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Chapter 1. Introduction 
This assessment describes how land status, ownership, use, and access patterns influence the 
Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forests (GMUG, or plan area) and how 
management of the plan area may influence land use and access in the plan area and beyond. 

Key Issues 
The key issues related to land status and ownership, use, and access patterns within the plan 
area are prioritizing lands for acquisition or disposal to best meet the needs the forest and 
adjacent communities in light of limited resources to pursue these transactions, prioritizing 
and securing access to the plan area in the face of a growing trend of access across private 
inholdings being lost, ensuring that non-recreation special uses minimally encumber the 
forest and minimally restrict resource management options while still allowing important 
economic development, and resolving trespasses and encroachments in the plan area. 

Summary of Public Input 
Those most likely to be affected by or interested in this topic are municipalities or 
communities within or adjacent to the plan area, owners of private land within or adjacent to 
the plan area concerned with access and special uses, and members of the public concerned 
with access to the plan area. The planning team received public input with respect to access 
during the summer of 2017 including emails, electronic and hand-written comments, and 
conversations at the public open houses, summarized here: 

• The GMUG should address adjacent private landowners posting no trespassing signs on 
the forest that wrongfully give the impression that public access is restricted on National 
Forest System (NFS) lands. 

• Access should not be restricted through road closures (it is unclear whether the 
commenter was referring to the Forest Service closing roads through travel management 
or private landowners closing roads that access the plan area across private property). 

Use of Best Available Science 
Sources: 

• U.S. Forest Service (USFS) NRM-Infra Database 
• USFS Automated Lands Program (ALP) 
• USFS NRM-Special Use Data System (SUDS) database 
• USFS Land Status Records System (LSRS) 
• USFS Transportation Atlas 
• GMUG Motor Vehicle Use Maps 
• USFS Land Status and Encumbrance Viewer 
• Federal Aviation Administration airport data 
• GMUG Forest Plan (1983, amended 1991) 
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• Colorado Land Ownership Map 

Chapter 2. Condition and Trends 
Ownership/Status Condition &Trends 
Landownership 
Private and state-owned inholdings are scattered throughout the plan area (See Map 1 and 
Table 1). Most commonly, private inholdings are historic patented mining claims 
concentrated in heavily mineralized areas such as the San Juan Mountains mineral belt area, 
or homestead patents in agricultural areas such as the Uncompahgre Plateau. 
The GMUG has an active land adjustment program that seeks to create more efficient and 
manageable landownership patterns and boundaries and to achieve various resource 
objectives. Land adjustment tools include land purchases, donations, land exchanges, 
Townsite Act sales, and Small Tracts Act sales, exchanges and interchanges. Through land 
adjustments, there has been a significant reduction in acres of private inholdings within the 
plan area. Between 1983 and 2016 private inholdings within the plan area decreased by 
approximately 37,000 acres or 17%. 
Acquiring private inholdings within congressionally designated Wilderness areas (Wilderness 
areas) and other designated areas (such as Recreation Management Areas) has been a 
particular focus of the land adjustment program in order to mitigate access issues and 
development inconsistent with the character of adjacent NFS lands. When the 1983 Forest 
Plan was signed, approximately 1,700 acres of the land within Wilderness area boundaries in 
the plan area was in private ownership. Currently, there are only 467 acres of private 
inholdings remaining within Wilderness areas in the plan area, a 73% decrease. Table 2 
below shows the acres of inholdings left in the individual Wilderness and other designated 
areas in the plan area. Additionally, the land adjustment program has sought to acquire 
inholdings within administratively designated Colorado Roadless areas (Roadless areas), and 
there are only 470 acres remaining in the plan area—388 acres in General Roadless areas, 2 
acres in North Fork Coal Roadless areas, and 80 acres in Upper Tier Roadless areas. 
The GMUG has pursued large-scale land purchase projects with funding from the Land and 
Water Conservation Fund (LWCF). For example, between 2001 and 2007 the GMUG 
acquired approximately 9,000 acres of high-elevation patented mining claims in the Red 
Mountain Pass area of the Ouray and Norwood Ranger Districts. Whether this type of large-
scale purchase project will continue in the plan area will depend largely on the availability of 
LWCF funding going forward. 
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Table 1. Acres of private, state, and NFS ownership within the plan area 

