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INTRODUCTION 

 
Adam Mendonca, Forest Supervisor for the Gila National Forest (GNF), welcomed the group, shared 

his commitment to engaging with the public, and encouraged participants to share their thoughts 

and opinions. The purpose of the technical meetings is to offer community members the 

opportunity to engage in deep-dive conversations about topics relevant to the GNF Plan revision.  

 

Participants introduced themselves. Participants represented a broad range of interests and 

organizational entities, including Soil and Water Conservation Districts, New Mexico Department of 

Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service, the Center for Biological Diversity, Trout 

Unlimited, New Mexico Department of Game and Fish, and Jornada Resource Conservation and 

Development Council.  

 

NEEDS FOR CHANGE OVERVIEW 

 
Nessa Natharius, Forest Plan Revision Soil Scientist and Watershed Lead, provided an overview of 

several plan components relevant to soils and watersheds, including needs for change, desired 

conditions, and standards/guidelines. She clarified that the opinions and ideas expressed during 

the meeting would be used to improve the understanding of common ground, disagreements, 

opportunities, and challenges, and to design plan content that addresses the issues participants feel 

need to be addressed. Below are the highlights from the presentation.  

 

Needs for Change Statements 

This technical meeting is designed to address four of the needs for change statements related to 

watershed, soils, and riparian management. These needs for change statement are: 

1. Develop plan direction that better recognizes the connections and interrelationships of 

ecosystems and watershed condition and facilitates integration of their management. 

2. Develop desired conditions, standards, guidelines, and management approaches to 

restore, maintain, and sustainably manage soil stability, hydrologic, and nutrient cycling 

functions (aka, soil condition) for both ecosystem and watershed health.  

3. Develop desired conditions, standards, guidelines, and management approaches to 

restore and sustainably manage watershed condition.  

4. Develop desired conditions, standards, guidelines, and management approaches to 

inventory, maintain, and sustainably manage riparian areas, including those associated 

with springs, seeps, and wetlands.  

 The Forest Plan is required to include desired conditions, standards, and guidelines. Desired 

conditions are required for every resource area and activity. While standards and 
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guidelines are required, every desired condition does not have to have associated standards 

and/or guidelines.  

 Desired conditions are statements of outcomes, not management actions. In the context of 

soil and watersheds, they describe what the watersheds, soils, and riparian areas would 

look like if everything was managed well. Desired conditions are the drivers of the revised 

Forest Plan. All other components and content exist to support movement toward and 

achievement of desired conditions. Desired conditions must be specific enough to allow for 

measurement or evaluation of progress.  

 Standards are mandatory constraints on project or activity decision-making. They are 

designed to mitigate and prevent adverse or unintended consequences of projects. There 

cannot be a deviation from a standard without an amendment to the Forest Plan. Guidelines 

are also constraints and serve the same purposes as standards. However, it is possible to 

deviate from a guideline without an amendment, as long as the intent of the guideline is 

met. There must be documentation of the need to deviate from the guideline and 

explanation of how the alternative approach meets the intent of the guideline.  

 Management approaches are not required and are not included in the formal Forest Plan 

direction. They are optional content that provide a description of an approach or strategy 

that will likely be taken to move toward and achieve desired conditions.  

 Below are several examples from other forests:  

o The Inyo National Forest’s standard related to watersheds is: “Use best management 

practices as described in agency technical guides and handbooks to minimize 

adverse impacts to soils and water resources during the planning and 

implementation of forest activities.”  

o The Inyo National Forest’s guideline related to watersheds is: “After restoration 

actions, subsequent soil-disturbing management activities should not occur until 

desired conditions for the project have been met, unless an interdisciplinary 

resource team determines that the additional disturbance will help achieve desired 

conditions.”   

o The Cibola National Forest’s draft revised plan includes a management approach to 

watersheds. The management approach is: “Integrate watershed condition 

improvement projects with other project activities. Favor projects that require 

minimal maintenance.”  

