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Cultural Resources 

1. Stressor or Driver Description 
The primary drivers affecting cultural resources are climate change, wildfire and landslides / geologic 

hazards. These are all drivers because of the potential way that they can affect the condition of sites. 

These effects include increased erosion of archaeological deposits due to more frequent high intensity 

precipitation, destruction of wooden features in sites from wildfire, increased water and wind erosion of 

sites after a wildfire, and complete destruction of sites due to landslides / geologic hazards . Natural 

vegetation succession has little potential to directly affect the condition of cultural resources .  

Stressors affecting cultural resources can be divided into two groups, called ecological stressors and 

social/multiple use stressors. All of these stressors have the potential to affect the condition of sites due 

to destruction of features or artifacts (for example, wildfire, illegal road/trail use, and looting), damage to 

site features or artifacts (for example, livestock and big game over-grazing and illegal artifact collection), 

or increases in indirect threats to site condition (for example, increased homes in WUI, increased 

motorized access to sites, and increased mineral exploration/development) .  

Ecological stressors that can directly affect sites include climate change and wildfire. Insects and disease 

in timber stands, invasive species and tree encroachment can indirect ly affect cultural resources through 

increases in management actions designed to reduce the ecological impacts of these stressors .  

Social/multiple use stressors that can directly affect sites include many subsumed under increased 

human population/use of the Forest (demands for recreation, homes in WUI, vandalism, increased 

motorized uses, and road systems). Other multiple use activities that can directly affect sites include 

livestock and big game grazing, range and wildlife habitat improvement projects, post/pole and firewood 

gathering, mineral exploration/development, subsidence, and acid depositions (particularly on rock art 

and exposed masonry structures). Ground water withdrawals and habitat fragmentation can indirectly 

affect cultural resources primarily through the implementation of actions meant to reverse the effects of 

these stressors.  

2. Indicators 
The primary indicator used to measure the stressors is numbers of sites and the conditions of those sites . 

Depending on the particular ecological or social/multiple use stressor, other indicators include trends in  

site condition, locations of sites (relative to particular stressors, such as landslide prone geologic 

settings), numbers of sites (relative to particular stressors, such as increased motorized use), and types 

of sites (relative to particular stressors, such as coal mining related subsidence).  

3. Scale 
District boundaries are useful as the most basic scale for the analysis of stressors and drivers . Analyses 

of greater depth, that explore the interaction of particular stressors and archaeological landscapes, would 

be useful at the level of recreation areas or groups of watersheds. 

4. Existing Condition of the Indicators 
There are 4,832 documented sites on the Forest, with the majority (80 percent) located on the 

Moab/Monticello Ranger District (table 1, figure 1). Forest sites include a wide range of different types of 

sites that date from both ancient American Indian and historic European American eras. Ancient 

American site types include villages, single- and multiple-residential sites, agricultural terraces and check 



Manti-La Sal Forest Plan Revision Stressors and Drivers –  
Cultural Resources 

2 

dams, kilns, isolated storage sites (granaries and slab-lined cists), rock art, rock shelters, low stone 

observation rooms, and artifact scatters. Historic sites include sawmills, mines, livestock camps and 

cabins, CCC camps, roads and trails, culinary water systems, trans-basin canal systems, and artifact 

scatters. Most of these are European American in origin, but there are important historic period American 

Indian sites on the Forest, including culturally modified ponderosa pines, hogans, and sweat lodges.  

Table 1. Total number of documented sites on the Manti-La Sal NF, 2016 

District Sanpete Ferron Price Moab Monticello 

Number of 
Documented 
Sites 

137 708 141 636 3207 

 

 
Figure 1. Total number of documented sites on the Manti-La Sal NF, 2016 

These collections of sites are both individually and collectively important, particularly when they occur 

within a discreet landscape along with large numbers of sites from similar time periods or from the same 

cultural tradition. The best example of this is the Ancestral Puebloan landscape on the Monticello District . 

This landscape includes a large percentage of the known sites on that district, and includes some of the 

highest site densities in the state of Utah. Together these sites form a significant source of traditional and 

archaeological knowledge about Ancestral Puebloan history.  