Ranger District County Private State NFS  Total 

Grand Valley RD 

Delta 544  89,886 90,430 
Garfield   1,495 1,495 
Mesa 12,979 50 441,837 454,866 

Montrose   11,405 11,405 

Grand Valley RD Total  13,523 50 544,622 558,196 

Gunnison RD 

Chaffee 1  158 159 
Gunnison 58,532 4,311 815,470 878,313 
Hinsdale 2,039  152,434 154,473 
Mineral   153 153 
Ouray   19 19 
Pitkin 1  51 52 

Saguache 8,304 946 315,184 324,433 
San Juan   6 6 

Gunnison RD Total  68,878 5,257 1,283,474 1,357,609 

Norwood RD 

Dolores   41 41 
Montrose 12,585  166,059 178,644 

Ouray 43  752 795 
San Juan 0  15 15 

San Miguel 42,045 162 172,164 214,372 

Norwood RD Total  54,674 162 339,031 393,867 

Ouray RD 

Gunnison   44,265 44,265 
Hinsdale 21  21,814 21,835 

Mesa  124 21,235 21,359 
Montrose 5,919  116,578 122,497 

Ouray 17,784 111 131,606 149,502 
San Juan 556  2,616 3,172 

San Miguel 102  1,909 2,011 

Ouray RD Total  24,382 235 340,024 364,642 

Paonia RD 

Delta 4,088  99,493 103,581 
Gunnison 16,524  347,895 364,419 

Mesa   77 77 
Montrose 461  11,505 11,966 

Pitkin   56 56 

Paonia RD Total  21,073  459,026 480,099 

Grand Total   182,530 5,705 2,966,178 3,154,412 
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Table 2. Acres of inholdings and NFS lands within wilderness and other designated 
areas 

Wilderness/Designated Area Name Non-FS NFS Total 

Collegiate Peaks Wilderness 56 48,697 48,753 
Fossil Ridge Wilderness 131 32,052 32,183 
La Garita Wilderness 0 76,887 76,887 
Lizard Head Wilderness 54 20,482 20,536 
Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness 137 20,448 20,585 
Mount Sneffels Wilderness 9 16,498 16,507 
Powderhorn Wilderness 7 14,764 14,771 
Raggeds Wilderness 21 48,159 48,179 
Uncompahgre Wilderness 53 98,860 98,913 
West Elk Wilderness 0 176,459 176,459 

Wilderness Area Total 467 553,306 553,773 

Fossil Ridge Recreation Management Area 617 43,360 43,978 
Roubideau Special Management Area 0 18,858 18,858 
Tabeguache Special Management Area 0 8,958 8,958 

Other Designated Area Total 617 71,176 71,793 

Grand Total 1,084 624,482 625,566 

The GMUG also has an active land exchange program that accommodates various resource 
management objectives, such as securing recreational access and acquiring wetlands and 
critical habitat. Typically, these land exchanges are proposed and largely funded by outside 
proponents, such as private landowners, ski areas, or municipalities. Additionally, the GMUG 
occasionally sells lands for municipal purposes under the Townsite Act (for example, the 
Ouray Ice Park). Growth and lack of affordable housing in mountain resort communities, as 
well as limited developable non-federal land in these areas, may lead to more requests for 
land adjustments in order to accommodate municipal and community needs. Table 3 and 
Table 4 show the number and total acres of isolated NFS parcels (parcels surrounded by non-
NFS land) by size ranges in the plan area. Small private parcels near population centers and 
mountain resort communities may be desirable candidates for conveyance (See Map 2, Map 
3, and Map 4, located at the end of this document). 
.
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Table 3. Count of isolated NFS parcels by size range 

Ranger District <= 5 ac. > 5 ac. & 
<= 10 ac. 

> 10 ac. & 
<= 20 ac. 

> 20 ac. & 
<= 40 ac. 

