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WE're in this togethEr

From the Forest Supervisor
The Coconino National Forest 

is one of six national forests in 
Arizona and one of the most 
diverse. People venture to all 
corners of the 1.8 million acres that 
comprise this incredible national 
forest as they hike, hunt, swim, ski, 
camp and canoe.

Each year brings with it a new 
set of challenges as we try to 
determine the best ways in which 
to care for this land—your land. 
And each year we are joined by 
partners, stakeholders and the 
public as we meet, collaborate and 
complete projects to improve and 
care for this national forest.

Among the many examples 
in 2016, the Flagstaff Watershed 
Protection Project has been a joint 
venture which illustrates how many 
partners come together to move 
important work forward that will affect 
the lives of so many in the future.

The result of a $10 million 
bond measure passed by City 
of Flagstaff voters, this project 
continues to progress and will 

“Where conflicting interests must be reconciled, the question 
shall always be answered from the standpoint of the greatest 
good of the greatest number in the long run.”    
                ~Gifford Pinchot

eventually reduce the risk of 
devastating wildfire and post-fire 
flooding on more than 8,600 acres 
of land near Rio de Flag and Lake 
Mary watersheds.

As the public saw the need for 
this important project and provided 
the votes to fund it, partners 
stepped forward to help in many 
different ways. This includes the 
City of Flagstaff, State of Arizona, 
Coconino County, Northern 
Arizona University, Greater 
Flagstaff Forest Partnership and 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
This truly is an example how we’re 
all in this together.

Similarly and to the south, the 
Cragin Watershed Protection 
Project is a joint effort between 
many partners that will lead to 
the protection of C.C. Cragin 
Reservoir—also known as Blue 
Ridge Reservoir. 

The reservoir is directly fed by 
three main watersheds that sit atop 
the Mogollon Rim and will provide 
water to the Town of Payson 

and other northern Gila County 
communities beginning in 2018.

Forest thinning and prescribed 
burning will be conducted on more 
than 100,000 strategic acres near 
the watersheds to reduce the risk 
of wildfires that would result in 
large amounts of sediment and 
ash that would be transported from 
the watersheds to the reservoir.

Without public support and 
understanding, as well as many 
collaborating partners such as 
Salt River Project, Bureau of 
Reclamation, National Forest 
Foundation and the Town of 
Payson, this important work would 
never be completed.

From large forest restoration 
work to small projects across each 
district, work is completed through 
a joint effort and common goal. 
Partners may disagree on specific 
matters from time to time, but 
we recognize that there is power 
in partnering and we all are a 
piece of the puzzle that creates a 
beautiful result in the end.

This annual report is full of 
examples of how we are all in this 
together. Taking care of the national 
forests is an effort made by everyone 
and not just the Forest Service.

We are grateful for the 
participation of the public and for 
the many partners who join us in 
this endeavor to do the greatest 
good for the greatest number in 
the long run. 
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The forest is comprised of 1,842,959 acres.

Elevations range from 2,600’ to 12,633’.

One of six National Forests in Arizona. Others 
include Apache-Sitgreaves, Coronado, Kaibab, 
Prescott and Tonto.

Coconino National Forest was created on 
July 2, 1908 by Pres. Theodore Roosevelt.
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40-year fire timeline

Protecting watersheds is a complex job, but 
the City of Flagstaff and Coconino National 

Forest combined their resources and 
efforts to do exactly that for the greater 
Flagstaff area and have continued to 
make good progress.

With a 2012 vote from the citizens 
of Flagstaff to 
fund the Flagstaff 
Watershed 
Protection Project 
(FWPP), a $10 
million bond was 
approved to fund 
forest thinning 
on Coconino 
National Forest 
and Arizona State 
Trust lands to 
help protect vital 
watersheds and the City.

Projections indicated that a 
wildfire on the steep slopes in 
the Dry Lake Hills area above 
Flagstaff could cause impacts to 
large portions of the City. As well, 
a wildfire and subsequent erosion 
on the steep slopes of Mormon 
Mountain could render half of the 
City’s water supply—Upper Lake 
Mary—unsuitable.