 

As we accept or introduce more disturbance on the landscape for restoration purposes, how 

might we balance cumulative watershed effects and manage for sustainability?  
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Group Discussion 

Participants responded to the question above and discussed the following topics.  

Forest Treatment 

 The GNF should do more managed fires. The Gila manages all fires, including prescribed fire 

and wildfire. Wildfires include human-caused fires. When there is a lightning strike, the 

Forest Supervisor should consider the topography of the land and decide if there are 

benefits that can be derived from the fire, rather than immediately suppressing it. 

Prescribed fire is the most cost-effective way to reduce hazardous fuels and improve the 

watershed.  

 The GNF has many small trees. Past fire suppression, grazing, and logging have resulted in 

the current conditions. It is encouraging to see an increase in the use of managed fire on the 

GNF. Local residents seem to be comfortable with managed fire and are willing to push the 

limits. The GNF is lucky to have very few private properties adjacent to the forest. The GNF 

team also manages naturally-ignited fires to meet objectives.  

 A small percentage of GNF budget is spent on prescribed fire. The GNF receives funds for 

hazardous fuel reduction and $50,000 annually for prescribed fire. The GNF has competed 

for additional funding from the region to supplement the budget, and the GNF has received 

an additional $100,000 for prescribed burns. Prescribed burns cost less than $50 per acre. 

While the cost for mechanical treatments vary, it typically costs between $150 and $1,000 

per acre. Mechanical treatments are more expensive in complex forest systems.  

 There were concerns about the effectiveness and value of mechanical thinning. The Burro 

Mountains have changed dramatically over the years. Many alligator junipers have 

disappeared due to hand thinning.  

 The GNF tries to consider the impacts of prescribed fire, mechanical treatments, and natural 

fire on the watershed.  

 

 

Participants should consider the following examples:  

 Should the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) cut more trees to reduce fire severity on the 

landscape?  

 Should there be more livestock grazing to reduce fire occurrence on the landscape?  

Participants should consider the following factors:  

 Recent science suggests that there may need to be more moderate fire severity on the 

landscape to accomplish restoration goals.  

 Watershed impacts increase with increases in fire severity.  

 Should the USFS allow every lightning-caused fire to burn, regardless of fuel and 

weather conditions? What about firefighter and public safety?  
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Pesticide Use 

 There are ranchers who are interested in implementing the use of pesticides/herbicides but 

are unable to due to restrictions.  

 Pesticide spot treatment can help eliminate the return of alligator juniper. If applied 

correctly, it does not have adverse impacts on the surrounding plant community. It may also 

enhance fuel breaks.  

 A licensed applicator would have to handle the treatment. They would ensure that there is 

minimal runoff. The techniques differ for each type of herbicide, but cut-stump herbicide 

treatment allows the product to soak into the cut stump and permeate into the root system. 

Aerial treatment is effective, but it is difficult to manage runoff. The use of pellets, especially 

on slopes, increases the chance for runoff. The type of application should be determined on 

a site-by-site basis.  

 To use herbicide, the USFS must go through a National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

process. The GNF has not used herbicide very often, primarily due to perceived public 

opposition. There are three levels of NEPA analysis: categorical exclusion, environmental 

assessment, and the environmental impact statement. While there may be more rigor of 

analysis for an action that does not fit into one of the categories for categorical exclusion, 

everything undergoes some level of NEPA analysis. 

 If the GNF decides to use pesticides, there should be a thorough analysis of the long-term 

impacts and the ramifications of potential misuse. Misuse could cause massive crop damage. 

Some certified applicators do not follow the instructions.  

 There must be consideration of the impact of pesticide use on the amphibians, fish, and 

micro-organisms that reside in riparian areas. There could be secondary and tertiary 

impacts of pesticide use.  

 It is important to consider the scale of pesticide use. If GNF is interested in pursuing 

grassland restoration, fire accomplishes multiple objectives while herbicide has only one 

purpose.  

 

In terms of erosion and compaction, how would you determine if a line has been crossed?  