> 40 ac. & 
<= 80 ac. 

> 80 ac. & 
<= 160 ac. Grand Total 

Grand Valley RD 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 
Gunnison RD 101 10 4 3 1 3 122 
Norwood RD 39 2 4 2 3 4 54 
Ouray RD 197 12 5 5 2 0 221 
Paonia RD 1 0 0 0 1 1 3 

Grand Total 338 24 13 11 7 8 401 

Table 4. Total acres of isolated NFS parcels by size range 

Ranger District <= 5 ac. > 5 ac. & 
<= 10 ac. 

> 10 ac. & 
<= 20 ac. 

> 20 ac. & 
<= 40 ac. 

> 40 ac. & 
<= 80 ac. 

> 80 ac. & 
<= 160 ac. Grand Total 

Grand Valley RD 0 0 0 38 0 0 38 
Gunnison RD 91 77 53 83 50 326 680 
Norwood RD 22 12 59 77 138 345 653 
Ouray RD 120 82 61 154 84 0 501 
Paonia RD 0 0 0 0 67 85 152 

Grand Total 233 171 173 352 339 756 2,024 
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In the past, the GMUG has prepared Landownership Adjustment Strategy (LOAS) 
documents for the ranger districts (see, e.g., Landownership Adjustment Strategy for the 
Gunnison Ranger District, 2002; Landownership Adjustment Strategy of the Upper San 
Miguel River Basin, Norwood Ranger District, 1995). These documents set out applicable 
criteria for the acquisition or conveyance of lands, and identified lands and rights-of-way that 
were desirable for the Forest Service to acquire or dispose of based on those criteria. The 
existing LOAS documents are outdated and new documents should be created for the plan 
area. This will likely be done in a process separate from forest plan revision, but the Plan 
may reference these documents. 
One final trend impacting the land adjustment program throughout the Rocky Mountain 
Region of the Forest Service, including the GMUG, is diminishing capacity to process land 
adjustment cases. This is partially because of budget constraints, and partially because the 
Realty Specialist position (specialists responsible for processing land adjustment cases) is a 
highly specialized position requiring advanced project management skills, familiarity with 
real estate transactions, and knowledge of complex federal land and laws and regulations. 
Many experienced Realty Specialists have left federal service recently or will be in the 
coming years. The GMUG and the Rocky Mountain Region are pursuing options to ensure 
the continuity of the land adjustment program, such as zoned staff, centers of excellence, and 
contractors. 

Land Status 
Lands that come into the NFS through purchase or donation take on acquired status and are 
not open to mineral entry. Additionally, lands acquired through purchase, exchange, or 
donation within Wilderness areas are not open to mineral entry. The number of acquired 
status acres in the plan area has increased from 1,162 acres in 1983 to approximately 18,683 
acres in 2016. Additionally, over 150,000 acres in the plan area are under some type of 
withdrawal. A withdrawal is an action withholding an area of Federal land from settlement, 
sale, location, or entry under some or all of the general land laws or minerals laws. Much of 
the withdrawn land on the GMUG is not withdrawn from operation of the mining laws, for 
example areas under water power withdrawals. At this time, the GMUG does not anticipate 
needing a significant number of new withdrawals for administrative sites or other purposes 
absent legislative action that would require them. However, as part of the plan revision 
process the GMUG should ensure that current Congressionally designated/special 
management areas, administrative sites, and ski areas are properly withdrawn, and consider 
how new management areas might affect the need for new withdrawals. Furthermore, the 
GMUG should evaluate existing withdrawals that are no longer needed. 

Conservation Easements 
Because of the complicated and intermingled pattern of NFS and private lands in and around 
the plan area, open space, habitat, and migration corridors can be fragmented by buildings, 
fences, access roads, utility lines, and other infrastructure on private property and adjacent 
NFS lands. Increasing habitat connectivity and open space can be accomplished through land 
adjustment activities on NFS lands and by adjacent private landowners establishing 
conservation easements that restrict development. Map 5 (located at the end of this 
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document) shows existing conservation easements within and near the plan area and lands in 
other public ownership in order to demonstrate current open space connections. 