With passage of the bond, 
the Forest Service and City 

Flagstaff Watershed
Protection Projectdeveloped a phased-approach 

implementation plan and also 
discussed timeframes, area and 
trail closures, design features, 
monitoring and contract oversight. 

The final Record of Decision (ROD)was 
signed in 2015, and implementation of the 

timber preparation 
process began 
immediately. 
Harvesting is 
anticipated to 
begin in the spring 
of 2017. 

The ROD 
includes treatment 
of approximately 
8,669 acres 
through a 
combination of 

mechanical and hand thinning and prescribed 
burning. Helicopter logging will occur on 
approximately 566 acres, and cable logging will 
occur on approximately 414 acres. 

To-date, approximately $3.3 million has 
been put toward FWPP. The Forest Service 
provided $2 million of that total, with the 
remainder comprised of funding from 
project partners, including the 
City’s bond, the State of 
Arizona, Coconino 

County, Northern Arizona University and the 
Greater Flagstaff Forest Partnership.

Temporary road construction was completed 
in the fall of 2016 in preparation for Phase 1, 
which includes mechanical thinning along the 
base of Mt. Elden.

Also in the Dry Lake Hills, 263 acres have 
been mechanically thinned, another 55 acres 
have been hand thinned and 480 acres of 
debris piles have been burned. 

Planning for an additional 500 acres of 
mechanical treatment on the City-owned 
Observatory Mesa Natural Area has been 
completed, with harvesting expected to begin 
in 2017.

Mechanical treatment in the Dry Lake Hills is 
anticipated to take two to three years and one 
to two years on Mormon Mountain, followed by 
prescribed burning.

Dry Lake Hills Treatment Area

Upper Lake Mary

Mormon Mountain Project Location

FWPP General location of treatment areas

Flagstaff

Upper Rio de Flag
Watershed

Lower Rio de Flag
Watershed

Walnut Creek - Upper Lake Mary
Watershed

5



Fossil Creek
In hot and dry Arizona, Fossil Creek is 

one of the most popular water destinations 
in northern Arizona due to its beauty, crystal 
clear water and multiple travertine water-
falls. This water was diverted for nearly a 
century to generate hydroelectric power, but 
was fully returned to Fossil Creek in 2005.

With water flow restored, Congress 
designated approximately 17 miles of Fossil 
Creek as a Wild and Scenic River in 2009. 

As more and more people have discov-
ered this special place, visitation has grown 
exponentially, creating unsafe conditions, 
overcrowding, piles of trash and harsh im-
pacts to the area.

Almost 120,000 people wanted to recre-
ate in Fossil Creek during the summer of 
2015, resulting in the area reaching capac-
ity by 7 a.m. most mornings, and hundreds 
being turned away after driving several 
hours to reach this popular destination.

The Forest Service had been working for 
several years to come up with a public-sup-
ported solution that still allowed access but 
also kept the area from being loved to death.

In 2016 a reservation system was finally 
implemented with resounding success! 

Access for emergency vehicles has been 
restored; the amount of trash collected has 
declined substantially; and law enforcement 
incidents are less frequent.

RESERVATION SYSTEM @ A glance
Reservations can be made online at www.recreation.gov and guarantees a parking space within the specified parking lot.

A reservation is required in advance to park a vehicle within the Fossil Creek Permit Area from April 1 - October 1.

DAY USE ONLY 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. Last entry is 4 p.m. Parking pass must be posted on the vehicle dashboard.

Large vehicles are prohibited, including buses and vans exceeding 22 feet in length.

Glass food and beverage containers are prohibited within .25 mile of Fossil Creek

Camping  & campfires are prohibited in the Fossil Creek Permit Area.
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 closed to motorized vehicles

Fossil Springs Trail (6 miles roundtrip)

Strenuous 3-hour hike one way

Legend

Reserved Parking 8 a.m. - 8 p.m.

Unpaved Dirt Road

Trail

Access Gate (closes at 4 p.m.)

Fossil Creek

0                .50 1 mi.