 

  

Participants should consider the following factors:  

 Soils are a non-renewable resource due to the very slow rates of formation in the climate 

(300 – 1,000 years = ~one inch).  

 Some soil properties and functions are more resilient than others. For example, given the 

temperature conditions that allow for it, freeze-thaw action can be a natural agent that 

restores soil function over time as it breaks up shallow compaction.  
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Group Discussion 

Participants responded to the question above.  

 A line has been crossed if there is bare ground. Bare ground is an unnatural condition for 

soil; soil should be covered. Bare ground indicates that the soil is operating at an impaired 

function. The Natural Resource Conservation Service has tools for documenting erosion and 

compaction.  

 The composition of the vegetation community often indicates the condition of the soil. 

There must be plants present to hold the soil together.  

 It is important to define soil. Soil promotes the growth of microbes, plants, and other living 

organisms. It is comprised of water, air, minerals, and organic matter. Soil is the skin of the 

earth.  

 There are concerns about compaction resulting from all-terrain vehicle (ATV) use. ATV use 

has compacted the soil near riparian areas. Compaction impacts the balance of air and 

water in soil. Human-caused compaction impairs the function of the soil. Compaction on 

roads also causes more erosion.  

 The scale of compaction is important if it is near a water source. Damage around natural 

seepages and springs can have a large impact. Context is important; it depends where the 

compaction is.  

 

How can we work together to accomplish inventory and monitoring of riparian areas, 

including those associated with springs, seeps, and non-riverine wetlands? What are some 

approaches we could take to better understand and channel stakeholder interest in riparian 

areas? 

 

Group Discussion 

Participants responded to the question above.  

 Follow-through on volunteer efforts is very important. For example, there has been a 

monitoring effort of the riparian area near Saddle Rock for a few years. It is important that 

the GNF considers the results of this effort and integrates the results into their adaptive 

management.  

 The Sky Alliance has an “adopt a spring” program that may be a way for people to get 

engaged in monitoring of riparian areas.  

Participants should consider the following factors:  

 The GNF has a limited budget, which is not likely to increase in the foreseeable future.  

 The GNF has limited resources and staff. There is one hydrologist, one soil scientist, 

eight wildlife biologists, and one ecologist on staff.  

 Stakeholder interest in riparian areas is high.  

 Interested stakeholders may potentially bring a diversity of expertise, perspectives, 

and resources to the effort.  
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 Because volunteer commitment and longevity are challenging, the USFS should consider 

creating a volunteer coordinator position. The GNF has partnered with several 

organizations in the past, including the youth conservation corps and Trout Unlimited.  

 There will be a monitoring plan for riparian areas in the revised Forest Plan. When 

developing the monitoring plan, the GNF staff should define the restoration objectives.  

 Changing the trajectory of a riparian area that is functioning at risk does not always require 

management direction. There are low-cost actions that can be taken. The first step is to 

examine the cause of the degradation. The decision maybe be simple. For example, avoiding 

fire in a specific watershed would be a low-cost action. The GNF has set itself up to compete 

for funds to restore watersheds. Monitoring data from other departments or agencies is 

used to supplement applications for funding and complete the NEPA process.  

 There are closed roads that go through riparian areas. Because the USFS does not have the 

capacity to hire enforcement personnel, people have continued to use the closed roads. It 

would be helpful if there were tools for local users to enforce misuse of the forest. Ideally, 

the people who observe the misuse would engage in an educational and productive 

conversation with the person who is misusing the forest. If necessary, it is always an option 

to send the license plate number to the Gila law enforcement officer.  

 Signage is important. Unfortunately, many signs have been torn down.  

 

How do we balance ecological values with other values to achieve our multiple use purpose 

and better manage riparian areas? What management actions might this entail? 

 

Group Discussion 

Participants responded to the questions above.  

 There should be a structured workshop about how to prevent people from defacing 

archeological sites.  

 It is important that everything is considered as part of a system. It is impossible to examine 

riparian areas without addressing other related issues. The USFS should not operate on 

extremes (e.g., clear cutting or no cutting).  