Data on the condition of these sites is incomplete, and based on relatively subjective site condition data 

derived from over 40 years’ worth of site forms (table 2, figure 2). The most recent version of site form 

used in Utah since 1982 is the Intermountain Antiquities Computer System (IMACS). IMACS uses 

categories to describe site condition, as follows:  excellent (virtually undisturbed); good (75 percent 

undisturbed); fair (50-75 percent undisturbed); and poor (more than 50 percent undisturbed) (IMACS 

User’s Guide 1992, Part A, page 13). The “excellent” category is rarely used, since most sites have at 

least some level of disturbance due at least to natural weathering. The system overall is difficult to apply, 

in part due to our inability to accurately assess the condition of buried or subsurface deposits . In general, 

25 percent of the sites on the Forest are described as being in good condition, 18 percent in fair 

condition, and 12 percent in poor condition. We have no condition data in INFRA for 46 percent of the 

sites on the Forest.  
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Table 2. Percent condition of sites on the MLS, by District 

 Sanpete Ferron Price Moab Monticello 
Forest 

Average 

Good 20 percent 25 percent 34 percent 23 percent 24 percent 25 percent 

Fair 16 percent 15 percent 26 percent 14 percent 19 percent 18 percent 

Poor 7 percent 12 percent 16 percent 8 percent 18 percent 12 percent 

No Data 65 percent 48 percent 24 percent 55 percent 39 percent 46 percent 

 

 
Figure 2. Percent condition of sites on the MLS, by District 

The Monticello District has a higher percentage of sites described as being in “poor” condition . The 

reason for this is unclear, but may be the result of a tendency for site damage to be more recognizable in 

Ancestral Puebloan sites because they have more obvious features (such as rubble mounds, slab-lined 

pits, middens [trash deposits], etc.). It may also reflect the fact there are large numbers of sites on that 

District that were badly damaged by Forest vegetation management projects prior to the 1980s, before 

NHPA required Federal agencies to assess the potential effect of these kinds of undertakings on cultural 

resources.  

Most sites on the Forest (71 percent) have been evaluated for their eligibility to be listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places (NRHP). Only two sites on the Manti-La Sal National Forest are currently 

Listed on the NRHP. These are the Great Basin Station on the Sanpete District and the Pinhook Battle 

Site on the Moab District.  

Again, the Monticello District stands out from the other four districts on the Manti-La Sal National Forest, 

this time in the relative percentage of sites determined to be eligible for the NRHP (Table 3, Figure 3). 

This is largely due to the nature of much of the archaeological record on that district, which consists of 

Ancestral Puebloan habitation or limited use sites that contain buried deposits that are of considerable 

archaeological value (and make the sites potentially eligible for the NRHP).  
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Table 3. Percentage of sites on MLS Districts, by National Register Eligibility 

NR Status Sanpete Ferron Price Moab Monticello 

Eligible 41 percent 42 percent 33 percent 48 percent 58 percent 

Not Eligible 52 percent 42 percent 55 percent 41 percent 17 percent 

Unevaluated 7 percent 16 percent 13 percent 11 percent 25 percent 

Listed 0.70 percent 0  0 0.01 percent 0 

 

 
Figure 3. Percentage of sites on MLS Districts, by National Register Eligibility 

A variety of processes affect site condition. These include natural weathering and erosion, and this effect 

has been in action since a given site was abandoned by its users. Wildfire is another effect that has 

occurred since site abandonment. Trampling by game has also been at play for centuries. However, 

intensive livestock grazing before and immediately after formation of the National Forest and the 

associated loss of top soil due to overgrazing are both effects that probably damaged many sites to a 

large degree. As a result, many sites on the Manti-La Sal were already in fair to poor condition when the 

forest was created in the early 1900s.  

Other effects steadily increased in intensity and extent after formation of the national forest and before the 

National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) in 1966. These include direct effects from road and trail 

construction, wide scale vegetation removal (particularly using chaining and disking) , and construction of 

erosion control terraces. 

Only a portion of the archaeological sites have been documented on the Forest, so the archaeological 

landscape consists of both the documented sites and the undocumented, but suspected, sites . The total 

number of sites on the Forest as a whole is probably at least three times what has been documented so 

far. The documented sites adequately represent the general range of site types and conditions for the 

entire site assemblage on the Forest. 
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Table 4. Percent of each District that has been surveyed for cultural resources through 2016 

Survey Area Sanpete Ferron Price Moab Monticello 

Acres Surveyed 18,582 65,074 47,582 37,098 94,990 

Percent Surveyed 8 percent 20 percent 21 percent 22 percent 26 percent 

 

 
Figure 4. Percent of each District that has been surveyed for cultural resources through 2016 

5. Trends 
The reference period for this analysis is the period of time for which we have some site condition data for 

most of the Forest. This begins in the 1970s, with the start of formal site documentation. We have limited 

data that pre-dates that time for selected areas of the Forest. This site condition data includes data from 

site forms, old photographs, site monitoring reports, and observations by professional Forest heritage 

staff.  

