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Chapter 1. Introduction 
Recreation is a key way that people use the GMUG. Recreation opportunities vary as much 
as the Forest elevation ranges from low desert to high alpine. Most activities occur on land in 
winter and summer, although some do occur on water. Recreation use is increasing and 
changes in technology are opening up new ways to recreate. Along with the increasing use, 
impacts from that use are affecting the land as never before and there is growing competition 
for preferred places to recreate. 

The GMUG National Forest Recreation Niche 
In 2005, the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forest (GMUG) developed 
a niche statement to help focus management on the recreation settings, activities, and 
opportunities that the Forest offers to visitors. This statement outlines a vision for the 
recreation program: 

It’s the Geography – Plateaus to Peaks 
Scenery and an abundance of opportunities for access draw you in and trails lead the way to 
the rugged canyons, big mountains, wildlife, and history of the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, 
and Gunnison National Forest. More than 3,000 miles of trails and routes provide access to 
areas of rugged beauty and solitude. Many were carved by indigenous peoples, early 
explorers, and miners, and offer an experience that connects users to the land and the 
prehistoric and historic past. The topography allows the forests to provide trails – beginner to 
extreme – all year. The mountains, plateau, and mesa that make up the forests will always 
provide a scenic backdrop and thus a component of the quality of life in the area. 

Overview of Recreation Programs and Key Attractions 
Developed Recreation 
The GMUG National Forest manages 166 developed recreation sites, including 54 
campgrounds, 38 trailheads, and 8 recreation rental cabins.  

Dispersed Recreation and Trails 
Dispersed recreation, or recreation that doesn’t occur in a developed site, is the most 
common way that people use the GMUG. These recreation activities include: camping in the 
general forest areas, various uses of trails and roads, traditional uses such as hunting and 
fishing, and other pursuits such as bird watching, plant viewing/identification, rock-
hounding, viewing scenery, watching wildlife and other ways of relaxing and enjoying the 
natural environment. 
The GMUG has 3,615 miles of system trails. There are 2,641 miles of standard trails and 974 
miles of snow trails. Several trails within the GMUG hold special designations, including 
three national recreation trails, one national historic trail, and the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail. 
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Recreation Special Uses 
The GMUG issues special use permits for events and activities to facilitate access by Forest 
visitors. The events and activities include one-time and recurring recreation event permits, 
numerous outfitter-guide, three developed ski areas, three resorts, one marina, and two 
organization camps.  

Fourteeners and High-Thirteeners 
“Fourteeners” are mountains over 14,000 feet where visitor use focuses on scaling the peak 
either through hiking or technical climbing. There are six fourteeners on the GMUG National 
Forest, with some more accessible than others. Some of these peaks are shared with other 
forests, as the peak is on the boundary between forests. The Cimarron Range on the Ouray 
Ranger District (and shared with the Gunnison Ranger District) is home to Uncompahgre 
Peak (14,321 feet) and Wetterhorn Peak (14,015 feet); the Gunnison Ranger District has 
Castle (managed by White River NF) and San Luis Peaks (14,279 feet and 14,014 feet, 
respectively); and the San Juan Mountains have Mount Sneffels (14,150 feet) on the Ouray 
Ranger District (and Norwood Ranger District) and Wilson Peak (14,023 feet) on the 
Norwood Ranger District. Other fourteeners on surrounding forests can be accessed from the 
Norwood and Gunnison Ranger Districts, including Mount Wilson and El Diente (San Juan 
NF) and several in the Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness area (White River NF), 
respectively. Elevations of these peaks are subject to change based on different surveys. 
These elevations are based on information from Colorado Geological Survey in November, 
2008. 
The high-thirteeners and other thirteeners are getting increased interest from those who have 
completed the fourteeners or those wishing to avoid the crowding on fourteeners. We know 
that use of these peaks is increasing. Very few have defined access routes. We have little 
information about the use of these peaks. 

Wilderness Areas and other Special Areas 
The GMUG contains a total of 553,427 acres designated as wilderness, nearly 20 percent of 
the total acreage of the Forest. The Forest manages or shares management responsibilities for 
ten designated wilderness and two special management areas. Per legislative direction, 
wilderness is managed to provide outstanding recreation opportunities for solitude or 
primitive and unconfined recreation. More information on the GMUG’s wilderness areas is 
contained in the Designated Areas Assessment. 

Colorado Roadless Areas 
There are 901,100 acres of Colorado Roadless Areas (CRAs) on the GMUG National Forest. 
These are important areas that provide extensive dispersed backcountry recreation 
opportunities. The GMUG manages motorized and non-motorized trails in CRAs. More 
information on Colorado Roadless Areas is contained in the Designated Areas Assessment. 

Scenic Byways 
The GMUG hosts one National Scenic Byway (the Grand Mesa Byway), and shares an All-
American Road (the San Juan Skyway). Four other Scenic Byways hold State designations: 



 

 

Alpine Loop, Unaweep, Silver Thread, and the West Elk Loop (which includes Kebler Pass). 
Further information on each of these Scenic Byways is included in the Designated Areas 
Assessment. 

Key Issues for Recreation on the GMUG 
Developed Recreation 
• Many developed campgrounds are falling into disrepair 
• Additional trailhead capacity is needed in many places 
• New lower development scale campgrounds and designated dispersed sites are needed 
• Additional and updated toilet facilities are needed in areas 
• Demand for developed sites appears to be increasing 

Dispersed Recreation 
• Dispersed camping demand and impacts are increasing, and are reaching unacceptable 

levels in some areas 
• Based on public input, non-motorized and motorized settings and opportunities are not 

meeting the preferences of users in some areas on the forests, during both summer and 
winter 

Recreation Settings 
• Forest Plan direction for summer recreation settings is inadequate to be able to manage 

for specific settings, especially concerning size and location of motorized and non-
motorized settings 

• Existing winter recreation settings need to be determined 

Trails 
• Trail condition and maintenance are concerns which need to be addressed 
• Additional or different trail opportunities are being requested by a spectrum of users  

Recreation Use Impacts on Other Resources 
• Environmental impacts of recreation activities and use are important considerations 

(those impacts are not discussed in depth in this assessment, but are referred to) 

Sustainability of the Recreation Program and Uses 
• Provide strategic direction to ensure that recreation opportunities are sustainable 
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Summary of Public Input 
Public open houses to listen to ideas from the public were held in the summer of 2017. 
Written comments and conversations at the open houses, as well as emails, electronic and 
hand-written comments submitted throughout the summer, and comments on the draft 
assessments in the fall, provided valuable information to help us understand the range of 
recreational use that occurs on the GMUG, as well as some of the key issues, trends, and 
opportunities that may need to be addressed through plan revision. This section summarizes 
the feedback, reflecting some issues that were raised by multiple members of the public as 
well as concerns mentioned by one or a few individuals. 
Public input emphasized the importance of recreational opportunities on the GMUG to local 
users and visitors and highlighted the social and economic benefits recreation activities 
provide. While recognizing the significance of recreation, many also highlighted the need to 
manage uses to prevent or reduce resource damage in order to maintain the GMUG’s 
ecosystem health and recreational appeal. 

Recreational Opportunities and Use Conflict 
While some individuals and groups are requesting the expansion of specific types of 
recreational opportunities, others are concerned with balancing or separating recreation use 
groups to reduce conflict. Suggestions include the need for trails for all different types of use, 
including an emphasis on looped trails, locating more trails near population centers, and 
designation of winter use areas and trails. Some suggest that there is plenty of space on the 
GMUG for different types of recreation, others state that there is looming potential for use 
conflict, while others insist that conflict is already occurring and needs to be addressed. 
Conflicts have occurred between hiking and mountain biking, motorized and non-motorized 
use, dispersed camping and private land, humans and pets, permitted guiding and self-
guiding, and between different winter recreation uses. Many point out that voluntary 
separation among recreation user groups does not always work, and recommend that specific 
trail or area designations would more clearly separate conflicting uses. These comments are 
often followed by suggestions to improve signs and education efforts to proactively avoid 
conflict, and to increase law enforcement to ensure compliance and accountability. There is 
also concern about recreation use and interactions with other activities on the GMUG such as 
grazing, timber, and mineral extraction activities. Many comments focused on the need for 
partnerships to aid in education efforts and trail maintenance, and to generally improve 
communication, coordination, and collaboration. 
Many referenced specific areas that require special consideration when citing their 
suggestions, observations, or concerns. Often these concerns were echoed for other locations, 
indicating a possible need for forest-wide direction, while some of these suggestions may be 
able to be addressed through project-level, site-specific decisions, in which case this 
information was also passed on to the appropriate district staff. 

Recreation Trends and Adaptive Management 
Commenters recognize an increase in fat tire bikes, e-bikes, drones, larger OHVs and UTVs, 
timber sleds, split-boards and other new techniques and equipment, and recommend 
providing direction to manage these and future recreation developments. The term UTV is 



 

 

sometimes called ROV (recreational off-highway vehicles) which have 4 tires contacting the 
ground and are “driven” more similar to a car, as opposed to being ridden like an ATV or 
motorcycle. Because new recreation uses and trends are continuously evolving, often more 
quickly than the GMUG can keep up, there are recommendations to create opportunities for 
current recreation uses while ensuring that management tools are adaptive to address 
changing and emerging recreation trends. 

Socioeconomic Trends 
Many comments highlight population growth in the state and the increase of recreation use 
on the GMUG. Some encourage embracing the increase, extolling the resultant economic 
stimulus and social benefits provided to the surrounding municipalities. Others suggest 
implementing a permit or lottery system to control heavily-trafficked areas and reduce 
resource impacts and conflicts with adjacent, local communities and landowners. 

Specific Ideas 
Many comments offered specific suggestions; a sample is included here: 

• Consider designating management and/or geographic areas that emphasize recreation (as 
other forests have done) 

• Consider methods of reducing conflicts, particularly between motorized and non-
motorized trail use/settings 

• Ensure roads and trails are well-marked and improve maintenance, particularly through 
partnerships and volunteers 

• Consider and manage the impacts of recreation on other resources, including soil and 
water quality, as well as other uses, such as scientific research 

• Address increased motorized use and attendant safety concerns, resource impacts, and 
noise, particularly near Pitkin, Tomboy Road, Cement Creek, Taylor Park, and the high 
elevation roads around Ouray, Telluride and Ophir 

• Provide direction to manage camping in high use areas, particularly Slate River Valley, 
Washington Gulch, Gothic Valley, Taylor Park, Tincup, Blue Lakes, and Ice Lake 

• Manage ATV use where it may cause road damage, particularly Alpine Tunnel Road and 
Cumberland Road 

• Provide access to trails in summer and winter, particularly single-track, near population 
centers, especially in Ouray, Hinsdale and Gunnison counties and on the Grand Mesa 

• Ensure and consider increasing motorized opportunities, particularly long-distance loops 
(i.e. in the North Fork Valley and north end of the Uncompahgre Plateau) 

• Recognize the increase in Nordic skiing and fat tire biking, and consider addressing 
maintenance needs and the parking limitations near trailheads 

Infrastructure 
While the public is mindful of the GMUG’s need to repair and maintain infrastructure, 
including roads and trails, some recommend that new infrastructure is needed, such as 
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developed campgrounds, toilets and trash receptacles where dispersed camping has reached a 
critical threshold. 