N

F O S S I L  C R E E K

Tonto Bench

Fossil Springs Trailhead

Irving/Flume Trailhead

Old Fossil Creek Dam

Fossil Springs

Waterfall
(Pictured)

Reservation Required April 1 - October 1
FOSSIL CREEK PERMIT AREA

“There are moments when all anxiety and stated toil are 
becalmed in the infinite leisure and repose of nature.”

            
           ~Henry David Thoreau

Reservation System

The reservation system is active during the 
busiest summer months—from April 1 to Oct. 1—
with no reservations required the rest of the year. 
The public can purchase a permit for $6, which 
allows the permit holder to a single day parking 
pass and reserves a parking spot for the day.

There are 148 parking spaces within the per-
mit area, which equates to safely accommodat-

ABOVE:  Prior to the reservation system, the road to Fossil Creek 
was gridlocked and created unsafe conditions for visitors.

ing about 740 visitors per day. Parking loca-
tions are scattered up and down the creek 
area to include Fossil Springs Trailhead, 
Waterfall Trailhead, Irving, Tonto Bench, 
Fossil Creek Bridge, Homestead, Sally May, 
Purple Mountain and Mazatzal.

Individuals who are 18+ years can make 
reservations online at www.recreation.gov to 
visit Fossil Creek (up to six months in ad-
vance). Permit holders may only park in the 
parking lot assigned on their parking pass for 
the day reserved, and only six reservations 
per year are allowed per person.

2016 was the first year that Fossil Creek 
was managed in a manner that mitigated 
overcrowding, increased the public’s safety, 
reduced impacts to its natural resources 
and provided a better recreational experi-
ence. 

The overall success of the system came 
as a result of the efforts of many Forest 
Service personnel, law enforcement, volun-
teers, partner agencies such as the Yavapai 
County Sheriff’s Department and the public.

With the reservation system in place, over-
crowding has become a thing of the past, and 
visitors are happy to know their space is re-
served for the day.

Impacts to the area are manageable and future 
generations can continue to enjoy this place of 
beauty and recreation.
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Stream stabilization

caring for the LAND 
Little Bear Trail Rehabilitated!

In October, the Flag-
staff Ranger District of 
the Coconino National 
Forest reopened the Little 
Bear Trail in the Schultz 
Fire burn area after many 
donations and years of 
volunteer efforts.

The trail was closed 
in 2010, when the entire 
area was closed for 
public safety concerns 
after the Schultz Fire im-
pacted the area. Follow-
ing the fire, numerous 
hazards along the trail such as falling trees, 
rolling rocks and unstable trail conditions kept 
the trail closed, and monsoon storms continued 
to severely erode and flood the trail.

Without the amazing efforts of our Flagstaff trail 
volunteer community, the re-opening would not 
have been possible.

The trail’s revitalization was a huge effort 
from multiple partners with the Forest Service. 
Individuals and businesses within the commu-
nity stepped forward, and more than $40,000 
was spent to employ American Conservation 
Experience (ACE) crews so the trail could be 
stabilized and made safe for public enjoyment.  

Flagstaff Biking Organization (FBO) and the Co-
conino National Forest worked together to repair 
treacherous rocky terrain to once again provide a 
safe trail for bikers, equestrians and hikers.

FBO held three volunteer events in 2016 to 
work on Little Bear Trail and collected $10,000 
in grants and funds garnered from events 
promoted by the Mountain Bike Association 
of Arizona (MBAA), a mountain biking racing 
and advocacy non-profit, and Absolute Bikes, 
a local bicycle shop. This allowed for additional 

ACE crews to help 
realign one of the most 
problematic spots on 
the trail. Additionally, the 
Flagstaff Ranger Dis-
trict obtained another 
$30,000 in grant funds 
to keep ACE working 
through the fall.

Other organizations 
and local businesses 
assisted in repairs, 
sponsored trail events 
and helped provide 
refreshments to those 

working on the trail. This included:
• Arizona Trail Association
• Biff’s Bagels
• Coconino Horseman’s Alliance
• Coconino Trail Riders
• Cosmic Cycles
• Flagstaff Bicycle Revolution
• Fratelli Pizza
• Kickstand Coffee and
• Run Flagstaff
Some of the work that was completed in-

volved major rehabilitation, moving dirt and 
rock sloughed over the trail, and fixing some 
washed out drainages and trail rerouting by 

Boy Scouts, members of the Arizona Elk 
Society and Forest Service personnel gathered 
in August to construct a log pole fence along 
Forest Road 9714G near the 
historic Holder Cabin, which sits 
between Dane and Buck Springs 
ridges along the Mogollon Rim.

