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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, the Continental Divide Trail Coalition, Jornada Resource Conservation & Development 

Council, Grant County Farm and Livestock Bureau, New Mexico Department of Transportation, 

Upper Gila Watershed Alliance, Backcountry Horsemen of New Mexico, Silver City Cycling Group, 

and Tucson Electric Power Company.  

 

SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE OVERVIEW 

 

Tracy Weber, Recreation, Heritage, Engineering, Lands, and Minerals (RHELM) Staff Officer, 

provided an overview of sustainable infrastructure as it relates to the GNF Plan revision. 

 The USFS Handbook defines infrastructure as the roads, trails, recreation facilities, 

administrative facilities, airstrips, and other facilities needed on or near the forest.  

 The Handbook also clarifies that “most design related to infrastructure occurs at the project 

or site level with a specificity that is not appropriate for a land management plan.” It says 

that “the central consideration in land management planning for infrastructure is that the 

integrated desired conditions and other plan components set a framework for the 

sustainable management of the plan area’s infrastructure and mitigation of adverse 

impacts.”   

 The typical infrastructure-related considerations for an interdisciplinary project team are 

to: 

1. Review the assessment phase information and subsequent public input concerning 

infrastructure and determine how well the current infrastructure supports or 

contributes to the social, economic, and ecological sustainability of the project and 

what proposals might be considered to improve the current condition.  

2. Develop project proposals that reflect the extent of infrastructure that is needed to 

achieve desired conditions and meet the objectives of the project.  

3. Develop project proposals that are within the fiscal capability of the planning unit 

and its partners, consistent with the USFS authority, and within the inherent 

capability of the land.  
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ROADS AND TRAILS 

 The USFS Planning Rule specifies that “the Forest Plan’s desired condition should describe a 

basic framework for an appropriately sized and sustainable transportation/trail system 

that can meet the identified needs of the planning area(s)…” 

 On the GNF, the current inventory of roads and bridge infrastructure indicates that there 

are: 

o 5, 065 miles of designated system roads (397 miles of passenger car accessible 

roads; 3,261 miles of high-clearance accessible roads; and 1,407 miles of closed 

roads).  

o 12 road bridges, 11 of which have been in service for 50 years or more.  

o Eight bridges that are scheduled for replacement or rehabilitation as funding 

becomes available. Bridges are inspected every two years.  

 On the GNF, the current trails inventory indicates that there are: 

o 1,734 miles of non-motorized trails. 

o 193 miles of motorized trails.  

 

Clarifying Questions about Roads and Trails 

Participants asked clarifying questions related to roads and trails. Questions are indicated in italics 

with responses below.   

 

Is there anything in the draft revised Forest Plan that aims to convert high-clearance roads to 

passenger car roads? 

That process is part of the Travel Management Rule. Any user of the GNF may approach a District 

Ranger to discuss the aspects of the Travel Management Rule specific to their District. The process 

to convert roads generally requires some environmental planning.  

 
If timber harvesters create a road under USFS guidelines, how does the USFS decommission that road 

post-project?  

The USFS would require a National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) review process that also 

specifies the proposed plans for decommissioning. There are various ways to decommission a road, 

such as scarifying the roadbed, creating barriers, or actively controlling resource damage. Because 

the Forest Plan does not specify the methods for decommissioning roads, the methods often depend 

on different variables. For example, roads that are in erosion prone watersheds can contribute to 

sediment flow in the stream, so they are often decommissioned. Decisions about the type of 

decommissioning process used are driven by GNF objectives.  

 

Are roads that are built for the purpose of timber harvesting included on the inventoried road list?  

Timber harvesters are given access and control of the site during the project. If they build a road, it 

is immediately decommissioned after the timber sale. Most project roads are not added to the map, 

but it depends on the process.  
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Does the GNF post road closure signs on the timber roads? 

The GNF used to put “closed” markers across timber roads, but they were often torn down. Now, 

the GNF has motor vehicle use maps. If a road does not have a number on it, it is closed. If users are 

caught using an unnumbered road, they will be ticketed. However, it is difficult to enforce road use. 

Education is an important part of management. The public should understand the implications of 

their actions. It would be great if members of the community helped the GNF monitor road use and 

informed staff when they see unauthorized use.  

 

What does “inherent capabilities of the affected area” mean?  