Education and Partnerships 
Many emphasized the need to increase educational efforts, particularly to promote safety, 
reduce resource damage, and inspire an overall appreciation for the landscape. Some 
suggested increasing education through partnerships with permitted guides, trail and user 
groups, and local teachers and schools. Many reminded the GMUG that some groups are 
currently volunteering and helping to maintain trails, not to mention providing funding for 
such, and recommended further leveraging partnerships as a mechanism to improve trail 
maintenance. 

Use of Best Available Science 
Throughout this assessment the GMUG National Forest sought to use the most recent and 
best available scientific research. 
Sources of information include: 

• The Colorado State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Report, 2014. 
• National Visitor Use Monitoring reports for FY09 and FY14. 
• Professional information/observations from GMUG recreation personnel and other 

GMUG employees. 
• 2008 Recreation Facility Analysis, GMUG National Forest 
• July 2006 Comprehensive Evaluation Report from the previous Forest planning process. 
 

Information Gaps 
We have data about recreation infrastructure (developed sites and trails). We have detailed 
information about the condition of developed facilities. Visitor Use data collected with 
statistical reliability for the GMUG NFs as a whole exist. 
Information gaps exist concerning the condition of trails. We know that we do not have 
precise spatial locations on all trails. We do not have a complete inventory of specific 
locations where dispersed camping occurs. We have been gathering information in some 
places. That information is not currently in a system where it is easily useable. 
We do not have site-specific information regarding all aspects of visitor use (number, 
demographics, activities, duration, etc.). The information that we do have is observational. 
The National Visitor Use Monitoring (NVUM) survey provides a forest-wide view of 
recreation use, activities and satisfaction. It is not statistically reliable at any scale less than 
the forest. Surveys at individual locations did not have enough samples to be reliable at that 
site alone. The aggregation of surveys across the forest is statistically reliable at the forest-
wide scale. 
We do not have readily accessible quantitative information about impacts of dispersed 
camping or other activities. We have been collecting information on dispersed camping for 



 

 

years, but that data is not available in electronic format or in standard mapping system. 
Therefore, we are only able to report information based on those observations from written 
reports or based on other observations. 

Chapter 2. Recreation Settings 
Recreation settings are the environments in which people seek to recreate. Some individuals 
prefer to recreate in places with limited or no sounds of society. Other people are more 
comfortable in or desire to be in places where there are sounds from others, including areas 
with the sounds of motors. Some prefer a lack of facilities, while others prefer that there be 
facilities or development. It is important to provide a mix of settings for people to engage in 
their preferred activities. 

Current Recreation Settings (ROS) 
Per FSM 2310.3, the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) is the land classification 
system the Forest Service uses to describe recreation settings and opportunities. Recreation 
settings are discussed in this section, and recreation opportunities will be discussed in the 
next section. There are three factors that are used to describe recreation settings: the physical, 
the social, and the managerial settings. First, the physical setting is defined by the 
environment. The presence of and development level of roads and motorized trails is a key 
determinant. Next is the degree of modification of the environment. This modification can 
range from more urban/rural near towns to minor developments in the front country (could be 
structures or timber activities) to very little modification in the backcountry. Second is the 
social setting, or the number of people or groups encountered. Lastly, the managerial setting 
includes rules and regulations, signage, controls on activities, and the presence and style of 
recreational structures. For more detailed information on ROS classifications and settings, 
see Appendix B. 
There are two primary seasons of recreation use on the GMUG – the summer (the snow-free 
period, which depending on elevation can be spring/summer/fall) and winter (the snow 
season – which generally includes late fall, winter, early spring). Access to the Forest in these 
two seasons is dramatically different, which results in different management approaches. The 
Forest Plan addressed summer ROS specifically, and winter ROS was assumed to be similar 
to summer ROS at that time. 

Summer 
Forest Plan Management Area direction for ROS is not specific for most management areas, 
as shown in Table 1. Rather, the recreation setting was allowed to range across the full 
spectrum of settings. The only management areas with specific ROS direction are: 

1. Management Areas 2A, 2B and 3A, which emphasize recreation, are managed for 
specific ROS classes. 

2. Management Areas 8A, 8B and 8C, prescribe the ROS setting to be managed for in 
Wilderness. 
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Below, we summarize the Forest Plan summer ROS allowed settings by management area in 
Table 1. The GMUG is in the process of completing an updated inventory of existing summer 
ROS which will be completed and published in the final version of this assessment. 

Table 1. 1983 Forest plan direction on ROS by management prescription area 
[ROS defined: P = Primitive, SPNM = Semi-primitive non-motorized, SPM = Semi-primitive motorized, RN = Roaded Natural, R 

= Rural.] 

Management Prescription Emphasis Corresponding ROS Setting 
2A – Semi-Primitive Motorized Recreation Opportunity SPM 
2B – Roaded Natural and Rural Recreation Opportunity RN, R 
3A – Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized Recreation Opportunity SPNM 
4B – Wildlife Habitat Management for Indicator Species SPNM, SPM, RN, R 
4D – Aspen Management SPNM, SPM, RN 
5A – Big Game Winter Range, non-forested SPNM, SPM, RN 
5B – Big Game Winter Range, forested SPNM, SPM, RN 
6B – Livestock Grazing SPNM, SPM, RN 
7A – Wood fiber production on suited timber lands SPNM, SPM, RN, R 
8A - Wilderness, managed for pristine opportunities P 
8B - Wilderness, managed for primitive opportunities P 
8C - Wilderness, managed for semi-primitive opportunities SPNM 
9A – Riparian Area Management SPNM, SPM, RN, R 
10C – Special Interest Area SPNM, SPM, RN, R 

Winter 
As written, existing Management Area direction for ROS applies year-round. It is difficult to 
get a sense of the ROS specific to the winter from that direction. As roads become snow-
covered, the character of motorized use changes. Semi-primitive motorized settings in 
summer may be non-motorized in winter. The 5A and 5B management areas have direction to 
reduce disturbance in those areas during winter. As a result, restrictions on activities have 
been imposed, which may be different than Summer ROS. 
Winter Travel Management decisions have been made on the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, 
and Crested Butte area of the Gunnison National Forest. Those decisions are in effect until 
either of two actions occur in accordance with Subpart C of the Travel Management Rule. 
Those two actions are to either evaluate existing travel decisions to determine if they may be 
adopted under the Travel Management Rule or to undertake a new travel management 
planning process. 
For the Forest planning process, we are developing a Winter ROS map of existing winter 
recreation settings based on existing Travel Management decisions and other factors that 
affect the setting. We will produce a map of the existing winter travel restrictions along with 
the Winter ROS map. See Appendix B for ROS definitions. 

Conditions and Trends for Recreation Settings 



 

 

Over the life of the current plan, the general trend has been toward more development in the 
Forest. In some cases, the development has been for resource uses, and in other cases the 
development has been to enhance recreation opportunities. Development on about 50% of the 
Forest has been limited by legislation and rule making which has defined management to 
limit development, including designated wilderness and Colorado Roadless Areas. The road 
system, which includes both NFS and other public roads, has seen a general upgrade (see 
Infrastructure Assessment). These improvements in turn impact recreation setting directly 
(changing the type of access and thus vehicles that can access the Forest) and indirectly 
(more people are able to more easily access the Forest). Additional recreation facilities or 
facility expansion has occurred. Private land within the forest boundary is being developed, 
which results in changes to the setting. The Forest Plan does not regulate private lands, but 
the private land development affects settings that can be provided on adjacent NFS lands. 
The increasing numbers of people using the forest are changing the character of the 
recreation setting. Anecdotal reports from GMUG employees support the conclusion that 
recreation use is increasing on the GMUG in many locations. Changes to the technology and 
type of vehicles (mechanized and motorized) are also affecting the recreation setting. 
Examples of these new technologies include bigger and more advanced OHV’s, electric 
bicycles, lighter mountain bikes, and recreational drones. 
As noted above, for most areas of the forest, the Forest Plan does not specify particular 
recreation settings to maintain over time. Rather, the recreation settings are a result of 
management activities, as long as the management activity corresponds with any of the 
multiple appropriate ROS settings allowable for the area (Table 1). For example, as per the 
current plan, approximately 19% of the Forest lands outside of wilderness were to be 
managed for Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized (SPNM) settings, but the setting could range to 
semi-primitive motorized, etc. Only about 5% of semi-primitive non-motorized areas were 
contained within a 3A Management Area, with prescribed retention of those settings. 
Otherwise, recreation settings were not necessarily maintained/protected. Subsequently, 
Colorado Roadless Areas were designated, and they are intended to be managed for limited 
development, but may range from Semi-Primitive Motorized to Roaded Natural ROS 
classifications. The remainder of the Forest (outside of wilderness) is in Management Areas 
that can be developed, thus resulting in a more developed setting over time. 
At present, the key factors affecting the physical settings are road upgrades, timber 
harvesting and private land development. Additional activities affecting recreation settings on 
the GMUG include: 

• Roads and motorized trails constructed in formerly non-motorized areas have changed 
part of the area from a non-motorized setting to a motorized setting. 

• Closure of roads has changed settings from motorized to non-motorized. 
• Oil and gas exploration, water development, utility development and timber actions and 

their associated roads have changed the physical and sound settings, in the long term. 
Sound impacts are limited to the duration of the activities. 

• The upgrade of roads from high-clearance vehicle to passenger car could change an area 
to a Roaded Natural setting and change the user experience.  
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• Further road development by counties, such as the imminent paving of Cottonwood Pass 
(Gunnison Geographic Area), will change some Roaded Natural settings to Rural setting. 

Management actions to respond to increased recreation use/impacts can lead to changes to 
the setting. Increasing the number of facilities (i.e., designated sites, toilets, trail bridges, etc) 
changes the physical setting. Implementing rules and regulations that guide or restrict use can 
also lead to less obvious changes to the setting. For example, in a semi-primitive setting a 
rule that campsites may only be 100 feet or greater from water alters the experience of the 
freedom to camp where an individual chooses. 