Access Conditions and Trends 
Conditions 
Access is the ability to move to, from, or through the plan area by any means including 
pedestrian access from properties adjacent to the plan area. The plan area is accessed by a 
number of secondary U.S. and Colorado State highways, as well as numerous county roads, 
National Forest System roads, and trails. Interstate 70 (I-70) passes within 5 miles of the 
northern boundary of the Grand Mesa National Forest and provides access from the urban 
areas on Colorado’s Front Range. Colorado State Highway 65 is a major route over the 
Grand Mesa from I-70, and Colorado State Highway 133 is a route over McClure Pass from 
the Roaring Fork Valley. U.S. Highway 50 roughly bisects the plan area from northwest to 
southeast from Grand Junction to Monarch Pass and provides a second access from the Front 
Range. U.S. Highway 550, and Colorado State Highways 145 and 149 provide access from 
the south. 
There is currently a project underway to pave Cottonwood Pass Road, which will provide an 
additional paved access point to the Taylor Park and Crested Butte areas and facilitate easier 
access to the Gunnison Basin from Front Range communities. Use of the road is projected to 
increase from an average daily level of 443 to 730 vehicles over a 20-year period. (CFLHD, 
2016). This is anticipated to further increase summer recreation in the Gunnison Basin. The 
improvements to the road will not affect late fall and winter recreation use of the area as the 
road will remain closed during those seasons. 
Additionally, there are nine public airports in the vicinity of the GMUG including regional 
airports with commercial service in Grand Junction, Gunnison, and Montrose. The 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (which shares its route with the Colorado Trail) 
passes along the eastern boundary of the Gunnison National Forest and provides trail access 
to the eastern part of the plan area. The newly connected Rimrocker Trail provides 4WD, 
OHV and bicycle access between Montrose, CO and Moab, UT and crosses the 
Uncompahgre Plateau in the western part of the plan area. Map 6 (located at the back of this 
document) shows major points of access to the plan area. 
The Forest Service does not have documented rights-of-way for public access on all roads 
and trails that access the plan area and cross private inholdings within the plan area. There 
are 504 road segments totaling 125 miles crossing inholdings within the GMUG for which 
the United States does not have a documented right-of-way. This represents about three 
percent of the total National Forest System road miles on the GMUG. See Table 5 for the 
number of segments and Table 6 for total mileage by ranger district and county.
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Table 5. Segments of NFSR crossing non-NFS inholdings without documented rights-of-way on GMUG 

Ranger 
District Delta Gunnison Hinsdale Mesa Montrose Ouray Saguache San Juan San 

Miguel 
Grand 
Total 

Grand Valley 4   16      20 
Gunnison  220 11    33   264 
Norwood     22    61 83 
Ouray    2 15 73  4 1 95 
Paonia 14 28        42 

Grand Total 18 248 11 18 37 73 33 4 62 504 

Table 6. Miles of NFSR crossing non-NFS inholdings without documented rights-of-way on GMUG 

Ranger 
District Delta Gunnison Hinsdale Mesa Montrose Ouray Saguache San Juan San 

Miguel 
Grand 
Total 

Grand Valley 0.7   2.9      3.6 
Gunnison  49.7 4.4    8.0   62.1 
Norwood     7.6    16.3 23.9 
Ouray    0.8 4.9 21.4  1.0  28.1 
Paonia 2.9 4.5        7.4 

Grand Total 3.6 54.2 4.4 3.7 12.5 21.4 8.0 1.0 16.3 125.1 
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In 1991 the Forest Service issued guidance in response to a General Accounting Office 
(GAO) report on public access to federal lands. The guidance required each forest plan to 
identify the access rights needed to support the resource objectives of the plan (GAO 1992). 
To accomplish the goals set out in this guidance, it is necessary to develop an inventory of 
roads and trails that provide access to the forest and evaluate if the forest has legal and 
physical access across them. The inventory should be used to review access and perfect title 
where needed on existing roads and trails to ensure access is not lost in the future. The 
GMUG has identified priorities for right-of-way acquisitions in Land Ownership Adjustment 
Strategies and other documents in the past, but these documents are outdated and a current 
and complete inventory is needed. As noted above, this will be done in a separate process 
from plan revision, but these documents may be referenced in the Plan. 