 It would be helpful if this region got a read on the direction of the new administration.  

 Regarding ecological values, there should be more participation from other counties. Sierra 

County has not participated in any of the technical meetings. The Forest Plan impacts their 

economy. The Grant Soil and Water Conservation District has held coordination meetings 

with representatives from Sierra County.   

 Volunteer opportunities must be advertised publicly.  
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DESIRED CONDITIONS FOR WATERSHED 

Nessa Natharius provided an overview of the technical guidance documents that will be used to 

develop the preliminary draft plan components for watershed, soils, and riparian areas.  

 

National Watershed Condition Classification 

 For watershed, the principle document that will be used is the Watershed Condition 

Classification Technical Guide. It is an interdisciplinary evaluation of watershed conditions 

employed across all National Forest lands. It offers a systematic, flexible means of 

classifying watersheds based on a core set of national watershed condition indicators. The 

classification system utilizes existing data, local knowledge, professional judgment, written 

rule sets, and criteria. Each of the 12 indicators is composed of one or more attributes. The 

attributes are scored, summed, and averaged to produce indicator scores, which are 

averaged within four process categories. The overall watershed condition score is then 

computed as a weighted average of the process category scores. The final score for each 

sub-watershed results in an overall rating of “functioning properly,” “functioning at risk,” or 

“impaired function.”  

 The 12 indicators are: water quantity, water quality, aquatic biota, aquatic habitat, riparian 

vegetation, soil conditions, roads and trails, fire regime or wildfire effects, forest cover, 

forest health, terrestrial invasive species, and rangeland vegetation condition.  

 Below are several examples adapted from the Watershed Condition Classification by the 

Inyo National Forest:  

1. Adequate quantity and timing of water flows support ecological structure and 

functions, including aquatic and riparian species diversity. Watershed resilience 

to higher air temperatures, reduced snowpack, erratic runoff timing is 

sustained, maintained, or restored.  

2. The sediment regime within water bodies is within the natural range of 

variation. Elements of the sediment regime including timing, volume, rate, and 

character of sediment input, storage, and transport.  

 

Group Discussion 

Participants shared their reactions to the Inyo National Forest examples provided above. 

 The current data does not reveal indicator trends because there are only two data points 

(the 2011 assessment and the 2015 assessment).  

 It is important to word the Forest Plan revision in a way that allows the monitoring 

indicators to shift. While the foundational science may not change, specific protocols may 

become outdated.  

 The examples are laden with jargon. The language is inaccessible to members of the general 

public. Pictures are helpful to explain complex concepts.   

 Field trips add more value than technical meetings.  
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 The statement about “adequate quantity and timing of water flows” may not be a realistic 

management objective. It is not possible to control the rain. This statement could be 

understood in a different way. Some participants understand this statement as: “Is there 

adequate quantity and timing of water flow to support ecological functioning in the place 

that is being evaluated, or is there something that is impairing the health that relates to the 

amount/timing of water?” While it is impossible to control the rain, management actions or 

inactions can influence how a watershed handles the water it receives. The language needs 

to be simple enough that two people will interpret the same sentence similarly.  

 The Watershed Condition Classification Technical Guide does not recommend that the 

impaired watersheds be addressed first. It recommends working on the indicators that are 

not functioning within the watersheds that are functioning properly.  

 

Southwestern Region Soil Quality Technical Guidance 

 Soil quality is evaluated by conducting a soil condition assessment in the field, or in the case 

of the assessment report, in the office using field data. Similar to the watershed condition 

classifications, soil condition is classified into one of three categories: “satisfactory,” 

“impaired,” or “unsatisfactory.”  

 Below is an example of a soil hydrologic function desired condition statement from the 

Southwestern Region Soil Quality Technical Guidance:  

o The ability of the soil to capture, store, and release water is near potential, as 

indicated by granular or well-aggregated soil surface structure; size, shape, density, 

and continuity of pore space in the profile; root density and distribution in the 

profile and; the absence of visible erosion and/or physical crusts formed by water.  