The fence will help keep out 
illegal motorized vehicles and 
subsequent impacts to this water-
shed area and beautiful meadow.

Prior to the fence, the meadow 
had an illegal quad race track 
through it and was becoming a 
barren dirt patch as more and 
more motorized vehicles drove 
into the meadow, thinking it was 
an authorized motorized use area.

We’re proud to work with volun-
teers and partners such as the Boy 
Scouts of America and Arizona Elk 
Society to help protect watersheds 
and preserve amazing meadows!

Doing a Good Turn Daily
The Finished Product!

Meadow & Watershed Protection
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“Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in 
and pray in , where nature may heal and give strength to 
body and soul .”
               ~John Muir

More than 150 
volunteers and partners 
joined forces over a 
long summer weekend 
as part of an annual 
volunteer work event on 
the Mogollon Rim Ranger 
District that focuses on 
various forest and meadow 
restoration projects.

In June, people from 
Friends of Northern 
Arizona Forests, Arizona 
Game and Fish, Arizona 
Elk Society, Salt River 
Project and the Forest 
Service all took part in 
helping thin overgrown 
areas, stabilize streams, 

remove unnecessary fences and 
build elk exclosures that protect 
young aspen until they are large 
enough to withstand elk browsing.

More than 16,000 pounds of rip-
rap (angular rock ranging from 4” 
to 24” in diameter) were distributed 
to several locations and used to 
construct loose rock structures for 
stream stabilization.

In addition to plenty of rock 
work, volunteer certified chainsaw 
operators worked alongside 
Forest Service fuels and fire 
personnel to thin small diameter 
trees in several areas. 

Friends of Northern Arizona 
Forests coordinated the 
reconstruction of a dilapidated 

Elk Xclosure

Thinning out the meadow

Volunteers & Partners Join Forces for Forest Restoration 

exclosure near Buck Springs 
Cabin, and about 50 Bebb’s 
Willow were collected from one 
of Northern Arizona University’s 
greenhouses and planted inside 
two elk exclosures. 

Downed livestock fence from 
lands withdrawn from grazing were 
removed and various barriers were 
constructed to prevent motorized 
access to headwater meadows.

The Arizona Elk Society 
provided all the meals from 
Friday evening through Sunday 
afternoon, which kept the 
workforce fed and energized 
throughout the event!

9

building new trail near the old one.
During the last trail day sponsored by Flag-

staff Biking Organization on October 15, more 
than 45 people participated, representing all 
types of forest users and community volunteers. 

Little Bear Trail climbs the Dry Lake Hills from 
Little Elden Trail to meet Sunset Trail in a quiet 
nook between the Dry Lake Hills and Mount Elden. 

The trail climbs through the skeletons left 
behind by the 2010 Schultz Fire and patches of 
surviving ponderosa pine and Gambel oak. The 
trail offers outstanding views of the San Fran-
cisco Peaks, Sunset Crater, several prominent 
volcanic peaks, and in the distant background 
the Painted Desert acts as a colorful backdrop.

Many wildlife species make their home in this 
area including mule deer, elk, porcupine and 
black bear for which the trail is named. 

The Coconino National Forest would like to 
thank all of those who helped support this effort 
over the years it took to rehabilitate this trail.  
This was truly a multi-partner effort!



Fire          smoke management
Fire and smoke come with the landscape in the southwest since fire is a natural and necessary 

part of the ecosystem.  Essentially, there are two types of fires in the forest: Wildfire and Prescribed 
Fire (also called “Prescribed Burns” or “Controlled Burns”). Today’s fire manager not only suppresses 
wildfires, but also seeks opportunities to embrace fire’s fundamental role, either through managing 
a naturally-ignited wildfire or through applying prescribed fire to the land.  