Trends 
Increased occupancy and subdivision of private lands adjacent to and within the forest 
boundary, especially near mountain resort communities, will potentially impact public access 
to the plan area. Private landowners have become increasingly unwilling to grant unrestricted 
public access across their land as the public’s use of federal land has increased (GAO 1992). 
Factors contributing to inadequate access are private landowners’ concerns about vandalism, 
potential liability, and desire for privacy or exclusive personal use (GAO 1992). The plan 
area has seen an increase in blocked access across private lands, particularly in areas that are 
experiencing increasing recreation use, such as the Crested Butte area. Where documented 
legal access across private land was never obtained, it is becoming increasingly difficult to 
work with private landowners to maintain or gain permanent legal access. This limits 
management options as well as the public’s opportunities to access NFS lands. A recent 
example of this is Green Lake Road (NFSR 826.1D), near Crested Butte. 
An additional concern is that, pursuant to current policy, the Forest Service cannot expend 
funds to maintain and restore access on roads and bridges on private property where the U.S. 
does not have a documented right-of-way. As roads deteriorate because of a lack of capacity 
for the Forest Service to maintain them, some landowners have elected to close the roads. 
Also, these deteriorating roads and bridges can become physically impassable or unsafe, 
forcing the Forest Service to close them. 

Information Gaps 
• Data on expiring withdrawals, new withdrawals needed, and withdrawals that are no 

longer needed within the plan area. 
• Comprehensive data on existing and needed rights-of-way (for system roads and trails) 

for public access across private property is needed, in light of a national priority to secure 
public access. 

• Trend data on the number of private parcels within 1 mile of the GMUG boundary (and if 
possible development on these parcels) would enable quantifying the increase in 
subdivision and wildland urban interface. 
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Use Trends 
The Forest Service authorizes a wide variety of public and private uses on NFS lands through 
special-use authorizations, the most common being Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act (FLPMA) permits and easements. Some uses are authorized under other federal and 
private outstanding grants, easements, and reservations such as easements under the Act of 
March 3, 1891 (which provided rights-of-way to canal ditch companies and irrigation 
districts for irrigation purposes and operation and maintenance of reservoirs, canals, and 
laterals). These authorizations give holders varying degrees of property interests on NFS 
lands. Many special-use authorizations involve activities related to recreation (e.g., outfitting 
and guiding, ski areas, and recreation residences) and are addressed in the Recreation 
assessment. 
Non-recreation special uses include short-term activities such as commercial filming and 
photography, research, and military training, as well as long-term use and occupancy of NFS 
lands for infrastructure such as utility lines, roads, and reservoirs. There are over 1,100 active 
non-recreation special use authorizations in the plan area. When the current plan was signed 
there were approximately 850. This is a 23 percent increase over the last three decades. The 
majority of this increase has been in easements for access to private property (added 97 
authorizations, which is 39% of the increase), easements for county roads (added 19 
authorizations, 8% of the increase), water transmission pipelines under 12” in diameter 
(added 66 authorizations, 26% of the increase), and well/spring developments (added 33 
authorizations, 13% of the increase). Of the GMUG’s current non-recreation special use 
authorizations, over 800 (73%) authorize water-related infrastructure such as dams, 
reservoirs, ditches, and pipelines (more than any other unit in the National Forest System). 
For additional discussion of special use infrastructure in the plan area, see the Infrastructure 
assessment. 
San Miguel County commented that the forest plan should contemplate an increase in 
commercial filming and photography within the plan area, and that these activities should be 
accommodated while ensuring no long-term resource impacts and minimizing impacts on 
other forest users. Currently the GMUG issues on average 21 special uses permits for 
commercial filming and photography annually. The GMUG agrees that the number of 
requests for these activities is likely to increase. The Forest Service has launched a nation-
wide initiative to modernize and streamline the special use permit issuance process through 
tools such as online permitting. The GMUG anticipates that agency-wide modernized tools 
and procedures will be helpful in accommodating increasing requests for commercial 
filming, photography, research, and similar uses, while still minimizing impacts to resources 
and other forest users.  
The GMUG also anticipates increasing residential occupancy of private lands within and 
adjacent to the plan area due to a greater than doubling of the population on the Western 
Slope of Colorado between 2010 and 2050 (CWCB, 2010; see the assessment Benefits to 
People: Multiple uses, Ecosystem Services, and Socioeconomic Sustainability). Such 
occupancy increases demand for private road access, waterlines, and other utilities on NFS 
lands. Additionally, there may be growing demand for high-elevation water storage on NFS 
lands to meet to increased demand for municipal water supplies (CWCB, 2010). 
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Consequently, the GMUG expects there will be annual growth in the number of requests for 
special use authorizations.  
An additional driver of change in land uses is changing technology in the field of 
communications. One trend is an increasing need for fiber optic cable corridors to increase 
broadband internet service and reliability in rural communities (see the Infrastructure 
Assessment). An increase in special uses influences management of the plan area because 
authorizations become an encumbrance on the land that may restrict resource management 
decisions. Increased residential occupancy in and adjacent to the plan area is also likely to 
increase instances of trespass, encroachment, and title claims. These cases range in severity 
from personal property placed on NFS lands (e.g., propane tanks, satellite dishes, etc.) to real 
property such as private cabins located partially or completely on NFS lands. The GMUG 
anticipates that the work load to both process and administer special use authorizations and 
resolve trespass, encroachment, and title claim cases will continue to grow, and staffing 
levels for forest Law Enforcement Officers, Realty Specialists, and Land Surveyors will be a 
concern. 