Topography often limits management actions. For example, it is difficult to build a road on a slope. 

The limitations of the land often dictate use.  

 

Are there roads that are open for administrative use only? 

There is an administrative designation, but those roads are not indicated on travel management 

maps. Administrative roads may be barricaded.  

 

How does the Forest Plan intersect with the Travel Management Plan? 

The Forest Plan sets an overall direction. The Travel Management Plan examines each road. It is 

important that the two plans are compatible, but the Forest Plan does not have the same level of 

detail as the Travel Management Plan.  

 

Group Discussion about Roads and Trails 

Participants responded to the following discussion question: 

 

The current Plan only provides consideration of ecological impacts for roads associated with wildlife 

habitat. For the revised Plan, GNF staff have thought to include impacts to: cultural resources, soils, 

watershed quality, and water quality. Are there other impacts/resources that should be considered? 

 When examining roads, the GNF should consider which roads are used the most for 

recreational purposes. Roads are a resource for cyclists. If a road is open, cyclists will use it. 

 It is important to consider how roads are impacted by climate change. For example, an 

increase in precipitation events will increase the likelihood of flooding.  

 The GNF should consider grazing access. There must be roads to access stock tanks, but the 

road should not damage grazing allotments.  

 It is important that roads create access for firefighters and people evacuating from natural 

disaster events. There must also be access for law enforcement and other emergency 

responders.  

 It is important that the GNF consider mobility issues and ensure that the aging population 

has access to the forest.  

 Every road impacts drainage. The GNF should examine each road for impacts to wildlife, 

fish, salamanders, and other water-related creatures.  
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FACILITIES AND RECREATION 

 The Forest Plan specifies that there may be “desired conditions, objectives, suitability, 

standards/guidelines, and other resource plans designed for the management of 

infrastructure.” For instance, the Forest Plan may direct the GNF to make all new (or newly 

modified) facilities that are more energy efficient.  

 The Regional Office hired a team of facilities experts to write facilities master plans for each 

forest in Region 3. This year, they will write one for the Gila.  

 Current administrative facilities on the GNF include: 

o Six ranger district offices (one is combined with the Forest Supervisor’s office, and 

all but two are agency-owned) 

o The Air Tanker Base and Cache at the Grant County Airport (GNF owns the 

buildings, but leases the land) 

o Several work centers and administrative facilities throughout the GNF 

o Many remote range cabins and barns that are maintained by permittees 

o Ten active lookout towers 

 Current recreation facilities on the GNF include: 

o 182 developed recreation sites 

o 105 trailheads 

o 35 campgrounds 

o 5 picnic areas 

 
Clarifying Questions Related to Facilities and Recreation 
Participants asked clarifying questions related to facilities and recreation. Questions are indicated 

in italics with responses below.   

 
Trails in the wilderness areas are in disrepair and damaged from wildfires. The inability to use 

mechanized equipment prevents anyone from doing large-scale trail maintenance in those areas. Is 

there a way to grant access for a one-time use of equipment in wilderness areas?  

There is a mechanism to request the use of mechanized equipment, but the applicant must have a 

compelling reason. For example, if someone gets injured hiking and requires a helicopter 

evacuation, the GNF Forest Supervisor can authorize a one-time wilderness intrusion. If it is not an 

emergency, the request is sent to the Regional Forester. The Regional Forester decides whether 

there is a compelling reason to authorize an intrusion for trail clearing.  

 

On the Whitewater Creek project, there were helicopters used to ferry crews and equipment into the 

Gila Wilderness. Did they have to get authorization from the Regional Forester? 

Yes, the Regional Forester assessed the implications of the Whitewater Baldy Fire on the Gila Trout 

population and decided that restoration of the population accomplished a larger objective. The 

Regional Forester demonstrated a need for mechanized intrusion to accomplish this objective.  

 

Would it be possible to install metal bear boxes near range cabins and barns for trail users to store 

water, food, and tools?  
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It would be great to gather ideas like this from the public during a more advanced stage of the trails 

analysis, which is part of the Sustainable Recreation Strategy. Every forest in the country is going 

through a Sustainable Recreation Strategy. The Facilities Master Plan and the Recreation Facilities 

Analysis are other ongoing processes.  

 

Some of the GNF facilities are protected by the Historic Preservation Act. Will those protections be 

considered when a determination is made about facilities? 