Southwestern soils do not receive nutrients from decomposition as wetter areas of the country 
do, and wood does not decompose readily in our soils.

However, frequent, low-intensity fire returns nitrogen to the soil, supplying it with the 
nutrients vital to vegetation growth. It helps grow grasses and plants that promote wildlife 
habitat, reduce erosion, and protect watersheds. It also reduces the threat of severe and 
disastrous fire by reducing the accumulated dead fuels that would otherwise contribute to 
hotter and bigger fires.

The main focus of the prescribed fire program is the safety of communities and 
firefighters. Frequent low-intensity fire is a natural and necessary part of the ecosystem. 
As fire is allowed to safely move across the landscape, we are helping restore forests 
to a healthier condition. 

Facts About Prescribed Fire & Smoke

Types of Prescribed Burns

Planning a prescribed fire begins with the 
creation of a larger-scale forest health project, 
where specialists from all disciplines―from 
archaeologists and hydrologists to wildlife 
biologists and fire personnel―work to create a 
“prescription” for a particular piece of land.

Just like a doctor prescribes treatments 
for a sick patient, forest specialists prescribe 
treatments to improve forest health. Treatments 
include a variety of actions, including forest 
thinning by hand or mechanical means and 

Planning Prescribed Fires

Managing Smoke Impacts to Communities
Fire managers are challenged with 

finding the balance between the critical 
need for reducing the risk of severe 
wildfires and the importance of minimizing 
smoke impacts to communities—
recognizing that smoke impacts people 
and their life. 

The men and women who conduct 
these burns put forth every effort to 
minimize smoke impacts.

Smoke from broadcast burning is 
typically heavier than that of pile burning.

Often, piles are completely consumed 
the same day as ignition, leaving little 
residual smoke, while broadcast burns 
typically continue to smolder and smoke 
for several days after ignition.

Smoke is heaviest the day of the 
ignition and the night following the burn 
with a steady decrease in smoke production each day thereafter. 

Fire managers must find the moment when fuels are dry enough to 
burn as thoroughly as possible, without being so dry that fire activity is 
too severe. They also depend on the predicted weather to cooperate 
and ventilate the smoke up and over communities.

Sometimes there will be heavy smoke 
impacts to a community, but impacts 
from prescribed burns are substantially 
less than those caused by a severe 
wildfire. Thus, a little smoke now can 
help prevent a lot of smoke later.

Additionally, studies show that 
prescribed burns have less of an 
impact on the environment than large 
wildfires―which force massive amounts 
of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere 
and kill carbon-storing vegetation.

Prescribed burning can even help 
reduce our carbon footprint because of 
the carbon-storing abilities of healthy 
trees and plants.

Larger wildfires also produce much 
thicker smoke that is much more 
dangerous, lasts longer, and travels 

farther than smoke from prescribed burns. 
The Coconino works with local fire departments under a partnership 

called the Ponderosa Fire Advisory Committee, as well as neighboring 
forests to coordinate burn plans and lessen the impact of multiple 
projects on a single community.

Broadcast Burn Near Kendrick Park

Managing Lightning-Caused Wildfires
Lightning-caused wildfires occur 

on the Coconino National Forest 
more often than people realize, and 
they keep Forest Service firefighters 
busy—especially during monsoon.

Fire managers seek to safely 
and strategically manage some 
lightning-caused wildfires to allow 
fire to accomplish multiple objec-
tives—including, but not limited 
to, reducing fire danger, keep-
ing communities safe from large 
severe wildfires, and allowing fire 
to play its natural role in the eco-
system by cleaning up the forest 
under safer conditions.

For the last 40 years, the Coconi-
no National Forest has averaged 
more than 260 lightning-caused fires annually.

The vast majority these fires are located and suppressed before they 
reach more than an acre in size. However, sometimes fire managers will 
seek to manage a lightning-caused wildfire in an effort to keep up with 
the natural role of fire on the landscape, as long as it is safe to do so.

When the humidity, moisture, 
and weather conditions are favor-
able, a managed wildland fire is 
a slow-burning surface fire. The 
flames are low to the ground and 
the fire spreads slowly across the 
forest floor.