Chapter 3. Sustainability 
Environmental Sustainability of Land Status and 
Ownership, Use, and Access Patterns 
While the overall trend has been toward consolidation of landownership patterns in the plan 
area, in some areas the landownership pattern remains intermingled and difficult to manage. 
Of particular concern is development of private lands within the plan area and in the wildland 
urban interface in general. This development and associated special use infrastructure on 
adjacent NFS lands (e.g., roads and utilities) can cause habitat fragmentation, promote the 
spread of invasive species, and contribute to sedimentation of waterbodies. 
Additionally, the presence of infrastructure in and adjacent to the plan area, particularly 
buildings, bridges, utilities, and communication sites, affects fire management decisions 
dramatically. First, these facilities require protection from wildfires, which may take the form 
of pre-fire fuels reduction efforts, defensive suppression tactics during a wildfire, or the 
selection of tactics and strategies for specific wildfires that would be different if the 
infrastructure were not present. Fire is a key ecosystem disturbance process on much of the 
GMUG landscape, but the presence of infrastructure in some locations reduces the capability 
of fire managers to utilize fire in its natural role in those locations, i.e., managing wildfires to 
obtain resource benefits often poses too much risk to the adjacent infrastructure values so 
more aggressive suppression strategies that limit the extent of fire on the landscape both 
spatially and temporally are often selected over less aggressive management tactics that 
would allow fire to burn more naturally, and with fewer suppression costs. 
Additionally, fuels reduction projects such as prescribed burning and mechanical treatments 
are often focused immediately adjacent to infrastructure to reduce future risk to those values, 
with the opportunity cost being that these tools are not being utilized to the extent needed in 
other locations to restore ecosystems and reduce fuels. As discussed above, land adjustment 
activities and conservations easements are tools that can be used to continue to improve the 
environmental sustainability of land ownership, use, and access patterns by reducing private 
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inholdings and limiting development in areas where it would negatively impact resources and 
constrain forest management options. 