Inventoried Existing Summer ROS 
The Forest’s existing summer ROS was inventoried and mapped by using the Forest 
Service’s National Recreation Opportunity Spectrum Inventory Mapping Protocol, a 
geographic information system (GIS) mapping procedure (USDA Forest Service 2017) that 
identifies mapping criteria and provides repeatable instructions to inventory, map, and 
classify existing ROS settings. This National mapping protocol is used to reduce variations 
within and across Forest Service administrative boundaries and help the agency effectively 
communicate recreation settings and opportunities on the Forest to the public. This protocol 
focuses on providing a product which informs existing conditions for the forest plan 
assessment phase of the three phase planning framework (FSH 1909.12 Chapter 10, section 
13.4). It is also used as a starting point for integrating with other resource values and deriving 
desired ROS settings later in the plan revision process (FSH 1909.12 Chapter 20, section 
23.23). 
Through the GIS-driven portion of the protocol, ROS settings are initially determined by 
travel routes (roads and trails), road density, and terrain influences (specifically slope). 
Terrain influences reflect how noise originating from motorized settings distributes 
differently depending on the surrounding landscape. Noise is more contained within a steep 
canyon while sound spreads more widely across flat or gently sloping terrain. After the initial 
GIS mapping procedure, ROS settings across the Forest are refined to accurately reflect 
current recreation settings with the help of District specialist knowledge, in addition to other 
considerations such as adjacent off-forest influences (i.e., motorized routes of other 
jurisdictions). 
The product is an existing condition inventory of ROS settings during the summer season, 
and mapped inconsistencies with those recreation settings. The settings mapped in this 
inventory protocol reflect existing travel management decisions. Inconsistencies with the 
mapped recreation opportunities occur when there is a motorized administrative route and/or 
use in an otherwise non-motorized setting. Inconsistencies with mapped recreation 
opportunities also occur when landscape modifications (areas heavily altered by vegetation 
management, timber harvest, utility infrastructure, etc.) detract from an otherwise naturally-
appearing setting. The GMUG’s 2016 mapped Existing Scenic Integrity (ESI) was used to 
capture setting inconsistencies in regards to landscape modifications. Areas reflecting Low or 
Very Low ESI within mapped Primitive, Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized, Semi-Primitive 
Motorized, and Roaded Natural recreation settings were marked within the mapped setting as 



 

 

“physical setting inconsistencies”.1 Inconsistencies with the existing ROS settings are 
documented in this process, but do not change the overall ROS settings mapped and 
identified. Rather, the inconsistencies are used with the ROS settings mapped in this process 
to provide an overall existing condition for ROS and help identify places that may need 
management actions to improve consistency with desired conditions as those are developed 
in the forest plan revision process. 

Table 2. Inventoried Existing Summer ROS settings on the GMUG 
[ROS defined: P = Primitive, SPNM = Semi-primitive non-motorized, SPM = Semi-primitive motorized, RN = Roaded Natural, R 

= Rural. ROS class designations are only applied to Forest lands and are not applied to private lands located within the 
Forest boundary.] 

ROS Class Designations across the GMUG 

P SPNM SPM RN R 
435,000 acres 1,338,400 acres 767,800 acres 415,300 acres 9,000 acres 

15% 45% 26% 14% < 1% 

As shown in table 2, the two largest existing summer ROS classes on the forests are about 
1,338,400 acres of semi-primitive non-motorized (45 percent), and 767,800 acres of semi-
primitive motorized (26 percent). These two semi-primitive classes currently account for 
about 71% percent of the recreation opportunity settings across Forest lands. Combining the 
two non-motorized classes (primitive and semi-primitive non-motorized) and three motorized 
classes (semi-primitive motorized, roaded natural, and rural), about 60 percent of the forests 
currently provide a non-motorized setting, and about 40 percent of the forests currently 
provide a motorized setting during the summer season.  

Table 3. GMUG Inventoried Existing Summer ROS settings in designated Wilderness 
[ROS defined: P = Primitive, SPNM = Semi-primitive non-motorized, SPM = Semi-primitive motorized, RN = Roaded Natural; 
ROS class designations are only applied to Forest lands and are not applied to private lands located within the Forest 
boundary.] 

                                                 
 

1 Areas with Low scenic integrity refer to landscapes where the valued landscape character “appears moderately 
altered”. Deviations begin to dominate the valued landscape character being viewed but they borrow valued 
attributes such as size, shape, edge effect and pattern of natural openings, vegetation type changes or 
architectural styles outside the landscape being viewed. They should not only appear as valued character outside 
the landscape being viewed, but compatible or complimentary to the character within. Areas with Very Low 
scenic integrity refer to landscapes where the valued landscape character “appears heavily altered”. Deviations 
may strongly dominate the valued landscape character. They may not borrow from valued attributes such as 
size, shape, edge effect, and pattern of natural openings, vegetative type changes or architectural styles within or 
outside the landscape being viewed. However, deviations must be shaped and blended with the natural terrain 
(landforms) so that elements such as unnatural edges, roads, landings, and structures do not dominate the 
composition. 
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ROS settings Class Designations in GMUG designated Wilderness areas 

P SPNM SPM* RN* 
331,100 acres 208,900 acres 8,600 acres 4,700 acres 

76% 16% 1% 1% 

*The small amount of SPM and RN within designated Wilderness areas is a reflection of Wilderness areas’ proximity to, and 
influence from, motorized travel routes adjacent to Wilderness areas.  

Table 3 displays the existing summer ROS settings currently within designated Wilderness 
areas. The percentage calculations reflect the percent of the total (table 2) for each setting 
that falls within designated Wilderness. Of the total approximate 1,338,400 acres of semi-
primitive non-motorized settings across the forests, 16% currently occurs within designated 
Wilderness areas while 84% of the forests’ semi-primitive non-motorized settings are 
available outside of designated Wilderness areas during the summer season. 
The mapped inventory of existing summer ROS can be found in Appendix C. An interactive 
Storymap displaying the inventoried existing summer ROS is available on the planning 
website at fs.usda.gov/goto/gmug/forestplan. As available, the website will be updated with 
other recreation-related information for the GMUG’s forest plan revision process, including 
the forthcoming winter ROS inventory. The public will be notified of substantial updates to 
the website. 

Opportunities and Experiences Related to Recreation 
Settings 
It is important to note that most people are satisfied with their experiences on the GMUG 
NF’s. (See the Visitor Satisfaction Section in the Recreation Demand and Preferences on the 
GMUG Section) It can be inferred that most people are happy with the choice of setting to 
engage in their preferred activity. In the Chapter 5, Conditions Affecting Quality of 
Recreation Opportunities, we identify factors that impact visitor’s experiences in a negative 
way. Primarily these factors are about sights and sounds of other people or their activities and 
the availability/condition of facilities or places to recreate. 
The choice of recreation settings may have importance to some people while not others. 
Certainly if you are seeking solitude, you would likely want to be away from the sounds of 
motors and perhaps frequent contact with other people. You may want to engage in an 
activity that is close to a highway because that is where it occurs. You may appreciate the 
access and the developed facilities and the contact with other people while you are doing 
your activity. 
All of that said, we know that people can find quality experiences in vastly different settings. 
In the Forest Plan, it will be important to identify a variety of settings that can provide for 
satisfactory experiences for diverse user preferences.  
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Chapter 3. Recreation Opportunities and Activities 
Developed Recreation 
Developed recreation sites are a popular method for using the GMUG, both as places to 
recreate and as access points for recreation activities. Developed recreation sites can be 
thought of in two categories: those where individuals are recreating on-site, such as 
campgrounds, cabins and picnic areas; and those that are used as ‘launch points’ or ‘staging 
areas’ for accessing dispersed recreation opportunities, such as trailheads, fishing sites, day-
use areas and boat launches. As reflected in the Forests’ niche statement, dispersed recreation 
opportunities are a premier feature of the GMUG‘s recreation program. Visitor demand for 
on-site recreation sites is steadily increasing and use of trailheads and other ‘launch points’ 
for dispersed recreation is also increasing. 
Anecdotal reports from Ranger District employees, data from National Visitor Use 
Monitoring reports, and statistics from the Forest concessionaire support the conclusion that 
visitor occupancy and use at developed recreation sites is growing across the Forest. 
Visitation increases are particularly evident in areas proximate to the mountain resort 
communities of Telluride and Crested Butte, as well as other desirable recreation destinations 
such as the Highway 65 corridor on the Grand Mesa, Taylor Canyon/Taylor Park, and the San 
Juan Mountains. Occupancy rates and use levels at campgrounds and other developed sites 
are generally high. Some sites are not highly utilized, which warrant examination as to why 
and what the appropriate management actions should be. 

Developed Recreation Opportunities by Geographic Area 

Grand Mesa 
This geographic area is managed by the Grand Valley Ranger District. Located in close 
proximity to Grand Junction, the area is a popular place for local residents to escape the heat 
in the summer and fall, and access winter recreation opportunities the remainder of the year. 
The heaviest concentration of developed recreation sites is located off Highway 65, the 
Grand Mesa Scenic Byway. These sites include six developed campgrounds, six picnic areas 
and fishing sites, and seven trailheads. A smaller number of developed campgrounds, 
trailheads, and boat launches are located off Highway 65, and are only accessible in the 
summer. In the winter the Grand Mesa has several trailheads that provide access to 
snowmobile and cross-country ski trails, as well as the Powderhorn Mountain Resort, a 
developed ski area on the north side of the Mesa. Table 2 list the types of developed sites. 
The level of visitation to developed sites on the Grand Mesa has remained relatively stable, 
with the exception of the winter trailheads off Highway 65. These trailheads (Mesa Top, 
Skyway, and County Line) are extremely popular among both motorized and non-motorized 
winter recreationists, and often are at or exceed capacity on busy winter weekends. In 
contrast, campgrounds off of the Highway 65 corridor (for example, Cottonwood CG) are 
often under-utilized. The physical setting and dated style along with travel distance and lower 
quality of roads are thought to discourage use. Island Lake and Jumbo campgrounds were 
reconstructed in recent years, and are in good condition and receive high utilization. The 
remaining campgrounds on the Grand Mesa have deferred maintenance that needs to be 



 

 

addressed. Trailheads that may need new toilet facilities in the future include Bonham, 
Surface Creek, and LeRoux trailheads. 

Table 4. Developed recreation sites in the Grand Mesa Geographic Area 

Developed Site Type Total Number 
of Sites 

Capacity 
(Persons at one time) 

Boating Site 8 323 
Camping Area 1 13 
Campground 10 1,318 
Day Use Area 1 35 
Interpretive Site 2 46 
Lookout/Cabin 3 N/A 
Observation Site 4 187 
Picnic Site 5 230 
Snow-use Trailhead 3 490 
Trailhead 8 460 
Visitor Center 1 53 

Total 45 3,155 

North Fork 
The North Fork geographic area encompasses much of the Paonia Ranger District. The area 
is mostly known for its dispersed recreation opportunities, and only has a few developed 
recreation sites. The most popular areas for developed recreation include the Erickson 
Springs Recreation Area (with a campground, trailhead, and picnic area) and Lost Lake 
Campground. The North Fork also has a number of lower development scale trailheads that 
are popular gateways for dispersed recreation opportunities. Table 3 lists the types of 
developed sites. 
In general, this geographic area is seeing increased use as visitation moves from more highly-
used areas around Crested Butte and Carbondale/Aspen. As active management of dispersed 
recreation on the White River National Forest and the Gunnison Ranger District of the 
GMUG increases in the coming years, this effect is likely to grow. Consequently, there may 
be a need to improve certain trailheads to accommodate this use, particularly for the trails 
leading into the Raggeds and West Elks Wilderness Areas. The Erickson Springs Recreation 
Area needs extensive improvements including toilet replacement, improved campsites, and 
increased amenities at the group campsite. One new recreation rental cabin may also be 
added to the reservation system in the coming years. 
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Table 5. Developed recreation sites in the North Fork Geographic Area 