 

Group Discussion 

Participants shared their reactions to the desired conditions statement provided above. 

 The technical terms in the example are inaccessible to the public. It is important to clearly 

identify the target audience for the Forest Plan. The Forest Plan represents a contract 

between the public (the users) and the GNF. It also provides direction to the employees who 

manage the GNF.  

 It may be possible to format the Forest Plan in a way that provides clear, comprehensible 

statements followed by supporting scientific information and indicators for success.  

 

Riparian Proper Functioning Condition Protocol 

 The technical guidance document that will be used to assess the fine-scale riparian desired 

conditions is the interagency Property Functioning Condition Assessment protocols. This 

document represents science-based cooperative efforts of the Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM), the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and the USFS. 

 There are two technical guides, one for lotic riparian areas (those associated with moving 

water such as streams), and one for lentic areas (those associated with standing water such 

as lakes or wetlands).  
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 The protocols that have been conducted on the GNF are part of the information considered 

when rating the riparian areas and aquatic habitat indicators in the Watershed Condition 

Classification.  

 Proper Functioning Condition Assessments involve an interdisciplinary field evaluation of 

riparian area attributes and processes related to hydrology, vegetation, and 

geomorphology. Similar to the Watershed Condition Classification, this evaluation is used to 

classify a riparian area into one of three categories: “proper functioning condition,” 

“functional at risk,” and “non-functional.”  

 Below are two example of fine-scale riparian area desired conditions:  

o Frequent floodflows, as estimated by the 1.5 year recurrence interval, are capable of 

spreading out across the floodplain to dissipate energy, deposit sediment, recharge 

floodplain aquifers, inundate riparian vegetation, and redistribute organic matter 

and nutrients. Where wetlands occur in upland positions, saturation at or near the 

land surface maintains hydric soils and the potential natural wetland vegetation 

community.  

o The area occupied by riparian/wetland vegetation is expanding, indicating recovery 

after disturbance, or has achieved its potential extent, as defined by topography, soil 

characteristics, and water availability.  

 
Group Discussion 
Participants shared their reactions to the desired conditions statements provided above. 

 The second desired condition statement requires the reader to understand current 

conditions on the GNF.  

 Participants expressed skepticism in the Forest’s capacity to monitor the expansion of 

riparian/wetland vegetation over time. 

 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Participants discussed how the GNF could best provide for meaningful community engagement on 

the topics raised.  

 Meetings should be held in locations outside of Silver City. There have been community 

meetings held in different districts.  

 The technical meetings are an opportunity to do a deeper dive, and the GNF planning staff 

felt that attendance would be greatest in Silver City. There will be open houses held in 

surrounding communities. The GNF does not have the resources to hold a technical meeting 

in every community, and would rather have stakeholders with opposing views in the room 

than have 1,000 participants with the same view. If the GNF chose to hold a technical 

meeting outside of Silver City, it would have to be for a specific reason (e.g., a community 

has particular knowledge of the topic). Because NEPA rules apply to this process, the 

meetings are required to be public and transparent. 

 It would be helpful to receive the PowerPoint presentation before the meeting.  
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 Participants expressed a willingness to recruit other participants for future meetings and 

events to help the GNF strategize.  

 Participants had questions about the GNF planning staff’s plan to collect more feedback on 

desired conditions. As the desired conditions get drafted, community input will be 

important. A field trip is a possibility, if the group discusses desired conditions in specific 

areas. During the June community meetings, participants were asked to provide suggestions 

for field trip locations. The plan is to hold one field trip per district.  

 

NEXT STEPS 

 There will be an open house on September 25.  

 The fourth technical meeting is on September 29. It will address the issue of sustainable 

infrastructure.  

 The GNF team has put placeholders on topics that have been mentioned that may be 

considered for additional technical meetings. The topics include: 

o Budget 

o Landownership adjustment 

o Local economies 

 Visit http://go.usa.gov/h88k for more information.  

 
 

http://go.usa.gov/h88k

