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Introduction to the Assessment

Purpose
The Gila National Forest is in the process of revising a land and resource management plan that has been
in place since 1986. The 2012 Planning Rule (36 CFR 219) provides the framework to create local land
management plans for national forests and grasslands across the nation. The rule establishes an ongoing,
three-phase process: 1) assessment; 2) plan development or revision; and 3) implementation and
monitoring.

The 2012 Planning Rule is intended to create a plan that guides resource management on the Gila National
Forest within the context of the broader landscape. It takes an integrated and holistic approach that
recognizes the interdependence of ecological, social, cultural and economic systems. Collaboration with
stakeholders and process transparency are key components of this approach.

This document represents the assessment phase of the process. It is designed to rapidly evaluate
information about ecological, economic and social conditions, trends, and sustainability relative to the 15
assessment topics listed in 36 CFR 219.6(b), and their relationships to the current land management plan.
The approach uses the best available scientific information and local knowledge to inform the process.
This assessment report is not a decision making document, but provides current information on
assessment topics. The conditions and trends found in the assessment report will help to identify the
current Forest Plan’s need for change, and aid in the development of the revised plan. The revised Gila
National Forest’s Land and Resource Management Plan, also known as the Forest Plan, will consider a full
range of multiple uses.

Throughout this document, the Gila National Forest is referred to as “Gila NF”, the “Forest”, or the “plan
area”. The Gila National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (USDA FS Gila NF 1986) is referred
to as the “Gila NF Plan” or “Forest Plan”.

This introductory chapter includes an Ecosystem Services Framework section that describes how the
ecological, social, cultural and economic assessments are interrelated and dependent on one another to
provide for multiple use and sustained yield. An explanation of what is considered to be the best available
scientific information follows. The Public Participation and Tribal Engagement sections describe the variety
of ways the Gila NF has interacted with tribes and stakeholders in the early stages of the forest plan
revision process. The Consideration of Existing Plans section identifies governmental or non-governmental
land and resource management plans containing information relevant to the Gila NF Plan assessment and
revision.
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Introduction to the Assessment

The Setting and Distinctive Features describes the physical characteristics and setting of the Forest, and
its place within the broader landscape.

Section |. Ecological Integrity and Sustainability examines the conditions, trends and risks to integrity and
sustainability for the five ecological resource areas identified in the 2012 Planning Rule (36 CFR 219.6(b)).
Within this section, an ecological assessment of upland vegetation, soils, carbon, air, water, riparian,
aquatic and at-risk species is conducted to understand current conditions and trends. These assessments
conclude with an evaluation of risk for loss of integrity and sustainability which forms the basis for
determining whether or not there is a need for change in the current Forest Plan to change management
direction.

Section Il. Social, Economic and Cultural Sustainability assesses conditions, trends and risks to
sustainability for the ten social, cultural and economic based topic areas identified in the 2012 Planning
Rule (36 CFR 219.6(b)). It assesses the goods and services obtained from the Gila NF which provide social,
economic and cultural benefits to people and communities. It considers the current condition of the goods
and/or services, drivers or stressors affecting demand or availability, the current ecological condition and
trend of the resource(s) providing the goods and/or services, and the relationship between on and off
Forest conditions. Each chapter concludes by identifying issues of concern, or risks that may prevent the
sustainability of the goods and/or service, which forms the basis for determining whether or not there is
a need for change in the current Forest Plan to change management direction.

Ecological integrity and sustainability on the Gila NF, and the Forest’s ability to contribute to social, cultural
and economic conditions are intricately connected and interdependent. Because of this connection and
interdependence, there is considerable cross-referencing between chapters. References can be found
toward the end of the report.

Forest Setting and Distinctive Features

The Gila NF lies in southern Catron, northern Grant, western Sierra and extreme northeastern Hidalgo
counties in southwestern New Mexico. It was established in 1899 and covers approximately 3.3 million
acres of public land, making it the sixth largest National Forest in the continental United State. Twenty four
percent of the Forest area is composed of the Gila, Aldo Leopold and Blue Range Wildernesses. The Gila
Wilderness was administratively established in 1924 by the U.S. federal government as the first designated
wilderness. The Aldo and Blue Range Wildernesses were later established in 1980. The Forest Supervisor’s
office is located in Silver City, New Mexico with six ranger district offices in Glenwood, Mimbres, Quemado,
Reserve, Silver City and Truth or Consequences. Figure 1 provides a vicinity map.

The Forest has 12 mountain ranges and an elevational range of 4,160 to 10,770 feet. Annual precipitation
ranges from approximately 11 inches on the northern end of the Forest near Quemado and on the very
southern end of the Black Range to over 35 inches in the higher elevations of the Black Range and
Mogollon Mountains. The Forest includes semi-desert grasslands and shrublands, woodlands, ponderosa
pine, mixed conifer and spruce-fir life zones. Major streams include the Mimbres River, the Gila River and
its tributary the San Francisco River.

