordic Council, CSU, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, Colorado Mountain 
Club, Thunder Mountain Wheelers, Uncompahgre Watershed Coalition, GEC 
and Oxbow Coal, Uncompahgre Valley Trailriders, Crested Butte Mountain Bike 
Association, etc.  

Benefits to Colorado
The GMUG provides millions of dollars to Colorado’s economy through multiple 
uses ranging from mining and energy development to recreation and tourism. 
Telluride, Crested Butte and Powderhorn ski resorts attract visitors from around 
the world and throughout Colorado to the forests. A series of three hut systems 
as well as three lodges, one marina, two organizational camps, dogsledding, 
whitewater kayak events, world-class hunting and a variety of festivals all bring 
visitors and their economic support to the area.  

• The Forest Service makes payments to the State who then distribute these 
funds to the Counties in which national forest lands lie. These receipts 
are distributed through the Secure Rural Schools Act and help support 
roads, schools and environmental protection on County and federal lands. 
Payments to the GMUG counties for 2009 totalled $4,089,719.  

• The Federal Government makes payments to units of local government 
as proxies for property taxes on the land base of federal land managing 
agencies (PILT). Counties within the GMUG received $7,556,951 in federal 
PILT funds for FY 2009.