Implementation of NHPA regulations starting in the 1970s was a turning point in the condition of forest 

sites. Prior to that time, sites were intermittently damaged or destroyed at the landscape level, through 

chaining, disking, erosion control terracing, and other management activities. Permitted activities also 

impacted large numbers of sites in particular areas, such as the uranium mining landscape in South 

Cottonwood Canyon on the Monticello Ranger District. Compared to that era, NHPA compliance has 

created a positive trend toward site protection.  

Other positive trends have occurred in cultural resource management since the first Forest Plan was 

completed in 1986. These include technological changes that aid in facilitating management such as GIS. 

GPS, digital cameras, LIDAR, photogrammetry, and other tools allowing for improvements in the way we 

document current and changing site conditions. The Internet is providing means of reaching a greater 

public audience. Increased public education programs on the Forest have increased general knowledge 

of appropriate site visitation behaviors and may result in larger number of site stewards and volunteers 

participating in survey and documentation projects.  

Some types of stressors have decreased generally since creation of the National Forest . These include 

impacts from the erosion and trampling from grazing by domestic livestock, since significant reductions in 
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the numbers of livestock have occurred intermittently since the early 1900s. There has not been an 

increase in ungulate grazing impacts that begins to equal those early grazing numbers, including the 

increase in the number of elk that has occurred in the last 70 years or so.  

Other stressors increased after creation of the National Forest, including road and trail construction and 

recreation demand. The risk analysis in the Forest’s Travel Analysis Plan (TAP) indicates a co-occurrence 

of roads or trails with archeological sites in many areas of the Forest Manti-La Sal National Forest 2015). 

Several other categories of stressors continue to increase current or potential impacts to cultural resource 

sites, including motorized recreation. See table 5 for more information on trends in the types of 

disturbance, by district. The “climate change” category below largely refers to the potential effect of 

increases in the intensity of rainfall events.  

Table 5. General trends relative to major drivers/stressors, by District 

 Sanpete Ferron Price Moab Monticello 

Climate Change 
Moderate 

Impact 
High Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

High Impact 
Very High 

Impact 

Wildfire 
Moderate 

Impact 
High Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

High Impact 

Landslides/Geo. Hazards 
Moderate 

Impact 
Moderate 

Impact 
Stable or 

Low Impact 
Stable or 

Low Impact 
Stable or Low 

Impact 

Demands for recreation 
Moderate 

Impact 
High Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

High Impact 
Very High 

Impact 

Homes in WUI High Impact 
Stable or 

Low Impact 
High Impact High Impact 

Stable or Low 
Impact 

Increased motorized use 
Moderate 

Impact 
Very High 

Impact 
Moderate 

Impact 
High Impact 

Very High 
Impact 

Vandalism 
Stable or 

Low Impact 
High Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

High Impact 
Very High 

Impact 

Mineral extraction 
Stable or 

Low Impact 
High Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

Moderate 
Impact 

High Impact 

Coal mining subsidence No Impact 
Very High 

Impact 
Moderate 

Impact 
No Impact No Impact 

Sites have been the subject of illegal vandalism, artifact theft and looting since before creation of the  

National Forest. However, these impacts increased dramatically in the 1960s with increased motorized 

access. Damage from looting was probably the greatest during the 1980s when rampant looting affected 

much of the American Southwest (Wylie 1989). Although this type of activity has decreased, it remains a 

steady and devastating problem. We identify a looted site every couple of years, and we know that we are 

not able to find all of the looting that is probably occurring on the Forest.  

Damage from collapsing walls and defacing rock art are increasing as increasing numbers of visitors who 

do not know or who willfully disregard site visitation rules. Similarly, another site visitation trend continues 

to degrade sites, and this is theft of surface artifacts. Although many visitors are respectful and leave 

surface artifacts, the sheer increase in site visitors means that the cumulative effect is for more site 

artifacts to be removed illegally. A large percentage of Forest sites have already been impacted by this 

activity in the last 100 years.  

Existing and illegal motorized routes across sites are generally increasing in number, despite the fact that 

new trail construction projects avoid direct impacts to sites. Past studies of site vandalism (e.g., Wylie 
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1989), combined with current observation, indicate that there is a strong correlation between artifact 

collection and other damage to sites and roads and motorized trails. Recent surveys of roads on the 

Moab District indicated a high correlation between roads and the presence of collector’s piles and paucity 

of diagnostic artifacts at sites adjacent to the surveyed roads. The findings of a 1980s Inter-agency 

vandalism studies indicated that, in particular, open air sites with architecture and sheltered sites 

(alcove/cliff sites) have been most attractive for looting and these activities are correlated with access, 

particularly backcountry or “jeep roads” rather than paved or well-travelled roads (Wylie 1989: 9-11). 

While this kind of disturbance occurs in non-motorized trail settings, it occurs at a much smaller scale 

than the damage that occurs in association with motorized routes.  