Developed Site Type Total Number 
of Sites 

Capacity 
(Persons at one time) 

Campground 2 145 
Picnic Site 1 15 
Trailhead 3 106 

Total 6 266 

Gunnison 
The Gunnison geographic area is the largest on the forest, spanning the Gunnison Ranger 
District and a portion of the Paonia Ranger District. This GA provides a variety of developed 
recreation opportunities, including two developed ski areas (Crested Butte Mountain Resort 
and Monarch Ski Area). The heaviest concentration of developed sites is in the northern 
portion of the GA, in the vicinity of the towns of Gunnison and Crested Butte. Popular areas 
include the Taylor River Canyon (with a number of developed campgrounds, boat launches, 
and picnic sites), and the Kebler Pass area (with several campgrounds and day use sites). The 
southern portion of the GA is less developed and generally more known for its dispersed 
recreation opportunities, though there are several popular campgrounds in the vicinity of 
Lake City. The Gunnison GA also has a large number of developed trailheads, providing 
access to popular trails including the CDNST and the co-located Colorado Trail. The GA also 
has San Luis Peak, a Fourteener. Table 4 lists the types of developed sites. 
The area around Crested Butte and Taylor River/Taylor Park is among the most highly used 
on the Forest. Management of recreation opportunities and impacts is likely to be needed in 
the coming years. Designated dispersed campsites or more developed campgrounds are 
needed in heavily used areas such as the Slate River and Washington Gulch drainages outside 
of Crested Butte. Currently there are five no-fee campgrounds that the Forest Service 
currently operates in this GA. In order to effectively address annual and deferred 
maintenance needs, the Forest is considering (with public involvement) establishing 
expanded amenity fees for camping at these sites. The public has submitted requests for new 
toilets in the Crested Butte and Taylor Park areas, due to observed sanitation issues. There 
may be a need for expanded trailhead parking facilities in these two areas to accommodate 
the current level of visitation. In order to manage the impacts of the increasing use in these 
areas, additional facilities are needed. 
  



 

 

Table 6. Developed recreation sites in the Gunnison Geographic Area 

Developed Site Type Total Number 
of Sites 

Capacity 
(Persons at one time) 

Boating Site 5 729 
Campground 28 2,325 
Day Use Area 1 25 
Fishing Site 5 124 
Horse Camp 1 30 
Interpretive Site 2 39 
Observation Site 4 97 
Picnic Site 2 45 
Snow-use Trailhead 2 195 
Trailhead 14 819 

Total 64 4,428 

San Juans 

This geographic area spans three districts: the Gunnison Ranger District to the east, the 
Ouray Ranger District in the center, and the Norwood Ranger District to the west. Along with 
the northern portion of the Gunnison GA and the Highway 65 corridor on the Grand Mesa 
GA, this geographic area has the highest concentration and use of developed recreation sites. 
Some of the GMUG’s most popular developed campgrounds are located in the vicinity of 
Ouray and Telluride, with three near Ouray and three near Telluride. The Silver Jack area is 
also a destination for developed recreation, with three campgrounds, a fishing site, picnic 
area, and several developed trailheads. Telluride is home to the Telluride Ski Resort, and 
hosts multiple events throughout the summer that bring many people to the area. Popular 
hiking trails provide access to the three Fourteeners (Mt. Sneffels, Wilson Peak, and 
Uncompahgre Peak) located in this geographic area, and also provide access to several 
Fourteeners on the San Juan National Forest. 
Seven of the eleven campgrounds in the San Juans GA are managed by the concessionaire. 
The majority of these campgrounds’ annual and deferred maintenance accomplishments are 
completed by the concessionaire. Two of these campgrounds (Beaver Lake and Big 
Cimarron) were recommended for closure in the 2008 Recreation Facility Analysis, however 
after public involvement, it was determined to continue to operate these sites. One new 
recreation rental cabin may be added to the reservation system in the coming years. Table 5 
lists the types of developed sites. 
Additional areas that may be considered for development of camping facilities include Blue 
Lakes and the Middle Fork of the Cimarron (Ouray RD) and Alta Lakes (Norwood RD). 
High use in the Ouray and Telluride areas will likely require more restroom facilities to 
address sanitation issues. The Telluride area, in particular, with the number of visitors 
attending festivals that seek over-night camping opportunities, is in need of comprehensive 
planning with the community to address this issue and impacts to the Forest. Existing 
developed camping areas cannot continue to accommodate the increasing number of summer 
visitors who come to the area for festivals. Trailheads that may need expanded parking 
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facilities and improved access include Blue Lakes and Yankee Boy Basin(Ouray RD) and 
Hope Lake, Alder Creek, Whipple Trailheads, and Ironton Park (Norwood RD). 

Table 7. Developed recreation sites in the San Juan Geographic Area 

Developed Site Type Total Number 
of Sites 

Capacity 
(Persons at one time) 

Boating Site 1 42 
Day Use Area 1 43 
Camping Area 5 203 
Campground 11 1,250 
Horse Camp 1 25 
Interpretive Site 3 204 
OHV Trailhead 1 18 
Lookout/Cabin 3 N/A 
Picnic Site 3 110 
Snow-use Trailhead 1 140 
Trailhead 11 297 

Total 41 2,331 

Uncompahgre Plateau 
The Uncompahgre Plateau geographic area also spans three ranger districts: the Grand Valley 
Ranger District to the north, the Ouray Ranger District to the south and east, and the 
Norwood Ranger District to the south and west. The area is most popular for dispersed 
recreation, especially hunting and motorized recreation. There are a number of developed 
recreation sites, including three campgrounds. This area also has numerous trailheads that 
provide access to both motorized and non-motorized trail systems. While many developed 
sites are inaccessible in the winter, there are several winter trailheads for both snowmobiling 
and cross country skiing trail systems. 
Generally, the developed sites on the Plateau are in poorer condition than other developed 
recreation sites on the Forest. The campgrounds on the Plateau are managed by the Forest 
Service; consequently, the completion of annual and deferred maintenance work is dependent 
on appropriated dollars. Columbine campground (Ouray RD) is new within the last ten years, 
and as a result has fewer deferred maintenance needs. State motorized trail grants have 
helped to support maintenance of signage at OHV trailheads, and recreation cabin rentals are 
maintained with money generated by overnight visitor use. Table 6 lists the types of 
developed sites. 
  



 

 

Table 8. Developed recreation sites in the Uncompahgre Plateau Geographic Area 

Developed Site Type Total Number 
of Sites 

Capacity 
(Persons at one time) 

Campground 3 135 
OHV Trailhead 3 153 
Lookout/Cabin 2 N/A 
Trailhead 2 38 

Total 10 326 

Dispersed Recreation 
Dispersed recreation is the term used to describe recreation activities that occur outside of 
developed recreation sites. Dispersed recreation is used to categorize all recreation activities 
other than camping in campgrounds, downhill skiing at ski areas, and activities that occur at 
resorts and similar facilities. As described in the developed recreation section, developed 
facilities (both publicly and privately owned/operated) typically serve as support for 
dispersed recreation activities. 
The GMUG National Forest is a popular destination for both motorized and non-motorized 
recreationists seeking areas for dispersed recreation. These activities include hunting, fishing, 
boating, hiking, cross-country skiing, horseback riding, mountain biking, OHV/Motorcycle 
riding, snowmobiling, gathering forest products, rock and mineral collecting, wildlife and 
scenery viewing, and other activities. 
Anecdotal reports from district personnel, as well as data from recent NVUM surveys, 
suggest that dispersed use on the Forest is increasing dramatically. As population increases 
on the Front Range, other areas of Colorado, and neighboring states, the GMUG has become 
an increasingly popular recreation destination, especially for dispersed activities. 
Management actions on neighboring Forests, such as more tightly-restricted dispersed 
camping and motorized recreation opportunities, also plays a role in this increase. 
Dispersed activities are quite different between the primary seasons of summer, fall and 
winter. Summer is the busiest time of year, with many local visitors using the forest for the 
day or to recreate for longer periods. Visitors from out of the area come to sightsee or take a 
hike, while some plan vacations around the forest and stay in the area for longer periods of 
time. Traditional uses such as camping, hiking, viewing scenery and OHV’ing are common. 
Newer uses such as mountain biking, ATV, UTV have become quite popular. Water-based 
recreation such as kayaking, rafting, boating and fishing occur on the many lakes, streams 
and rivers on the GMUG. Gathering forest products and photography are popular, while 
some of the less common activities include rock-climbing, recreational mineral panning, and 
drawing/painting, among others.      
 In the fall, many of these uses continue, but the cooler weather reduces the numbers of 
people. Hunting and viewing the changing aspen colors become highly popular. During 
winter, cross-county skiing and snowmobiling are popular, and winter biking is a relatively 
new trend. 
Most activities take place outside of wilderness, but people also recreate in designated areas, 
including wilderness. See also the Designated Areas Assessment. 
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In a few areas of heavy dispersed camping, the GMUG has designated dispersed campsites to 
manage impacts related to this type of recreation. Designated dispersed sites identify where 
camping can take place and may have modest amenities (site marker, parking, fire ring, 
table), but these areas often do not have restrooms. In other areas, the GMUG has instituted 
camping restrictions where the frequency of overnight camping has caused unacceptable 
impacts to natural resources, including sensitive wildlife species. Specific areas where these 
closures currently are in place include high alpine environments around the towns of Ouray 
and Telluride and the Gothic area near Crested Butte. In other areas, vehicle use has been 
restricted to 30 feet or approximately 1 vehicle length from roads. The objective of this was 
to reduce impact to soil, water and vegetation from all travel, but in particular dispersed 
camping. For similar reasons, camping was restricted within 100 feet of streams and water 
bodies. 

Dispersed Recreation Activities 
According to the 2014 NVUM survey, approximately 82% of dispersed recreation occurs 
during the snow-free period, and the remaining 18% is for winter activities. NVUM surveys 
asked people to identify the main activity that they participate in along with all of the 
activities that they participate in during their visit. About 7% of visitors participate in 
developed or dispersed camping, but only 1% of visitors identify this as their main activity. 
Combined with the result that only 20% of campers identify it as their main activity, this data 
indicates that camping on the GMUG is most commonly used to support other dispersed 
recreation activities. 

Spring/Summer/Fall Recreation Activities 
Summer activities generally occur in the snow-free periods on the forest. According to the 
2014 survey, approximately 20% of the main summer activity participation is motorized, and 
80% is non-motorized. Table 7 displays these activities. 

Table 9. Participation in spring/summer/fall dispersed activities by survey 
respondents, with main activity and participation rates (NVUM 2014) 
[Participation rates may add up to more than 100% because people could identify multiple activities that they participated in.] 

Activity Main (%) Participation (%) 
Non-motorized recreation (hiking, equestrian, bicycling) 35 65 
Driving for pleasure (typically on main roads) 12 26 
Scenic viewing, wildlife viewing, nature study 11 93 
Hunting and fishing 7 12 
Motorized recreation (mostly on primitive roads and trails) 6 17 
Gathering forest products 6 9 
Boating (motorized, canoe/kayak, rafting, etc.) 2 3 
Relaxing 2 29 
Backpacking/primitive camping 1 7 

Winter Recreation Activities 



 

 

Winter activities occur during snow periods (approximately Thanksgiving through mid-May) 
on the forest. According to the 2014 survey, approximately 44% of the main activity 
participation is motorized, and 56% is non-motorized. Table 8 displays these activities. 