The Forest provides habitat for elk, deer, pronghorn, bighorn sheep, javelina, coatimundi, turkey, bear and
mountain lion and many other wildlife species. Habitats across the Forest also support many endangered,
threatened or candidate species such as Gila trout, spikedace, loach minnow, Chiricahua leopard frog,
southwestern willow flycatcher, Mexican gray wolf, Mexican spotted owl and others.

The Forest has a rich cultural history with archaeological resources reflecting a 13,000 year occupational
time period. At present, the Catron, Grant, Hidalgo and Sierra Counties are home to just over 50,000
people, who rely on the Forest to varying degrees as a source of sustenance. This has manifested through
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various means ranging from utilizing the natural resources on the Forest for livelihood; creating
community synergy around issues and events; offering a place for groups to commune, work, and recreate
together; to providing solitude, peace, and relaxation for individuals who want to get away from the social
pressures and pace of their everyday world. While ways and means may have changed over time, people
enjoy all manner of activities on the Forest. Firewood gathering is an important traditional activity as
many local residents still rely on wood to heat their homes during the cold winter months. Permitted
livestock grazing, hunting and outfitting and guiding are also long-standing traditions. The Forest also
provides outdoor recreational activities for both area residents and tourists. Forest management
continues to bring communities together over issues that affect them or to foster involvement through
volunteer work on their favorite part of the Forest. All of these uses help maintain social cultures and
longstanding traditions.
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Figure 1. Location of the Gila National Forest.
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Ecosystem Services Framework

Ecosystem services are a product of functioning ecosystems that affect social, cultural and economic
conditions. They are the goods and services that people enjoy or benefit from, including but not limited
to scenic views, fish and wildlife, recreation opportunities, food, forage, fiber, fuel, energy, clean water,
timber, carbon storage, flood control, and disease regulation. The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
(MEA 2005) has served as the motivation for applying the ecosystem services concept to national forest
and grassland management. Ecosystem services are grouped into four broad categories:

e Supporting ecosystem services are those that are necessary for the production of other ecosystem
services, such as pollination, seed dispersal, soil formation and nutrient cycling.

e Regulating ecosystem services are the benefits people obtain from the regulation of ecosystem
processes. Climate regulation, water filtration and purification, soil stabilization, flood control, and
disease regulation are a few examples.

e Provisioning ecosystem services are the products people obtain from ecosystems, such as clean
air, fresh water, energy, food, fuel, forage, wood products and minerals.

e Cultural ecosystem services are the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems such as
educational, aesthetic, spiritual and cultural heritage values, and recreational experiences.

Management of the ecological systems on the Gila NF will influence its ability to support some ecosystem
services. For example, a regulating service such as flood control, can have important consequences both
within and beyond the plan area. Ecosystem services that are important within the broader landscape and
are likely to be influenced by the land management plan are the focus of the assessment and ultimately,
plan revision (FSH 1909.12, Chap. 10, Sec. 13.12). Use of the ecosystem services concept and analysis of
ecosystem services are integrated throughout the assessment.

Best Available Scientific Information

The assessment is based on the best available scientific information (BASI) that has been determined to
be accuratel, reliable? and relevant® to the issues being considered (FSH 1909.12, Chap. 0, Sec. 07). The

1 To be accurate, the scientific information must estimate, identify or describe the true condition of its subject matter. This
description of the true conditions may be a measurement of specific conditions, a description of operating behaviors (physical,
biological, social or economic), or an estimation of trends. Statistically accurate information is near to the true value of its subject,
quantitatively unbiased and free of error in its methods. The extent to which scientific information is accurate depends on the
relationship of the scientific findings to supportable evidence that identifies the relative accuracy or uncertainty of those findings.
The accuracy of scientific information can be more easily evaluated if reliable statistical or other scientific methods have been
used to establish the accuracy or uncertainty of any findings relevant to the planning process.

2 Reliability reflects how appropriately the scientific methods have been applied and how consistent the resulting information
is with established scientific principles. The scientific information is more reliable if it results from an appropriate study design
and well-developed scientific methods are clearly described. The assumptions, analytical techniques, and conclusions are well
referenced with citations to relevant, credible literature and other pertinent existing information. Conclusions are based on
reasonable assumptions that are supported by other studies and are consistent with the general theory underlying those
assumptions or are logically and reasonably derived from the data presented. Any gaps in information and inconsistencies with
other pertinent scientific information are adequately explained. Scientific information that describes statistical or other scientific
methods used to determine both its accuracy and uncertainty can be considered more reliable. The use of quantitative analysis
that has a known (and quantifiable) rates of errors and results improves this reliability. An accuracy assessment of the data
supports the reliability of the quantitative analysis. The application of quality control to scientific information also improves the
reliability of the information. One form of quality control is peer review. Peer review is a critical review by qualified scientific
experts in that discipline that is then addressed by the proponents of the information. Publication in a refereed scientific journal
usually indicates that the information has been appropriately peer reviewed.