Economic Sustainability of Land Status and Ownership, 
Use, and Access Patterns 
The GMUG is a driver of economic opportunities in the local area (see the assessment 
Benefits to People: Multiple uses, Ecosystem Services, and Socioeconomic Sustainability). 
Maintaining access to the plan area is critical to sustaining local economies that rely on 
recreation, tourism, and resource development. The current trend of access being lost in some 
areas should be reversed in order to sustain economic opportunities. One potential stumbling 
block for securing access is limited availability of staff and funding to pursue land purchases 
and right-of way acquisitions to secure legal access. 
The trend toward having more GMUG land with acquired status that is not open to mineral 
entry is not anticipated to have an impact on the economic sustainability of minerals 
development in the area, as, generally, lands that are available for purchase or donation in the 
area do not have great potential for minerals development due to market forces. 

Social Sustainability of Land Status and Ownership, Use, 
and Access Patterns 
Lack of affordable housing near mountain resort communities is contributing to 
homelessness, illegal long-term camping on NFS lands, long commutes for workers, and 
other social issues. Land adjustment activities involving NFS lands may be one tool to help 
provide land for affordable housing that will contribute to the social sustainability of these 
communities. 
Public demand for access to the plan area for recreation and other purposes is increasing as 
access is being lost in some areas due to lack of documented public rights-of-way (for 
example, Green Lake Road near Crested Butte). This is not a sustainable situation, and may 
require additional investments in staffing to secure and maintain long-term legal access to the 
GMUG. 

Chapter 4. Current Forest Plan and its Context 
within the Broader Landscape 
Existing Forest Plan Management Direction 
Landownership Adjustment and Rights-of-Way Acquisition 
Management goals in the current Forest Plan state that exchange and transfer of land should 
be increased, rights-of way needed to support management of NFS resources should be 
acquired, and the forest boundary should be posted and marked. Additionally, general 
direction provides that rights-of-way should be acquired on existing Forest System roads and 
trails that cross private lands. While all of this direction is being implemented to some extent, 
these are time-intensive and specialized activities requiring significant investment in staff 
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time and training. Budget constraints and staffing levels have a significant impact on the 
GMUG’s ability to implement this direction. For example, the current Forest Plan contains a 
management objective of acquiring seven rights-of-way annually for the period of 2011-
2020. This objective is not being met currently for the reasons stated above. In a typical year 
the GMUG acquires one right-of-way (however, generally, each year the need for some 
rights-of-way are eliminated through other land adjustment activities, for example acquiring 
a parcel of private land that has a road segment for which the U.S. does not have a right-of-
way). 
General direction provides that floodplain and wetland values on the lands going out of and 
coming into federal ownership in land exchanges should be equal or in favor of the U.S. 
Additionally, general direction specifies priorities for classifying lands for acquisition or 
disposal where valuable for NFS purposes as follows: Acquisition - 1) in designated 
wilderness and other congressionally classified areas, 2) where lands or rights-of way are 
needed to meet resource management objectives, 3) land which provide habitat for threatened 
and endangered species, 4) land which includes floodplains or wetlands, and 5) lands having 
historical or cultural resources, outstanding scenic values, or critical ecosystems, when these 
resources are threatened by change of use or when management may be enhanced by public 
ownership; Disposal – 1) to states, counties, cities, or other federal agencies when disposal 
will serve a greater public interest, 2) in small parcels intermingled with mineral or 
homestead patents, 3) when suitable for development by the private sector (residential, 
agriculture, industrial, recreational, etc.) is in the public interest, and 4) when critical or 
unique resource effects are mitigated by reserving interests to protect the resource, or by 
exchange where other critical resources to be acquired are considered to be of equal or 
greater value. The Forest Plan also provides that private lands should be acquired that are 
needed for big-game winter range. These priorities are being implemented for the most part, 
but should be examined to see if updates are needed to reflect current conditions, priorities, 
and authorities. For example, direction to acquire private lands for big game winter range 
should be evaluated for consistency with the direction to prioritize disposal of lands for local 
jurisdictions to serve greater public interest and to the private sector for residential, 
agricultural, or industrial use. Additionally, as the Crested Butte Land Trust commented, the 
GMUG should consider adding qualified non-governmental organizations to the priority 
criteria for potential disposal projects.  
Finally, general direction provides that jurisdictional transfers (to other federal agencies) 
should be implemented where it would: 1) reduce duplication of efforts, 2) improve or 
maintain user access, 3) decrease travel and enhance management, 4) improve public 
understanding of what laws, regulations and policies are applicable, 5) develop more 
effective and efficient work units, and 6) reduce administrative cost. As discussed further 
below, these types of transfers have not been pursued in the plan area in recent history. 

