Rio Grande National Forest Plan Revision

Wilderness and Special Designations #2
July 15, 2015

South Fork, CO

Meeting Summary
Attendees

Forest Plan Revision Team

· US Forest Service: Mike Blakeman, Cheryl O’Brien, Martha Williamson

· Peak Facilitation: Heather Bergman, Katie Waller

Approximately 30 members of the public were present.

Meeting Overview

The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) recently began revising the forest plan for the Rio Grande National Forest (RGNF). Members of the public attended this meeting to discuss wilderness and other special designations on the RGNF. Information gathered from this and previous discussions will help inform and influence the initial assessment phase of the forest plan revision process.

Forest Plan Revision and Assessment Process

Mike Blakeman, Public Affairs Specialist of the Rio Grande National Forest, introduced himself and explained the forest plan guides every activity on the forest and is typically revised every 15 to 20 years. The last forest plan for the Rio Grande was finalized in 1996; the process of revising the plan recently began. The revision consists of three steps expected to be completed by 2017: a year-long assessment phase, a two-year National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) phase, and finally a monitoring phase. USFS is currently seeking public input to help inform the assessment phase, in which current conditions and trends are analyzed to determine which portions of the existing plan should be changed. After determining the need for change, USFS will develop and analyze multiple management options to determine the most beneficial options for inclusion in the final forest plan.

Mr. Blakeman stated that wilderness areas are designated by Congress, and the Rio Grande National Forest has four of these designations. Criteria will be minimal for what is recommended as wilderness during the inventory process of the plan revision and as the process progresses, these areas will be narrowed down. Mr. Blakeman explained that congressional wilderness designations are not the only special designation areas on the RGNF. There are also Wild and Scenic River and Research and Natural Area designations (RNAs), among others.

Mr. Blakeman stressed the importance of public participation and noted that giving input at meetings is not the only way to participate in the plan revision process. Members of the public can also provide input by email at comments-rocky-mountain-rio-grande@fs.fed.us, on the interactive plan revision web site at  http://riograndeplanning.mindmixer.com, or by sending mail to or stopping by the office at  1803 W. Highway 160, Monte Vista, CO 81144.

MAP-BASED DISCUSSION
Participants took part in a map-based discussion to identify areas where wilderness areas and special designations are working well, areas of emerging or potential concerns, and areas of current concern.
	-GREEN -

Areas with good conditions that should be maintained

	Management
	· Wilderness areas are maintained properly for fires.

· Weminuche Wilderness Area is being managed properly given the available resources. 

	-ORANGE-

Areas of emerging/possible future concerns, or areas with potential for expansion/enhancement

	Recreation
	· Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST) has issue with increase use.
· CDNST trails are damaged by equestrian use in wet conditions, causing holes.
· Blanca Peak is overused by motorized and non-motorized users. 

	Natural Resources
	· North of Alamosa River has unique vegetation types and should be an RNA.
· Treasure Creek Trailhead has undesignated trails that damage vegetation.

	General Comments
	· Wilderness areas do not have proper trail maintenance.
· Trails in wilderness areas need to be increased to better disperse users. 

· Timber management money can be used to create and maintain roads.

· Drones entering from non-wilderness areas would be invasive.

	-RED -

Areas with current concerns

	Trail Maintenance
	· Fisher Creek Trail is not maintained, not on VIS

. 
· Wheeler Geologic Area has trails braided from jeeps.

	Access
	· Hope Creek and other trailheads have parking issues.
· Wheeler Geologic Area access road needs significant maintenance.
· Hunter Lake Road waterbars
 are
 too high for horse trailer and camper access.

· Archuleta Lake Trail is inaccessible due to major blowout. 

· Bear and Pole Creek have damaged riparian areas due to grazing issues. 

· Garner and Major Creek Trail signage is unclear about new trailhead alignment. 

· Wheeler Geologic Area road conditions make it inaccessible. 

	General Areas
	· Information and signage for visitors is lacking in wilderness areas. 

· Beetle epidemic across forest has impacted trails, camping, and safety.

· Chainsaws should be allowed for trail maintenance in wilderness areas. 


ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Participants discussed the three main themes related to wilderness and special designations: significant special designations on the RGNF and their contribution to sustainability in the San Luis Valley (SLV), rare or outstanding resources, and the meaning of the word “wilderness.” A summary of key themes from the discussion follows.
What are the most significant special designation areas on the Rio Grande National Forest and how should they be managed? Do they contribute to social, economic, and ecological sustainability? If so, how?