Yes. There are different categories under consideration. If a structure is more than 50 years old, it 

can be listed as historic.  

 
Group Discussion Related to Facilities and Recreation  

Participants responded to the following prompt question: 

 

Do the current recreation sites, trailheads, picnic areas, etc., serve the public adequately?  

 The GNF could establish a fee to use all the recreation sites to help fund the maintenance of 

restrooms on the sites. However, this may attract more people to undeveloped campsites, 

which could increase environmental impacts. It is also important to address issues of 

environmental justice when considering installing a fee.  

 One of the components of the Sustainable Recreation Strategy is the consideration of user 

fees. There will be a lot of public engagement on this topic. Many of the developed 

campgrounds do not meet accessibility standards. The Sustainable Recreation Strategy will 

also assess the flood-risk of campgrounds.  

 It is important to keep the developed campgrounds for seniors and families. The dispersed 

campgrounds are ideal for visitors who are in pursuit of a solitary recreation experience.  

 Facilities in the Burro have been neglected.  

 It would be helpful to publicize the roads that allow dispersed camping. Dispersed camping, 

meaning limited cross country use for the purpose of camping, is allowed within 300-feet of 

either side of the road along designated corridors on the Motor Vehicle Use Map.  You can 

also park one vehicle length off any road and camp.  

GILA NATIONAL FOREST EFFORTS RELATED TO INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

Monitoring of Use 

 The GNF is monitoring how many people visit the forest and the reasons for their visit. 

National Visitor Use Monitoring Surveys were collected in 2006 and 2011.  

 The data show that there was a 69% increase in visitation from 2006 to 2011. There was 

also a recreational trend from the use of developed sites to dispersed recreation. Hiking, 

hunting, and viewing natural features are the most popular activities on the GNF.  

 The data indicated increased local visitation (people who live within 50 miles of the GNF), 

increased visitation by individuals 60 years and older, and decreased visitation by 

individuals younger than 30 years old.  
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Group Discussion Related to Visitor Use 

Participants responded to the following prompt question:  

 

Are there trends that this survey has not captured? 

 The cycling survey indicated a downturn in cyclist use from 2006 to 2011. That does not 

align with the experience of the cycling community. The methodology is to randomly select 

dates and to monitor for six hours. The survey captured day use, overnight use, general 

forest areas, wilderness sites, and scenic corridors using trail counters and clickers. It may 

be helpful to break down the data between mountain bikers and road cyclists. It may also be 

beneficial to capture data from organized cycling events such as the Tommyknocker, Signal 

Peak Challenge, and the Tour Divide biking events.  

 The trails south of the designated wilderness in the Silver City Ranger District could be 

sustained if there was comprehensive volunteer outreach to the cycling community and 

other user groups. Cyclists could maintain this area for continued use. Cyclists do not 

support the exclusion of mountain bikers from designated wilderness areas.  

 One way that the data may be used by the GNF is in the design of recreation components to 

meet user demand and to minimize user conflicts. The data may also influence the special 

permitting for events. 

 
Other Actions Related to Sustainable Infrastructure 

 The GNF is studying a potential recreation fee program as part of the Sustainable Recreation 

Strategy. The main recreation niche of the GNF is dispersed camping with limited amenities. 

The fee proposal program may greatly increase revenues that would be used for operation 

and maintenance of recreation facilities. However, fee compliance continues to be an issue 

that can only be solved with more law enforcement and forest protection personnel.  

 The GNF is quantifying (and determining how to reduce) deferred maintenance needs. 

Financial constraints that limit full maintenance increase the amount of deferred 

maintenance.  

o An estimate of deferred maintenance for GNF roads is $272,265,429;  

o Deferred maintenance for administrative facilities is valued at over $7.3 million;  

o Replacement of 17 vault toilets in poor condition is estimated to cost $680,000;  

o Deferred maintenance of septic/wastewater systems is estimated to cost $300,000;  

o Deferred maintenance of developed recreation facilities is estimated to cost 

$437,547; and 

o Total annual operations and maintenance costs of developed recreation facilities is 

$1,347,408. 

 The GNF is working to balance infrastructure needs with declining budgets. There are many 

consequences of the reduced budget, including a reduced ability to fully maintain system 

roads and likely deterioration of infrastructure beyond repair.  