Finally, there is an increasing trend in the availability of site location information on web sites . This has 

led to an increase in visitation to the most sensitive and vulnerable of Forest sites, including Ancestral 

Puebloan sites with standing architecture and extensive middens. Recent monitoring observations of 

alcove sites on the Monticello District have indicated that recent erosion resulting from foot and vehicle 

traffic is exposing a variety of cultural materials including sandals and other perishable materials . New 

firewood and hearths are beginning to be found at some these sites, possibly indicating an expansion of 

visitation into the colder months as winter conditions change on the Moab/Monticello District.  

Ancient American Indian sites have considerable traditional value as sources of connection for the 

modern descendants of ancestral Puebloan, Navajo and Ute peoples. There has been a trend in the last 

20 years toward more tribal involvement in identifying and resolving project effects and in evaluating the 

value of sites (either using NRHP criteria or traditional value). This is largely the result of the Forest 

increasing its efforts to comply with various laws and executive orders. Nonetheless, no traditional cultural 

properties or sacred sites have been formally identified on the Forest.  

6. Resources Affected 
Different types of resources are affected in different ways by different stressors. For example, sites with 

wooden features, rock art, perishable materials, and surface artifacts that can be damaged or destroyed 

by fire are far more susceptible to damage by wildfire. Sites that are known to contain buried artifacts that 

have monetary value, such as Ancestral Puebloan habitation sites, are more susceptible to looting . 

Recreation and visitation tend to target selected categories of sites, such as cliff dwellings . This creates 

additional impacts at these sites, such as trampling of buried deposits and breaking down of walls. Since 

many of these sites occur variably across the Forest, evaluating the different ways in which stressors 

operate on different categories of site types can be accomplished by looking at the way individual 

stressors might operate different geographic areas (either recreation areas or groupings of watersheds) .  

7. Management Tools 
There are two general categories of management activities that function to reduce impacts to 

archaeological sites. The first of these is effective compliance with Section 106 of the National Historic 

Preservation Act, in which projects are designed with cultural resource site avoidance or protection in 

mind. The second includes actions adopted by the Forest to increase direct or indirect protection of sites.  

Direct protection actions: 

 Fencing sensitive sites to exclude livestock or ungulates  

 Physically stabilizing walls and archaeological deposits on sites 

 Close or reroute existing roads / trails that are adversely affecting archaeological sites 

 Burying sites exposed in roads or trails 
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 Markers along roads that are bisecting sites that encourage users to stay on the road 

Indirect protection actions: 

 Interpretive signs at sites or in areas with sites 

 Site monitoring 

 Site visitation etiquette training for visitors, youth groups, school kids, etc.  

 Partnership and volunteer projects that educate about the value of Forest sites  

 Selected surface artifact collection at highly visited sites 

 Research projects at sensitive sites, such as collecting dendrochronological dating samples at sites 

with wooden elements 

Federal Regulations (36 CFR Part 800) provide ways to mitigate adverse effects to sites caused by 

management actions. However, any increases in the degree to which any of these stressors affect the 

archaeological landscape of the MLS, either alone or cumulatively, will degrade the ability of those 

landscapes to be understood by either Forest visitors, archaeologists or tribal members . This might occur 

with accelerated vegetation or watershed treatment projects. There are cumulative effects from these 

kinds of projects conducted in archaeologically sensitive areas. This includes greater public access and 

subsequent public use of areas in which vegetation is removed. In particular, vegetation treatment 

projects that open previously densely vegetated areas to motorized vehicles through brush removal or fire 

line construction increases vandalism at sites. This occurs largely through illegal artifact collection and 

driving over the sites.  

8. Stressor Accumulation 
Drivers and stressors act differently on different categories of sites, and the potential to affect increases 

where site densities and stressors are both higher. See TABLE 5 for an initial attempt at highlighting 

areas where these accumulating affects are most likely to occur.    

9. Identify any data gaps  
Data gaps are anticipated for sites recorded prior to IMACS (Intermountain Antiquities Computer System) 

site forms, which came into common use in the mid-1980s. On all site forms, basic site condition data for 

the majority of MLS sites is subjective and weak. This is due to the fact that much of this information 

comes from archaeological site forms created by a large number of individuals who inconsistently applied 

rather vaguely defined site condition categories for much of the past 40 years. In addition, our INFRA 

database is missing site condition data for hundreds of sites and entering that data would be very time 

consuming (and probably not worthwhile, given the subjective nature of that data) . However, we have 

better site condition data on sites documented in the last 15 years or so, for sites we have re-recorded in 

the last 15 years, and for sites that we regularly monitor. This more recent data can be used as a reliable 

source of information on site condition trends across the Forest.  
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