3 The information must pertain to the issues under consideration at spatial and temporal scales appropriate to the plan area and
to a land management plan. Relevance in the assessment phase is scientific information that pertains to conditions and trends
about the 15 topics in 36 CFR 219(b) or to the sustainability of social, economic, or ecological systems (36 CFR 219.5(a)(1)).
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Gila NF has provided opportunities for public and governmental participation, inviting submission of
information, including scientific information that may be relevant to the planning process. The information
determined to constitute the BASI is identified throughout this document. How it informed the assessment
is discussed as each issue is being considered. The BASI is not always a single source of scientific
information that is “best” for a specific subject. When scientific consensus does not exist, the BASI may be
from multiple sources and may recognize conflicting information (FSH 1909.12, Chap. 0, Sec. 07.12).
Contradictory BASI is described where it exists.

Among the scientific information that may be considered the BASI are:

e Peerreviewed articles

e Scientific inventories, observational data and assessments
e Expert opinion

e Panel consensus

e Data prepared and managed by the Forest Service or other federal agencies which may include
information in spatially referenced databases and various types of statistical or observational data.

e Scientific information prepared by universities, national networks and other reputable scientific
organizations

e Dataorinformation from public and governmental participation (FSH 1909.12, Chap. 0, Sec. 07.13)

Public Participation

Public participation in the planning process began prior to the May 2015 publication of a Public Notice in
the Federal Register that marked the official start of the assessment. Briefings were provided to Catron,
Grant, Hidalgo and Sierra County Commissions in 2015. A series of community conversations were held in
March 2015 at Quemado, Reserve, Glenwood, Silver City, Mimbres and Truth or Consequences. The
desired outcomes of these conversations were to introduce forest plan revision, identify expectations,
opportunities and methods for communication and engagement, and build or enhance relationships
between the Gila NF and its stakeholders. A Gila NF representative also attended a public meeting hosted
by the Lincoln National Forest in Las Cruces in March 2015.

These initial conversations were facilitated by the National Collaboration Cadre. The Cadre is a network of
people from around the United States who provide coaching and training assistance to national forests
and their communities who are interested in understanding, developing and improving collaborative
processes. Cadre members’ experience range from Forest Service staff in all types of positions; local
municipal and county government, both elected and staff; non-profit regional associations; to academics
and project consultants. All members have worked for and/or with the Forest Service at varying points in
their careers and from different perspectives.

Participants shared ideas, concerns, facts and dates related to the Gila NF that were significant to their
communities and important for the Gila NF staff to be aware of through an exercise known as the
Generations Wall. This exercise helped create an open dialog and provided the Gila NF staff a better
understanding of local perspectives on national, regional and local Forest Service management history,
values, current conditions, trends, threats and future desired conditions as they relate to the Gila NF and
its communities. Expectations related to communication and engagement in the revision process were
discussed in small groups including the expectations participants have of the Gila NF, expectations the Gila

Relevance in the planning phase is information pertinent to the plan area or issues being considered for the development of plan
components or other plan content (FSH 1909.12, Chap. 0, Sec. 07.12).
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NF has of stakeholders, and the expectations stakeholders have of each other. Participants were asked to
identify the best ways to engage them and their communities in the plan revision process and the
preferred methods of sharing information and keeping people informed. They were also asked to identify
any individuals or groups that were not in attendance or not represented and how those connections
might be made. The information shared during these meetings were used to develop the Forest’s Pubic
Participation Strategy. The Public Participation Strategy and summaries of these conversations are
available on the Gila NF’s Plan Revision webpage at http://go.usa.gov/h88k.

Since March 2015, the Gila NF has presented on plan revision at 28 governmental and organizational
meetings at the request of those self-convening groups. Informational booths at 10 special events such as
county fairs have been an ongoing way to share materials summarizing the plan revision process. On-line
and interactive classroom sessions to engage Grant County youth and educators were conducted by Dr.
Kathy Whiteman of Western New Mexico University. Input gathered from this work revealed that existing
designated areas, at-risk species, air, soil, water, ecosystems and ecosystem processes were considered
the most important assessment topics. Fire damage, poor trail maintenance, human impact, and off-road
vehicle use were areas of concern. Education, public involvement and partnerships were identified as
opportunities to promote the best possible future outcomes of plan revision. Whiteman’s report is
included as Appendix F to the Assessment Input document on the Gila NF’s Plan Revision webpage.