Table 10. Participation in winter dispersed activities by survey respondents, with main 
activity and participation rates (NVUM 2014) 

Activity Main  
(%) 

Participation  
(%) 

Cross-country skiing and  
other non-motorized 

10% throughout whole year  
(56% considering just winter) 15 

Snowmobile and other motorized 8% throughout the whole year  
(44% considering just winter) 15 

Winter recreation participation rates are nearly equal for motorized and non-motorized 
activities. Motorized winter use had an average duration of about 4.5 hours, with non-
motorized having an average duration of about 2.5 hours. 
There are several winter recreation activities within the non-motorized and motorized 
categories and some which straddle both. Non-motorized activities include cross-
country/Nordic skiing and back-country touring/downhill, fat-tire biking and snow-shoeing. 
Some of these activities require groomed courses, and others do not. Motorized activities 
include snowmobiling and recently has begun to include conversions and designed vehicles 
such as snow-motorcycles, trucks and vans with track conversion kits and other snow 
machines designed similar to race-cars with tracked propulsion. Straddling the motorized and 
non-motorized categories would be “hybrid” winter recreation. In this case, motorized 
transport is used to access preferred non-motorized back-country skiing locations. 
Determining how to accommodate these different modes of travel along with the traditional 
means of travel will need to be addressed in the plan. 

Trails 
Trails facilitate most dispersed recreation on the GMUG. According to information gathered 
from the INFRA trails database, there are about 2,641 miles of terra trails (trails located on 
the ground as opposed to water or snow) on the GMUG. There are approximately 1,600 
miles of non-motorized trail and 1,100 miles of motorized trail. Of the non-motorized trails, 
approximately 970 miles (60%) are outside of wilderness. 
There are approximately 980 miles of managed snow trails (groomed or marked), with 
approximately 840 miles of motorized trails and 140 miles of non-motorized winter trails. 
There are no managed non-motorized snow trails in wilderness. 
The tables below shows the total miles of trails, by motorized/non-motorized with the 
allowed use. Trails are normally designed and managed for a particular use, although design 
elements may accommodate other uses. Other uses may be allowed on the trails, even if not 
entirely compatible. For example, a trail designed for motorized uses typically also allows for 
hiking. Table 9 shows trails miles by allowed uses and Table 10 shows trail miles by 
managed use. 
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Table 11. Miles of standard (terra) trail by allowed use 

Allowed Use Type Miles 
Hiker 39 
Hiker/Horse 837 
Hiker/Horse/Bike 682 
Hiker/Horse/Bike/Motorcycle 465 
Hiker/Horse/Bike/Motorcycle/ATV 491 
Hiker/Horse/Bike/Motorcycle/ATV/4WD 121 

Table 12. Miles of non-motorized trail by managed use 
[The total miles of non-motorized uses exceed the total non-motorized trail mileage, because some trails are managed for more 

than one use.] 

Managed Use Type Miles 
Hiker 934 
Pack and Saddle 1,219 
Bicycle 310 

Designated Trails 
Several trails within the GMUG hold special designations. National Scenic and Historic 
Trails are formally designated and established through an Act of Congress. National 
Recreation Trails (NRTs) are formally established by the Rocky Mountain Regional Forester. 
More information on these designated trails, including the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail (which is on the Gunnison RD), can be found in the Designated Areas 
Assessment. 

Non-Motorized Trails 

Non-motorized trails feature hiking, equestrian and mountain bike opportunities. Frequently, 
all 3 modes of use are allowed on a trail. There are a number of trails that are hiker-only. All 
non-motorized uses may not be compatible on the same non-motorized trail. There are 
requests for separate, mountain bike-only trails that provide desired experiences. Another 
trend is that trail running is becoming more popular, both as a form of regular exercise and in 
competitive events on the GMUG. 
The users of non-motorized trails typically use one of the 3 key modes of transport: hiking, 
horseback riding or mountain-biking. These users seek a wide variety of experiences in 
various settings and terrains. Some seek more casual, low key experiences, while others seek 
higher adrenaline or demanding experiences. It is difficult to quantify the amount of use, 
which the NVUM survey attempts to do. It is much more difficult to quantify the range of 
experiences being sought. Trail management seeks to provide a variety of experiences while 
addressing the qualities desired by the wide range of users. 



 

 

Motorized Trails and Primitive Roads 
The GMUG’s motor vehicle use map (MVUM) identifies 1,082 miles of motorized trails and 
3,332 miles of roads (under NFS jurisdiction) for public motorized use on the Forest’s five 
ranger districts. Some of these trails and roads are open to all motor vehicle use, while some 
are restricted to specific vehicle classes. Motor vehicle use is restricted to designated routes, 
which can include paved highways and roads, gravel or dirt Forest Service roads, and trails 
designated for motorized use. Many motorized routes are seasonal to protect resources, 
wildlife, or the road itself. Many forest roads also serve in the winter as designated groomed 
trails or as user-created paths for snowmobiles into areas that are inaccessible by any other 
means in winter. 
Vehicles are generally allowed to travel 300 feet for dispersed camping, so most dispersed 
camping occurs off of primitive roads. In some areas, that travel is restricted to shorter 
distances or is not allowed off of the route. 
Popular summer areas for motorized recreation include Taylor Park on the Gunnison Ranger 
District, areas of the Uncompahgre Plateau, and the jeep roads outside of Ouray, Lake City, 
and Telluride. Popular winter areas for motorized recreation include snowmobile trails on the 
Grand Mesa, Silesca area on the Uncompahgre Plateau, and outside of Crested Butte. A 
unique aspect of the GMUG’s motorized recreation program are the jeep roads on the 
Gunnison, Ouray, and Norwood Ranger Districts. These roads provide extensive 
opportunities for motorized recreationists to experience alpine and high elevation 
environments, including a handful of mountain passes that offer dramatic views of the San 
Juan Mountains. Recreation on these roads is growing in popularity, and a number of 
recreation events and outfitter guides are permitted to use them in their operations. There are 
safety concerns, traffic jams and environmental damage occurring due to the high amount of 
use on these routes and the relatively recent use of these roads by other than high-clearance 
vehicles. The increased numbers of vehicles using these routes is affecting the experience for 
all users.  
In the past, 4WD and high-clearance vehicles were the most popular method of travel on the 
forest in backcountry settings. In recent years, ATV use increased and remains a popular use, 
but UTVs or side-by-sides are gaining in popularity and appear to be replacing some ATV 
and 4WD use. Motorcycle use appears to be increasing, but the Forest has not seen as 
dramatic an increase as with ATV’s and UTV’s. UTV’s currently require roads for travel, as 
they are too wide for standard trails, including standard ATV trails. There is interest in 
widening trails to accommodate UTVs. ATV riding is frequently a more action-oriented 
pursuit, while UTVs are a more comfortable means of accessing areas of the forest. Mixing 
of UTV and ATV use could result in experiences that are not satisfying for either user group; 
furthermore, the public has commented that UTVs and Jeeps may not be fully compatible 
either. 
UTV-based recreation is an accepted activity. As stated earlier, it occurs on roads or trails 
designated for larger vehicle use. The standard trail is up to 50” wide. Some roads have been 
converted to trails and the width has been maintained to support full-size four-wheel drive 
vehicles, which also supports some UTVs – which vary from more than 50” to nearly 80” in 
some cases. Converting existing trails to UTV-capable trails could involve considerable 
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investment to alter the trail for that width of vehicle. There are diverse opinions on the extent 
to which to support this type of use. 
Motorized users are requesting trails that better accommodate all types of motorized use. 
Examples include: higher density or stacked motorized routes, challenge routes, looped 
routes. 
Various strategies are needed for motorized recreation opportunities. 

Privately Provided Recreation Opportunities on the GMUG 
Private businesses provide numerous recreation opportunities on the Forest, enhancing the 
GMUG’s recreation program and providing visitors experiences that may otherwise not be 
available. These operations are administered by special use authorizations (permits). The 
Forest permits a variety of privately-provided recreation opportunities, from outfitter-guide 
services to recreation events to resorts and shelters. Table 11 shows numbers of permits by 
type of permit for the 2013 through 2016. 

Table 13. Number of outfitter-guide permits by permit type, 2013-2016 

Permit Type 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Outfitter-Guide 172 191 197 221 
Recreation Event 47 48 69 59 
Ski Trail/Snow Play 10 9 12 13 
Marina, Resort, Shelter 6 6 6 6 
Organization Camp 2 2 2 2 
Winter Resort 3 3 3 3 
Campground Operator  
(for numerous FS campgrounds) 1 1 1 1 

Private Recreation Residences 71 71 71 71 

Winter recreation resorts (including Crested Butte Mountain Resort, Powderhorn Ski Area, 
and Telluride Ski Resort) are becoming full year operations, and provide for about a third of 
National Forest Visits to the GMUG. These resorts are the most intensively administered 
recreation permits and involve the largest acreage of occupancy. Facility-based permits for 
marinas, resorts and shelters provide access to both water-based activities and overnight 
accommodations. Resorts and marinas are significant developments with multiple structures. 
Organization camps enable groups to conduct activities in a natural setting and also have 
significant facilities. The campground concession permit holder operates Forest Service-
owned campgrounds across the GMUG. Lastly, facility-based permits are issued to owners of 
recreation residences on the National Forests. These structures are typically for summer 
occupancy and are permitted, but do not provide for public recreation. Ski trail and snow 
play permits provide for winter recreation on groomed trails or managed areas. The number 
of issued permits for these uses has been fairly consistent over time, with the exception of 
recreation events (25% increase during 2013-2016) and outfitter guides (28% increase 2013- 
2016). The number of people served by these permits has also been increasing. 