	Economic Sustainability
	· Allow some special designations to allow motorized access to accommodate all types of users. 

· Allow motorized access in Pole Creek and Bear Creek.

	Ecological Sustainability
	· Manage special designations for water quality.
· Prevent habitat fragmentation in core habitats and watersheds. 
· Utilize non-mechanized logging in targeted communities. 

· Continue use of Research and Natural Areas (RNAs) as they are an interesting and significant idea. 

· Manage Weminuche and South San Juan Wilderness Areas for ecological sustainability. 

	Current Conditions
	· Maintain existing or old roads and trails. 
· Allow chainsaws in wilderness areas in specific circumstances to remove dead and dying trees. 
· Use volunteer groups to perform trail maintenance due to USFS lack of resources.
· Manage picnic areas for trash management, especially Elephant Rock and Old Spanish Trail.  

	General Comments
	· Most areas already have some sort of special designation.

· All special designations are important to someone.
· Special designations should be managed by someone with local knowledge to de-politicize decisions. 

· Local residents are not always able to see past what is good for them compared to what is good for everyone else and the forest. 

· There is emerging research that standing dead trees reduce fire fuels because of the lack of sap present. 


Other than wilderness or areas that are already designated, are there other rare or outstanding resources or places on the forest? What makes them rare or outstanding?

	Resources
	· Snakes, especially rattlesnakes, are important to the ecosystem and areas with abundant populations should have a special designation. 
· Lynx are important to the ecosystem and should be tracked.

· Mountain sheep have been disturbed by hunters. 

· Wilderness areas are a resource for many users, who depend on trail maintenance.

	Places
	· Wildlife corridors are important and should be managed through inter-agency cooperation.
· Class One fisheries need special designations.

· Ponderosa habitats are important for bears. 

· Wheeler Geologic Area should be increased to provide access to North Ridge and needs access maintenance to protect natural resources. 
· Historical markings in aspen grove by Kelly Creek need to be preserved. 

· Elwood Pass is a unique montane ecosystem for ptarmigans and big game and should be managed to protect wildlife. 
· Winter recreation areas should be designated for non-motorized use.

· Kelly Creek should be designated for winter motorized use, similar to BLM designation. 

· Archery range at Rock Creek could become a recreation designation if it were to help with funding or future management possibilities. 

· Pole Creek and Bear Creek need special designations that manage for public access and do not limit motorized access. 

	General Comments
	· Out-of-state visitors feed wildlife.
· Almost all areas have been recognized.
· Designations are necessary, but taxing on USFS resources. 

· USFS does a great job!

· There is not much continuity between agencies in regard to recreation designations.

· User fees in certain designated areas are a good option to make up for lack of USFS resources and should only be used in that specific designation or area. 


What does the word “wilderness” mean to you? What criteria should be met for such a designation? 

	Wilderness Characteristics
	· Non-motorized
· Solitude and quietness

· Nature sounds

· Remote

· Exclusionary of certain users
· Inclusive 

· Natural habitats for wildlife

· Quiet

· Expensive

· Strict

· Untouched and unmanaged

· Timeless

· Native landscapes

· Natural cycles of pine beetle and fire

· A place where hand of man has never set foot
· Natural settings

· Undisturbed by humans

· Natural plants

· High levels of biodiversity

· Lack of interactions

· Not a park

· Isolation


How should wilderness be managed?
	Access
	· Prohibit motorized recreation.
· Allow various types of users, including motorized, as the forest belongs to all.

	Natural Resources
	· Encourage large blocks of natural areas to provide a buffer for climate change effects.

· Protect natural resources.

	Management Practices
	· Adjust management to changing budgetary needs. 
· Allow mechanized tools and possibly vehicles only for trail maintenance to protect resources better than drawn-out maintenance trips.

· Sell lottery tickets to better maintain wilderness areas.


QUESTIONS
· Are there active research projects in RNAs on the RGNF?
· Do wilderness areas bring in more money or visitors than other designations?
· How are wilderness areas managed differently than RNAs?
· Are there opportunities for the public to contribute to the RGNF, such as a non-profit partnership?
�I don’t know what VIS means.


�Me either.


�Is this a thing? That is what it said in the notes and I am not sure if that is the correct word.


�Got me.