Another round of public meetings at the same locations was held in August 2015 to gather input for the
assessment phase of plan revision. These meetings were facilitated by Karen Yori from Blue Earth
Ecological Consultants, Inc. based in Santa Fe, NM. Participants were provided an overview of the
assessment process, including the 15 topics identified in the 2012 Planning Rule and were asked two
questions:

1) For the assessment topics that are most important to you, what current conditions and trends
have you seen on the Gila?

2) What are your concerns associated with the conditions and trends you mentioned, and what may
be some of the opportunities in those areas?

Opportunities were also provided for stakeholders to share knowledge, plans, and data for the assessment.
These meeting materials and questions also went out in emails or written letters to stakeholders on the
Gila NF’s plan revision contact list that were not able to attend any of the meetings. The input gathered at
these meetings and received via email or written response is available on the Gila NF’s Plan Revision
webpage in the document titled “Assessment Input” (USDA FS Gila NF 2015a). It is also used in the
development of parts of the ecological, and social, cultural and economic sections of the assessment
including a section devoted to stakeholder input in most chapters. These summaries build on the March
2015 conversations, describing how stakeholders value and use the Forest, how they understand Forest
Service management and how they see the Gila NF of the future. Where there is broad agreement
between stakeholder perspectives and assessment findings, there is confidence in moving forward.
Whereas disagreement between stakeholder perspectives and assessment findings indicate potential
opportunities for additional dialogue.

In February 2016, the Gila NF and the Southwestern Regional Office participated in the 6th Natural History
of the Gila Symposium hosted by Western New Mexico University. A notice and invitation were sent out
to the entire Forest plan revision contact list. Ecological assessment data and analysis approaches were
presented, including: an overview of forest plan revision, the analysis framework, state and transition
modeling, vegetation, soil, water, at-risk species and a history of insects and disease.
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Introduction to the Assessment

The Forest expects to release the draft assessment report to the public and other stakeholders for
feedback in 2016, after which the next round of community meetings are planned. These meetings will
focus on discussing key findings from the assessment and developing needs for change statements for the
1986 Forest Plan.

Tribal Engagement

The Gila National Forest maintains a governmental relationship with ten federally recognized Indian tribes,
also directly contacting specific bands within those tribes that live nearby. All of these groups have been
contacted by mail and by phone in regards to Forest Plan Revision. Face-to-face consultation has occurred
with four tribes so far during the assessment phase. We hope that as the Forest Plan Revision process
progresses that we will have substantive conversations with all ten tribes, developing a growing
understanding of their vision of how we can best partner with them and how this landscape should best
be managed into the future.

Topics of conversation with tribes during this phase covered a range of topics. Tribes discussed concerns
about climate change, the importance of forest restoration, and an appreciation of recent travel
management efforts, which hopefully reduce resource degradation and habitat fragmentation. There was
some discussion of hunting and gathering on-Forest. Cultural resource management issues discussed
included: research interests and concerns, and opportunities for tribal involvement in interpretation of
cultural sites for Forest visitors. Another major topic was opportunities for tribal youth to be exposed to
the traditional lands that are now part of the Gila National Forest, either through educational activities
(on the ground or virtual), through working with other researchers, or as employees. Other Forests have
solicited the tribes regarding their concerns and interests in forest management; comments they have
received have reflected similar concerns and interests. Specific comments have been received by other
Forests about concerns over increased development, impacts to resources from off-road travel, the
environmental and cultural impacts of mining, chemical treatments of native plants, and protection of
agave. We anticipate continued tribal involvement throughout the plan revision process and anticipate
that the revised plan will emphasize mutually beneficial relationships between the Forest and Tribes.

Consideration of Existing Plans

The Gila NF will consider relevant, existing plans when developing the revised plan to look for
opportunities to increase compatibility and reduce conflict. Plans and plan assessments identified for
consideration include, but are not limited to:

e (Catron, Grant, Hidalgo and Sierra County Master Plans

e (Cities of Lordsburg, Truth or Consequences, and Town of Silver City Comprehensive Plans
e New Mexico Department of Game and Fish Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy
o New Mexico Draft State Wildlife Action Plan

o New Mexico Statewide Fisheries Management Plan

e U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Recovery Plans

e New Mexico State Implementation Plan (Air Quality)

e New Mexico Forest and Watershed Health Plan

o New Mexico Statewide Natural Resources Assessment & Strategy and Response Plan

e Socorro-Sierra and Southwest New Mexico Regional Water Plans

e New Mexico State Water Plan

o New Mexico Statewide Water Quality Management Plan and Nonpoint Source Management Plan
e Soil and Water Conservation District Plans
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Bureau of Land Management Resource Management Plans

Community Wildfire Protection Plans

New Mexico Statewide Outdoor Recreation Plan

Silver City Greenways Trail Master Plan

New Mexico Department of Transportation Long Range Transportation Plan
Other National Forests’ Land and Resource Management Plans and Plan Revisions
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