 

 

Outfitters and Guides 
Across the Forest there has been an increase in requests for outfitter and guide permits, 
especially on the Gunnison and Ouray Ranger Districts. According to anecdotal staff reports, 
specific uses that are growing in popularity on the GMUG include motorized 
rentals/tours/delivery services (Ouray, Norwood, and Gunnison RDs), snowmobiling 
(Norwood and Gunnison RDs) and fly-fishing and river rafting on the Taylor River 
(Gunnison RD). Some uses are already at or near capacity in certain areas, including hunting 
(Paonia, Gunnison, and Norwood RDs), jeep tours (Ouray RD, high mountain passes), and 
fly-fishing (Gunnison RD, Taylor River). Table 12 shows the service days reported by 
permittees for various activities that they provide. 
Outfitter and guides are allocated specific uses, in specific places for specific time periods for 
a specific maximum number of people in terms of service days (the number of people 
participating for any amount of time on one day). Along with other activities with minor use, 
outfitter-guides provided an average number of service days per year of about 83,000 in 
2016, which is an increase of 19,000 service days from 2012-2016. These private providers 
support about 5% of the annual dispersed recreation use on the Forest. Fees for Forest 
Service administration and oversight of Outfitter-Guide permits are used to administer the 
Outfitter-Guide program and to enhance facilities that receive use by permittees. 
Service days and areas are distributed to prevent resource damage and safety issues and 
provide a positive experience for both guided visitors and the general public. A limited 
number of people using a river for boating improves safety and the quality of the experience; 
a limited number of vehicles traveling on a limited set of spectacular roads improves safety 
and the quality of the experience; a defined area in which hunting guides can provide 
services distributes the operations such that they have a higher likelihood of success for their 
clients. 
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Table 14. Outfitter-guide annual actual service days by activity, Fiscal Years 2012-2016 

Activity 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
ATVs/Double Track 204 322 536 380 317 
Backpacking 2,393 2,504 2,275 2,715 2,487 
Biking 2,652 1,835 2,097 3,472 3,829 
Boating 234 270 546 386 623 
Camping 754 682 642 983 978 
Dog Sledding 270 341 348 293 361 
Fishing 1,200 2,108 1,803 1,982 1,509 
Hiking 2,779 3,874 3,447 4,985 4,024 
Horse/Trail Rides 5,779 5,116 7,822 9,637 9,564 
Hunting 8,875 8,740 8,855 8,809 10,151 
Ice Climbing 916 727 885 847 991 
Interpretation 84 78   80 
Jeep Tours 8,735 6,448 8,730 9,091 9,065 
Livery Service    107  

Motorcycles 4 150 50 80 50 
Mountaineering 1,823 1,753 2,004 897 1,271 
Horse-Packing 130 32 164 19 97 
Photography 56 178 63 124 172 
Rafting 11,992 12,958 14,539 14,130 15,069 
Rappelling 250 250 286  529 
Rock Climbing 701 676 942 1,348 1,291 
Skiing 3,620 3,191 2,876 6,997 6,022 
Snowmobiling 8,810 7,925 9,398 11,208 11,273 
Snowshoeing 62 25 40 29 15 
Survival Skills  26 36 48  

Swimming   50   

Touring 1,814 3,268 2,684 3,185 3,281 
Total 64,152 63,477 71,118 81,828 83,051 

Recreation Events 
Recreation events are typically sponsored by an organization. These events bring together 
groups of recreationists to participate in a common activity, such as off-highway vehicle 
groups or mountain man rendezvous-type events. Other events include outdoor recreation 
products demonstrations (for products such as mountain bikes, downhill skis, or 
snowmobiles). Competitive events – dog trials, skiing, running, road racing, etc. are 
increasing in number and in participation. Generally these events occur on existing 
infrastructure (roads or trails) or in areas that are designated for the event. 
Local communities tend to support these events due to the number of participants and 
spectators that come to the community. Capacity has become an issue in some areas (Crested 
Butte, Telluride, etc.) where events take place nearly every summer weekend, and can 



 

 

conflict with non-affiliated recreationists and with outfitter-guide operations (particularly 
with high country jeep tours). 
Recent years have seen an increase in proposals for challenge races (endurance running, 
mountain biking, etc.). Recently recurring events on the Forest include the Imogene Pass 
Run, Hardrock 100, Jeep Jamboree, and the FJ Cruiser Summit. Events may or may not 
continue into the future – depending on event organizers and permitting considerations. Other 
events that have taken place on the GMUG in recent years include the cycling events Denver 
Post – Ride the Rockies and the U.S. Pro Cycle Challenge. 
The number of permitted events on the GMUG has been increasing in recent years (Table 
13). The permit numbers shown in Table 13 may not represent the total number of annual 
events, as a permit can authorize multiple events in the course of a year. There are increasing 
numbers on the Gunnison RD, with variation on other districts. 

Table 15. Number of recreation event permits by district, Fiscal Year 2012-2016 

District 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Grand Valley 8 13 9 12 10 
Norwood 6 9 9 7 9 
Ouray 9 7 11 9 10 
Gunnison 14 14 16 23 22 
Paonia 0 1 2 1 0 

Total 37 44 47 50 50 

The number of participants for events can range from relatively small (<20) to over several 
hundred. Typically, the Forest Service is involved with permit holders to ensure protection of 
the environment and support/management of participants/spectators so that the events are 
held safely for participants and for other visitors. Fees collected for these events help with 
permit administration and oversight. Community capacity, administrative capacity, and 
impacts on other visitors need to be examined to determine the type, number, and appropriate 
locations for events. Other considerations include impacts on visitor experiences, the 
environment, and local communities. 

Privately Operated Facilities 

Organization Camps 
There are two organization camps on the GMUG, which offer summer-camp style 
experiences and other activities. These facilities are owned by private organizations, which 
may exclusively serve their organization or may serve the broader public. Typically there are 
dormitories, food service and meeting/activity rooms. Use of Forest lands outside of the 
defined site may take place. 

Resorts, Shelter, and Marina 
There are four resorts on the Grand Valley (3) and Gunnison (1) Ranger Districts that provide 
services to the public. These resorts offer easy access to both summer and winter activities to 
Forest visitors, including snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, fishing, and hiking. Resorts 
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also provide outfitting and guiding services. The Gunnison RD also permits the Taylor River 
Marina, which provides services on the Taylor River Reservoir, and a shelter, which is 
primarily used in the winter. There are shelters and huts under permit primarily in the 
northern Gunnison Basin, in the San Juans and on the Uncompahgre Plateau. Some operate 
year-round, others only in winter and others only in summer. The facilities primarily support 
hiking, bicycling and skiing. 

Developed Ski Areas 
Powderhorn, Telluride, Crested Butte and Monarch ski areas are popular local, state, national, 
and international attractions that provide opportunities for downhill skiers. These ski areas 
are permitted to operate on National Forest lands. The GMUG administers Powderhorn, 
Telluride and Crested Butte ski area permits. Monarch is administered by the Pike – San 
Isabel National Forest. Visitation at these sites is increasing – National Visitor Use 
Monitoring results show visitation increased from 806,000 in 2009 to 856,000 people in 
2014. As summer activities at developed ski areas become more popular (and population 
continues to grow in the GMUG planning area), we expect this trend to continue into the 
future. 

Recreation Opportunities on Other Federal and State or 
Local Lands 
There are an extensive number of recreation opportunities on other lands within the broader 
landscape of the GMUG National Forest. The GMUG is bordered by several other national 
forests (the Pike-San Isabel, White River, Rio Grande, and San Juan), all of which offer a 
wide variety and abundance of recreation settings and opportunities. These National Forests 
also contain a number of designated wilderness areas. 
There are also recreation opportunities within the broader landscape on neighboring federal 
lands, including the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and National Park Service. There 
are growing networks of multi-use motorized and non-motorized trail systems at the 
Dominguez-Escalante National Conservation Area, Hartman Rocks, Buzzard Gulch, Peach 
Valley, Lunch Loops, and the Ridgeway Area Trails (R.A.T. trails). The Gunnison Gorge 
National Conservation Area also offers hiking, boating, and fly-fishing opportunities. 
ATV/OHV/jeep riding is also popular on the Alpine Loop, a scenic byway that passes 
through both GMUG and BLM lands. Comments submitted by the State indicate that BLM 
estimates as many as 600,000 annual visitors to the Alpine Loop.  
Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park, Curecanti National Recreation Area, and 
Colorado National Monument, all operated by the National Park Service, offer many 
recreation opportunities as well. Black Canyon has scenic drives and a small number of 
hiking trails and campgrounds, and the Curecanti NRA is popular for developed and 
dispersed camping, boating, and fishing. Colorado National Monument is located close to the 
city of Grand Junction, and is a popular destination for hiking, road-biking, and pleasure 
driving. 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife has a significant recreation presence both on and off the GMUG 
National Forests, including both State Wildlife Areas (managed primarily for hunting, 



 

 

fishing, and wildlife viewing) and State Parks. Popular sites include Ridgway State Park and 
Paonia State Park. 
Other popular areas within the broader landscape for recreation opportunities include 

• the town of Ouray — known as the ‘Switzerland of America,’ popular destination for 
jeep/OHV/ATV’s, ice-climbing, and hiking, 

• the town of Telluride — popular summer and winter recreation destination, also known 
for music and film festivals, 

• the town of Crested Butte — popular summer and winter recreation destination, and 
• the town of Fruita — popular for mountain biking. 
• the town of Ridgway – popular for mountain biking, hiking, trail running, backpacking, 

ice & rock climbing, as well as backcountry access for hunting & fishing 
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Chapter 4. Recreation Demand and Preferences and 
Trends 
Recreation Demand and Preferences in the United States 
and Colorado 
National Trends 
Generally, outdoor recreation activities are projected to grow in number of participants out to 
2060. Population growth is projected to be the primary driver of growth in number of adult 
participants, both nationally and in the state of Colorado. According to Outdoor recreation 
trends and futures: A technical document supporting the Forest Service 2010 RPA Assessment 
(Cordell 2012), overall participation in outdoor recreation is increasing nationwide, with 
nearly half of all Americans (143 million) over the age of six participating in at least one 
outdoor recreation activity in 2013. Participants went on a total of 12.1 billion outdoor 
outings in 2013, with almost one-quarter of these individuals taking part in outdoor activities 
at least twice per week. Running, including jogging and trail running, was the most popular 
activity among Americans when measured by number of participants and number of total 
outings. Other popular activities included biking (both road and mountain), fishing, camping, 
and hiking (Outdoor Foundation, 2014). Public lands continue to be highly important in 
providing recreation opportunities to the public; approximately 60 percent of the population 
in the Eastern United States and 69 percent of the population in the Western United States 
participated in visiting recreation and historic sites on public land in 2011 (Cordell 2012). 
In the Cordell (2012) report, one overriding national trend was quite evident: the mix of 
outdoor activities chosen by Americans and the relative popularity of activities overall have 
been evolving over the last several decades. One general category of activity that has been 
showing growth in the first decade of the 21st century is, as defined by Cordell, “nature-based 
recreation”. “Nature-based recreation” is broadly defined as outdoor activities in natural 
settings or otherwise involving in some way elements of nature. Between 2000 and 2009, the 
number of people who participated in nature-based outdoor recreation grew by 7.1 percent 
and the number of activity days grew by about 40 percent. “Among types of nature-based 
recreation, motorized activities showed growth up to about 2005 but then declined, ending up 
toward the end of the decade at about the same level as in 2000.” The trend in hunting, 
fishing, and backcountry activities remained relatively flat during this period. Various forms 
of skiing, including snowboarding, declined during this decade (although growth is expected 
in coming decades). 
There is a distinct trend and growth in the overall group of nature-based activities categorized 
as “viewing and photographing nature.” Substantial growth occurred in both participants and 
annual days for five nature-based viewing and photography activities: viewing birds, other 
wildlife, fish, wildflowers/trees and other vegetation, and natural scenery. Human-powered 
snow sports are the fastest growing segment of winter recreation and include backcountry 
skiing, alpine touring, snowshoeing, and cross-country skiing. As published in the Outdoor 
Foundation’s 2013 Outdoor Recreation Participation Report, national participation in 
telemark skiing increased by 87 percent over the previous 5 years, with a 13 percent increase 