Non-Recreation Special Use Management 
General direction in the current Forest Plan establishes priorities for acting on special use 
applications in this order: 1) requests relating to public safety, health and welfare and public 
service improvements (e.g., highways and powerlines), 2) activities contributing to increased 
economic activity, and 3) activities that benefit only private users. General direction also 
provides that special uses should not be approved that can be reasonably met on private or 
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other federal lands unless they are clearly in the public interest, and that special uses should 
not be approved adjacent to developed sites unless such use is compatible. This direction is 
generally being implemented to the extent it is not inconsistent with current policy on energy 
transmission corridors, which requires the Forest Service to expedite applications for 
transmission and distribution facilities within corridors (FSM 2703.2). General direction in 
several existing management prescription areas call for eliminating non-recreation special 
uses that conflict with wintering animals. For the most part there has not been a need to 
implement this direction because most existing non-recreation special uses in the plan area 
do not conflict with wintering animals. However, this may remain relevant direction for new 
special uses, particularly requests for year-round private access or county roads in areas that 
have not previously been accessible by roads in the winter. For a description of existing 
direction, standards, and guidelines for utility corridors and electronic sites, see the 
Infrastructure Assessment. 
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Issues in the Broader Landscape 
The plan area is situated among other federal lands administered by the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) and the National Park Service (Park Service). The current Forest Plan 
identifies opportunities for jurisdictional land transfer between the Forest Service, BLM, and 
Park Service. The Forest Plan referred to 89,250 acres identified for possible transfer to 
BLM, 265,280 acres for transfer to the GMUG and 760 acres for transfer to the Park Service. 
These opportunities have not been explored with federal partners in recent years and could be 
revisited to establish whether management efficiencies could still be obtained through 
transfer. 

Chapter 5. Potential Need for Plan Changes to 
Respond to Land Status and Ownership, Use, and 
Access Pattern Issues 
• Consider updating direction relevant to right-of-way acquisitions. For example, the 

current Forest Plan states that rights-of-way for timber sales are top priority, and that 
condemnation may be used more in future. In recent years there has not been a significant 
need for permanent right-of-way acquisition to support the timber program, and most of 
the demand has been for recreational access. Condemnation has been used by the Forest 
Service little, if at all, recently. Also, reasonably attainable objectives for numbers of 
rights-of-way acquisitions should be identified. 

• Consider updating the priority list/criteria for acquisitions to include inholdings in 
Colorado Roadless Areas, including both upper tier and general, and rights-of-way on 
congressionally designated trails. 

• Consider updating the priority list/criteria for disposal, including resolving 
encroachments under the Small Tracts Act, which allows conveyance of small NFS 
parcels with encroachments to persons who did not have notice they were encroaching 
and relied on an erroneous survey, title search or legal land description. Also, consider 
updating the priority criteria for disposal to include qualified non-governmental 
organizations. 

• Consider adding direction related to working cooperatively with counties and private land 
owners where possible to secure and maintain access. 

• Consider adding direction on when to grant FLPMA permits (which do not convey any 
interest in real property, are not transferrable, and are issued for a set term) versus 
FLPMA easements (which convey a limited interest in real property, are transferrable, 
generally have no expiration date) to ensure the minimal encumbrance on NFS lands 
necessary to facilitate the use. 

• Consider adding direction relevant to title claim, trespass, and encroachment resolution. 
• Consider updating or eliminating information on identified opportunities for 

jurisdictional transfer between the GMUG, BLM, and Park Service. 
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Appendix: Maps 

 
Map 1. Basic ownership 
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Map 2. Potential disposal parcels (San Juans GA) 
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Map 3. Potential disposal parcels (Crested Butte) 
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Map 4. Potential disposal parcels (Pitkin) 
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Map 5. Open space and connectivity 
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Map 6. Major points of access 
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