This type of fire safely con-
sumes dead and down logs, fallen 
leaves and pine needles, low 
hanging branches, dried grasses, 
and small trees. Larger trees are 
generally unharmed, and vegeta-
tion will soon return to the area.

As a low-intensity managed 
wildfire crawls along, it follows its 
own natural paths. As a result, 
some areas may be untouched 

while others burn, creating a mosaic pattern across the forest floor.
In addition to the ecological benefits, allowing low-intensity wildfires to 

burn reduces the risk of severe wildfires in the future, which is safer for com-
munities surrounded by the forest and also wildland firefighters who can use 
previously burned areas as strategic points to fight or slow a severe wildfire.

There are two types of prescribed burns:

Broadcast Burning involves applying fire along the forest floor.
Flames are typically low to the ground, though some torching (a single or 

small group of trees burn) can occur. Broadcast burning typically creates the 
most smoke at the initial ignition 

and is very visible, as depicted in 
the spread on these two pages.

Pile Burning is when crews 
ignite “slash piles,” which in-
cludes branches, small trunks, 
and debris from forest thin-
ning projects.

Crews typically conduct 
pile burns after heavy rains 

or snow since the fuels 
are bigger and can burn 
hotter; moisture in the 
surrounding vegetation 
keeps the fire from 
spreading. 

Horsetank fire (managed Wildfire)

We try to ensure that the public receives notification prior to 
prescribed burning through the use of several tools, to include news 
releases several days prior to a burn, updating our websites and also 
using social media to notify the public when a burn has been ignited. 

Because conditions can change and approvals are only granted one 
day in advance of a planned burn, prescribed fires can be cancelled at a 
moment’s notice.

The public can get information about prescribed fire on the Coconino 
National Forest, as well as other related items from the following:

► Online: www.coconinonationalforest.us. Under Quick Links, 
click on “Prescribed Fires.”

► Follow us on Twitter:  www.twitter.com/CoconinoNF
► Go online to sign up to receive our news releases via email: Go to 

www.fs.fed.us/news/subscription.shtml and follow the instructions.
► Air Monitors: to view data from various monitors that are updated 

hourly, visit www.phoenixvis.net/PPMmain.aspx.
► For health concerns related to smoke, call the Coconino County 

Health Department at (928) 679-7272 or visit them online at  
www.coconino.az.gov/health.

► The Arizona Department of Environmental Quality monitors air 
quality during prescribed burns. For questions and information call (928) 
779-0313 or go online to www.azdeq.gov. Broadcast Burn near Woody Mountain

How To Get Informed

prescribed burns that clean the forest floor of 
forest fuels that have accumulated over time.

Before fire is applied, fire managers prepare 
the boundaries of the burn area to ensure the 
fire stays within its prescription.

A list of conditions must be favorable before 
any burning can take place, such as fuel 
moisture levels, air temperature, wind speed 
and direction, ventilation, relative humidity levels 
and forecasted weather conditions. If certain 
elements and factors are not favorable, the burn 

will be cancelled or postponed until a later time 
when conditions are favorable to burning safely.

Prescribed fires are also dependent on 
personnel availability and approval from the 
Arizona Department of Environmental Quality. 

Though the conditions are usually ideal 
in the spring and fall, prescribed burning is 
not particularly planned around a season. 
Prescribed burns may occur any time during 
the year, as fire managers must take advantage 
of prime conditions when available.

Pile Burning OFF Lake Mary Road
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For more information
on managed wildfires,         out:

tinyurl.com/ManagedWildfires



Flagstaff Ranger District
5075 N. Highway 89, 
Flagstaff, AZ, 86004
(928) 526-0866

Mogollon Rim Ranger District
8738 Ranger Road, 
Happy Jack, AZ, 86024 
(928) 477-2255

Red Rock Ranger District
P.O. Box 20429, 
Sedona, AZ, 86341
(928) 282-4119

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

Photos of Coconino National Forest are online at www.flickr.com/photos/coconinonationalforest.

For more information, visit us online at www.coconinonationalforest.us.

Supervisor’s Office
1824 S. Thompson St., 
Flagstaff, AZ, 86001
(928) 527-3600