 

 

in the past 3 years. The number of participants in undeveloped skiing is projected to increase 
by 55 to 106 percent by 2060 (Cordell, 2012). 
Per the Cordell report, declining or less popular recreation activities include snowmobiling, 
with participation decreasing over the past decade; and fishing, which saw a decline of 10 
percent (to 840 million trips) in the year 2011. Often viewed as “traditional” outdoor 
activities because of their long history, participation in hunting and fishing has remained flat 
or declined slightly. Just more than 5 percent of Americans participated in any type of 
hunting (rifle, shotgun, handgun and bow). The average hunter went on 34 outings annually 
for a total of 61.3 million outings. Across the nation, horse-back riding on trails continued to 
stay steady in the number of recreation days but fell slightly in the number of participants 
over the past decade. Slightly more than 16 million people (6.8 percent of the total 
population) ride horses on trails, with the average participant riding 16.3 days each year. 
Nationally, the 5 activities projected to grow the most in terms of per capita participation 
over the next 50 years are developed skiing (+20 to 50 percent), undeveloped skiing (+9 to 
31 percent), challenge activities such as caving, mountain climbing, and rock climbing (+6 to 
18 percent), equestrian activities (+3 to 19 percent), and motorized water activities (-3 to 15 
percent). The activities projected to decline in per capita participation include visiting 
primitive areas (-5 to 0 percent), motorized off-road activities (-18 to 0 percent), motorized 
snow activities (-11 to 2 percent), hunting (-31 to -22 percent), and fishing (-10 to -3 
percent). 
The per capita rates shown here are the proportion of the population engaging in a particular 
activity. This is an indication of the relative popularity of various types of recreation. With 
the overall population growth, even with a decreasing proportion of the population engaging 
in an activity, there can be an increasing number of people engaging in that activity. For 
activities with an increasing proportion of the population participating, this magnifies the 
growth of that activity. Generally, all of the outdoor recreation activities examined in the 
Cordell (2012) report are expected to grow in the overall number of participants out to the 
year 2060. 

State Trends 
Colorado offers a vast array of recreational opportunities including hiking, boating, fishing, 
camping, horseback riding, skiing and motorized recreation. A survey completed for the 2014 
Colorado State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) revealed that nine out of 
ten Coloradans participated in at least one outdoor activity in the past year. About 66 percent 
of all Colorado residents recreate outdoors at least one day a week, and 60 percent of 
Coloradans are likely to increase their participation in outdoor recreation in the next five 
years. Sixty percent of state residents plan on either somewhat or greatly increasing their 
participation in outdoor recreation in the next five years. 
Similar to national trends, hiking, jogging, camping and wildlife viewing are also popular 
activities in Colorado. Walking, hiking, backpacking, and picnicking make up the four most 
popular outdoor recreation activities, with fishing ranking a close fifth. At a much higher rate 
than national averages noted above, thirty-six percent of all Coloradans fish and almost 16 
percent of residents participate in hunting. 
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Considering all the activities identified in the SCORP, 80 percent of trips that are taken for 
outdoor recreation are day outings. However, one notable trend is the increasing number of 
overnight visitors who originate from within the state of Colorado. About 40 percent of 
overnight visitors originated from instate in 2011, up from slightly more than 20 percent in 
1992. Tent camping is the most preferred (43 percent), followed by hotel/motel stays (32 
percent), then RV camping (18 percent). 
In terms of services, 50 percent of residents prefer basic services such as toilets, shelters, 
running water and picnic areas, as opposed to higher development (with concessions and 
guided tours) and areas that do not offer any services. 
Most of the outdoor recreation in the state (75 percent) takes place in the North Central, 
Metro, and Northwest regions of the state. Residents from the Southwest (including portions 
of the GMUG) region are least likely to travel to other regions for recreation. The Southwest 
region accounts for 7 percent of the total statewide activity days, and 91 percent of area 
residents spend their activity days locally. Fifty-three percent of the state’s big game hunting 
activity takes place on the Western Slope of Colorado, which includes the GMUG. 

Emerging Trends in Recreation 
Americans are using advances in technology and transportation to expand their outdoor 
experiences, allowing them to go further and faster than ever before. The expanding 
technology related to over-snow vehicles is advancing the capabilities and extending the 
range of snowmobiles. These advances have resulted in crossover machines that go faster, are 
more comfortable, and are capable of traveling further into previously unreachable off-trail 
backcountry areas. Hybrid snowmobile/backcountry skiing adventures are becoming more 
popular. The use of fat tire bikes in winter recreation is also growing in popularity throughout 
the state, including areas of the GMUG (as discussed above). Traditional winter resort areas 
are seeking to increase summer tourism by adding summer activities, such as mountain bike 
trails, mountain coasters, and zip lines. In addition, the internet has increased access to 
information about recreation opportunities. Geo-caching is one example of a high-tech 
adventure game that is increasing in popularity and merges the internet with outdoor 
recreation. Other emerging trends include increased mountain biking, electric bikes, and 
recreational drone usage. Public comments reinforce that these trends are applicable to the 
GMUG. 
  



 

 

Recreation Demand and Preferences on the GMUG 
Population, Cultural, and Economic Trends 

Population Trends 

Population increase in the planning area will likely have widespread impacts on the demand 
for outdoor recreation opportunities throughout the GMUG. Front Range population growth 
does and will continue to push visitors to more distant recreation opportunities like the 
GMUG. 
While many members of the baby boomer generation are choosing to work past age 65, it is 
anticipated that approximately one million workers will age out of the workforce over the 
next 20 years. This segment displays strong interest in an active lifestyle and travel during 
retirement, which may lead to an increased interest in the many recreational opportunities 
that the National Forests and the GMUG can provide. A second major demographic trend 
across the United States and Colorado is the growth of the Hispanic population, with the 
potential associated changing recreation demand discussed below. 
The recreating population has been displaced toward the GMUG as restrictions are placed on 
recreation in areas closer to the Front Range. Easier access to this area (i.e., state plans to 
pave Cottonwod Pass) will also increase the recreating population on the GMUG. 

Cultural Trends 
The growth of the Hispanic population may also have impacts on the type and duration of 
outdoor recreation activities demanded by the public. Studies based in California have sought 
to examine the culture-specific patterns and expectations of Hispanic participants in outdoor 
recreation activities. These studies indicate a number of key findings. For one, Hispanics 
frequently report having one day off work per week, resulting in primarily day-use visits to 
outdoor recreation sites. Hispanics also place strong emphasis on spending time with family 
(both nuclear and extended), and consider leisure time an important contribution to family 
bonding. Studies indicate the average group size of Hispanics at outdoor recreation sites is 8 
to 15 people, with some groups numbering more than 100 people. Another interesting 
characteristic of Hispanics at outdoor recreation sites is their approach to picnicking, which 
can be a six- to ten-hour long activity during which many meals are cooked from scratch. The 
length of picnicking may result in relatively low turnover at picnic sites (Chavez et al., 2008). 
Another overall cultural trend is that different segments of society choose different types and 
levels of participation in different mixes of outdoor activities. The 2010 national survey 
assessment report (Cordell, 2012), determined that viewing and photographing nature was 
more popular among people with higher education, higher incomes, non-Hispanic whites, 
people ages 35 to 54, those having some college to post-graduate education, and those 
earning more than 50,000 dollars a year. For backcountry activities, participation was highest 
among males, whites, Native Americans, people under 55 years old, people well-educated 
with higher incomes, and rural residents. Participation in hunting, fishing, and motorized 
outdoor activities was higher among rural, non-Hispanic white males with middle-to-high 
incomes. Non-motorized boating activities and skiing/snowboarding participation tended to 
be greater for younger, non-Hispanic white urban males with higher incomes and education 
levels. 
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Economic Trends 
Economic conditions can heavily influence growth rates and participation in recreation 
activities. For more information on socioeconomic trends in the GMUG planning area, see 
the Socio-Economics, Multiple Uses, and Ecosystem Services Assessment. In general, 
visitation tends to increase during better economic times and decrease during leaner times. 

National Visitor Use Monitoring Survey 
The National Visitor Use Monitoring Survey (NVUM) is a Forest Service program which 
provides science-based estimates of the volume and characteristics of recreation visitation to 
the National Forest System, as well as the benefits recreation brings to the American public 
(U.S. Forest Service, 2009). Information about the quantity and quality of recreation visits is 
a requirement for National Forest land management plans, and the NVUM data is useful for 
forest planning and decision making. 

GMUG Visitation 

The FY2014 NVUM survey estimated that total annual visitation was 2.274 million (an 
increase of roughly 18% from 2009. In the last two NVUM surveys, the GMUG was also 
fourth in the Rocky Mountain Region in terms of annual visitation, behind the White River, 
Arapaho-Roosevelt, and Pike-San Isabel National Forests. 
Table 14 breaks down annual visitation to the GMUG by site type. Note that the number for 
annual visits to the National Forest is less than the total number of site visits. This 
discrepancy is because one visitor can visit multiple sites (trailheads, picnic areas, developed 
campgrounds, etc.) during one national forest visit. 

Table 16. Estimated visitation by site type 

Visit Type Estimated Visits  
(FY2009) 

Estimated Visits  
(FY2014) 

     Annual National Forest visits 1,931,000 2,274,000 
                       Annual Site visits 2,278,000 2,594,000 

Day Use visits 1,019,000 1,053,000 
Overnight visits 48,000 46,000 

General forest visits 1,126,000 1,397,000 
Designated Wilderness visits 85,000 99,000 

Visitor Demographics 

The FY14 survey results indicated that of all national forest visits, 41 percent were by 
females and 59 percent were by males. This gender disparity is consistent with national 
results, which show that slightly more than 37 percent of total national forest visits are made 
by women. There is no significant difference in the proportion of visits by gender between 
the FY09 and FY14 NVUM surveys, although the total number of visits by each gender did 
increase in FY14. 



 

 

Survey results also showed slight declines in minority visitation to the GMUG (Table 15). Of 
all national forest visits to the GMUG, 98 percent were by whites/Caucasians. 
Hispanic/Latinos accounted for 3.3 percent of total visits, a slight decline from 3.6 percent in 
FY09. It is important to note that survey respondents are not required to disclose 
race/ethnicity, so there may be an underrepresentation of racial and ethnic groups in these 
results. Furthermore, NVUM data may not be collected in the places where some groups 
disproportionately recreate. 