 There are several opportunities to reduce maintenance costs. It is possible to reduce the 

overall footprint of facilities and consolidate resources, utilize leases for specialized 
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facilities of locations, share facilities and coordinate with partners and local government on 

improvements, and utilize permittees to complete regular maintenance.  

 

Clarifying Questions Regarding Maintenance Costs 

Participants asked clarifying questions about GNF maintenance costs. Questions are indicated in 

italics, with responses below.  

 

Why does the GNF not use cost recovery agreements, like the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), in 

the process of easements? The money that is collected could be used for maintenance. 

The USFS has the capacity to use cost recovery programs. There have been several cost recovery 

programs instated with utility companies, commercial filming, outfitter guides’ special use permits, 

and recreation events. It helps to pay salaries. However, the vast majority of agreements do not 

include cost recovery programs. It is possible that USFS staff members do not feel comfortable 

asking about them.  

 

In District 2, the USFS applied for grants from the State for trail maintenance/upgrades. Has the GNF 

applied for any grants? 

The GNF has received grants from the District and the State. The Lincoln National Forest applied to 

many grants. The GNF has applied for New Mexico Department of Transportation (NMDOT) grants 

and received $4.5 million to update parts of the Catwalk.  

 

Does the GNF have access to the revenue earned from hunting license applications? 

No, that money is all given to the State. During the past administration, there was an increase in 

gun/ammunition sales, and the State generated money. The State worked with USFS to use that 

money for habitat restoration and improvement, because that was an objective that New Mexico 

Game and Fish had a vested interest in. It is not likely that the funds would be used for road or trails 

work.  

 

Group Discussion Regarding Maintenance Costs and Budgeting Priorities 

Participants discussed the following prompt questions: 

 

Are there other opportunities available to reduce GNF maintenance costs? 

 It is important to be mindful of drainage issues on the roads. A lot of the roads on the GNF 

are not designed properly for drainage and have unintended consequences like capturing 

stream flows during floods. Ideally, the roads would be redesigned so that routine 

maintenance is unnecessary.  

 The USFS should consider funding a training for trail outfitters so that people can assist 

with maintenance.  

 The USFS has delegated ownership of many roads in the Burro Mountains to the counties. It 

is important that the USFS continues to monitor these roads.  

 There are many places that have addressed infrastructure needs by installing toll roads. The 

GNF should consider instating a toll fee structure.  
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 New Mexico State Parks should be viewed as a model for the campground fee. Specifically, 

Elephant Butte and El Vado use technologies that make it easy to pay the fee.  

 The Forest Plan should specify that the GNF will prioritize high-risk, low-value roads and 

try to reduce the road system by decommissioning more roads.  

 

What are the drivers (considerations, factors, etc.) that would help the GNF prioritize where and how 

to apply limited maintenance budgets to the assets of the Forest? (i.e., resource damage, public 

facilities, etc.) 

 It is important that all roads and motorized trails that run through streams and drainage 

areas are moved. Doing so will lighten the long-term maintenance costs.  

 The GNF must create an asset management system and prioritize the assets based on user 

input. The GNF needs to reach out to the people who use the forest and ask questions about 

what they use the most.  

 The GNF should examine road design and engineering. Some roads were poorly engineered. 

The GNF can then prioritize the roads that are causing the most resource damage.  

 The GNF should prioritize roads and trails that create loops (i.e., the start and end points 

converge). This helps to set development priorities and create opportunities for mountain 

bikers, OHV users, etc.  

 The GNF should prioritize major thoroughfares and access points to lookout towers and 

communication facilities.  

 The GNF should allocate more budget toward campfire safety.  

 

Group Discussion Regarding Additional Engagement Opportunities 

 

The GNF currently operates and monitors Facebook, Twitter, and other types of social media and web-

based email accounts. Are there other ways to effectively engage with the public on the topic of 

infrastructure?  

 The GNF should consider using the Social Pinpoint application. When users post a comment, 

it automatically uploads their location. It could help the GNF understand issues tied to 

specific locations. However, there may be some issues with cell service.  

NEXT STEPS 

 
 GNF planning staff are preparing a draft preliminary plan that will be released early 2018. 

Public input will be integrated into the plan language.  

 There will be additional community engagement opportunities. GNF planning staff have 

received several recommendations for additional technical meeting topics. There will also 

be field trip opportunities in the spring of 2018.  

 
 