Table 17. Total visitation by gender and race/ethnicity 

Gender Percentage  
(FY09) 

Percentage  
(FY14) 

Female 40 41 
Male 60 59 

Race/Ethnicity Percentage  
(FY09) 

Percentage  
(FY14) 

American Indian/Alaska Native <1 <1 
Asian <1 <1 
Black/African American <1 <1 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander <1 0 
White 99 98 
Hispanic/Latino 4 3 

The NVUM results also provide data on visitation by age group. Overall results are relatively 
consistent between the FY09 and FY14 survey years, but there are slight declines in 
visitation by younger age groups (19 and under), increases in visitation by 20-39 year olds, 
and those age 50 and older (Figure 1). This trend in increased visitation by older 
demographics is expected and will likely continue as baby boomers retire and have more 
time for outdoor recreation activities. Such increases will likely lead to demand for new 
and/or more accessible developed recreation sites. 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of visits to GMUG National Forest by age (FY14 NVUM) 
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Most visitation to the GMUG in FY14 came from local areas, with high percentages of 
national forest visits coming from Delta, Gunnison, Mesa, Montrose, and San Miguel 
counties. Approximately 58 percent of visits were by individuals who had traveled less than 
50 miles to recreate. This is a slight increase from 2009, when a little more than 53 percent of 
survey respondents lived within 50 miles of their outdoor recreation destination on the 
Forests (Table 16). The trend appears to be towards higher numbers of recreation visits from 
the local area. As populations on the Western Slope of Colorado increase in coming years, a 
corresponding increase in total annual visitation to the GMUG can be expected. This 
population growth will increase demand for both developed and dispersed recreation 
opportunities on the Forest. 

Table 18. Percentage of GMUG National Forest visits by distance traveled 

Miles from Survey Respondent’s 
Home to Interview Location 

GMUG National Forest 
Visits in FY09 

(%) 

GMUG National Forest 
Visits in FY14 

(%) 
0–25 miles 30 35 
26–50 miles 23 23 
51–75 miles 10 10 
76–100 miles 2 5 
101–200 miles 9 5 
201–500 miles 9 7 
More than 500 miles 17 16 

Activity Preferences on the GMUG 
Overall, activity participation change between the FY09 and the FY14 NVUM surveys 
showed greater diversification in the range of outdoor recreation activities (Table 17). More 
people are participating in a wider range of activities, resulting in declines in preference for 
some activities (downhill skiing, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, fishing, developed 
camping) and increases in others (hiking/walking, bicycling). Downhill skiing remains the 
most popular activity on the GMUG, though there was a slight decline in participation 
between FY09 (44%) to FY14 (38%). Weather variability (late winters, reduced snowpack in 
certain years) may also play a role in the level of participation in this activity. See the section 
Environmental Sustainability of the Recreation Program, and the Terrestrial Ecosystems, 
Drivers and Stressors Assessment, Appendix G for more information. 
The growing popularity of bicycling (mountain biking) is also evident, increasing from 1 
percent in FY09 to approximately 6 percent in FY14. This is a change from about 19,000 
visits to 136,000 visits where mountain biking was an activity. 
  



 

 

Table 19. Participation rates for the GMUG’s top ten outdoor recreation activities, in 
either FY09 or FY14 
[Ordered by participation in FY14.] 

Activity % Participation  
(FY09) 

% Participation 
(FY14) 

Change FY09–FY14 
(%) 

Downhill Skiing 44 38 -6 
Viewing Natural Features 29 26 -3 
Hiking/Walking 21 26 +5 
Viewing Wildlife 23 18 -5 
Relaxing 24 15 -9 
Driving for Pleasure 16 14 -2 
Cross-country Skiing 13 8 -5 
Snowmobiling 10 8 -2 
Picnicking 7 6 -1 
Bicycling 1 6 +5 
Motorized Trail Activity 5 5 0 
Gathering Forest Products 3 5 +2 
Primitive Camping 4 4 0 
Fishing 12 4 -8 
Visiting Historic Sites 6 3 -3 
OHV Use 3 3 0 
Nature Study 2 3 +1 
Hunting 2 3 +1 
Developed Camping 5 3 -2 
Horseback Riding 1 2 +1 

Visitor Satisfaction 
Visitor satisfaction results in the FY14 NVUM surveys showed that more than 85 percent of 
the people who visited the GMUG NF were very satisfied with the overall quality of their 
recreation experience (Table 18). Less than 2 percent of visitors expressed any level of 
dissatisfaction (Table 18). The biggest areas of improvement since the FY09 survey include 
availability of recreation information, signage, accessibility, and parking availability. The 
results are summarized in Table 18 and Table 19. 

Table 20. Satisfaction ratings, FY14 NVUM survey 

Satisfaction Rating Percentage 
Very Satisfied 85 
Somewhat Satisfied 11 
Neither Satisfied or Dissatisfied 2 
Somewhat Dissatisfied 2 
Very Dissatisfied <1 
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Table 21. Survey respondents satisfied with GMUG NF visit by site type/satisfaction 
element 

Satisfaction Element 
Survey Respondents Satisfied with GMUG NF Visit (percent) 

Developed Sites  
(Day and Overnight Use) 

Undeveloped Sites  
(General Forest Areas) Designated Wilderness 

Developed Facilities 94.6 98.7 100.0 
Access 94.8 92.7 98.0 
Services 99.2 96.6 91.6 
Feeling of Safety 100.0 97.6 100.0 

The surveys also measured visitors’ perceptions of how crowded the recreation site or area 
felt (Table 20). Scores ranged from 4.2 in designated wilderness areas to 6.1 for day use 
developed sites. These scores are highly subjective, as they are based on visitors’ perceptions, 
but they are a helpful way to gauge how recreation use is spread across the forest. In 
addition, these results could be an indicator of whether demand for certain recreation 
opportunities is exceeding what the Forest is currently providing visitors. 

Table 22. Crowding ratings by site type on the GMUG NF 
[Ratings are on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being overcrowded.] 

Site Type Average Rating of Crowding 
Day Use Developed Sites 6.1 

Overnight Use Developed Sites 4.5 
Undeveloped Areas (GFAs) 4.3 

Designated Wilderness 4.2 

Limitations of NVUM Surveys 

NVUM results for any single year may under- or over-represent some groups of visitors. 
Unusual weather patterns, major fire closures, or unanticipated pulses or lapses in visitation 
are not incorporated into the sampling framework. For example, the government shutdown of 
fall 2013 resulted in missed survey days in the fall on the GMUG, possibly resulting in an 
underestimation of popular fall recreation activities such as driving for pleasure, viewing 
scenery and hunting. 

Recent Increased Demand at Resort Communities and Elsewhere on GMUG  
Several resort communities in the GMUG planning area have seen increases in demand for a 
wide range of recreation opportunities in years since the 2014 NVUM survey. These 
communities, including Crested Butte, Telluride, and Ouray, offer a range of public lands-
related tourism opportunities in both the summer and winter seasons. Recent areas of growth 
include demand for summer uses at both Crested Butte Mountain Resort and Telluride Ski 
Resort, fat-tire biking in Crested Butte, jeep/ATV/OHV use in the Ouray and Telluride areas, 
and river recreation opportunities on the Taylor River (Gunnison area). In addition, 



 

 

recreation-related and other special events in these communities increase area visitation and 
demand for Forest activities. 
Staff have observed that recreation use in general has increased dramatically in the period 
between 2014 through 2017. A new survey will be conducted between October 2018 and 
September 2019, with results expected by mid-2020. For this planning effort, we will operate 
on the informed observations that recreation use is increasing. 
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Chapter 5. Conditions Affecting Quality of 
Recreation Opportunities 
The quality of recreation opportunities on the GMUG can be affected when there are use 
conflicts, maintenance needs, when the number of users exceed the physical capacity of an 
area, or when areas are increasingly crowded. Since the time that the Forest Plan was 
completed, certain factors that negatively impact some visitor experiences have increased. In 
this section we discuss infrastructure factors, increasing use factors, changing preferences 
and compatibilities of uses occurring together in time and in space as impacts to the quality 
of recreation opportunities and experiences. 

Developed Recreation 
Many existing campgrounds are outdated and the facility condition is deteriorating as 
available funds are unable to keep up with aging and normal wear/tear. Demand for better 
and additional developed facilities will continues to increase. Current efforts prioritize health 
and safety of campgrounds and other facilities, but this doesn’t adequately meet public 
demand as additional capacity is not being provided. 

Trends in Condition of Developed Recreation Sites 
The condition of developed recreation sites is in a downward trend. There is little funding for 
routine maintenance (such as painting) or for deferred maintenance (repair and replacement 
of broken or worn out items). Most campgrounds are operated by concessionaire, under a 
permit from the Forest. They are responsible for routine maintenance, and may complete 
repair and replacement of facilities as a component of the fee associated with their permit. 
This work accomplishes a portion of the entire workload of repairs and replacements needed 
in these sites. The Forest is responsible for additional repairs and replacements at 
campgrounds operated by the concessionaire and at Forest Service-operated sites. See further 
discussion in the section Sustainability and Sustainable Recreation. 
The 2008 GMUG Recreation Facility Analysis (RFA) process identified management actions 
for developed recreation sites and estimated costs for annual and deferred maintenance based 
on those management actions. The management actions that were proposed included 
reducing costs for maintenance through closure, reduced seasons of operation, removal of 
facilities, converting sites to other uses and seeking other entities to operate the sites. Other 
actions included improving sites, adding new sites and changing the capacity (increase and 
decrease). Table 21 summarizes proposed actions and accomplishment. 
In the future, sites that fail to meet Forest Service health and safety standards will likely be 
closed, unless funding can be found for their operation and repair. Developed campgrounds 
may be closed completely. Restrooms at lesser-used and/or remote developed recreation sites 
may be closed and decommissioned, or relocated to more heavily visited areas. Alternatively, 
other funding sources may be sought in order to continue to provide these opportunities. 
Agency direction has been to decommission low-use sites and reduce to the costs of 
infrastructure. There is recognition that additional sites are needed to support growing 
demand. Recent budgets have been inadequate to support operations and maintenance and 
opportunities to reconstruct or build new sites has been limited.  



 

 

Table 23. Management actions for developed recreation sites from 2008 as of 2017 

Management Action Number  
Planned 

Number  
Accomplished 

Number Not  
Accomplished 

Close/Decommission 13 5 8 
Change Season (shorter) 13 8 5 
Remove Costly Infrastructure 15 10 5 
Improve (Upgrade/Add) Infra 41 20 21 
Add Facility 2 2 0 
Change Capacity (more/less) 4 2 2 
Convert to Another Site Type 32 15 17 

Closing or decommissioning was accomplished for several sites, mostly low use sites. Other 
sites were not decommissioned due to on-going need for the facilities that was identified 
during public involvement. Changing seasons, which primarily affects costs of maintaining 
restrooms, were made for about half the sites proposed. On-going demand for services makes 
service reduction difficult. Infrastructure was removed or replaced at most sites that were 
planned. In the meantime, infrastructure has been replaced at sites not identified in this 
process. Two new facilities were added and capacity was increased at others. About half of 
the sites identified for conversion to other types of sites were accomplished. Public 
preference to retain those sites and cost of conversion have caused the remaining sites not to 
be converted. Changing sites from Forest Service operated to concession or volunteer/partner 
operated was proposed for many sites. About 50 sites are concession operated, which reduces 
operation costs and some of the maintenance costs for the Forest Service. There has been 
some success with partners and volunteers operating sites, which helps with operation costs.  
Annual and deferred maintenance costs have increased since 2008, with annual and deferred 
maintenance costs of approximately $ 895,000 per year and $ 2,210,000, respectively, in 
FY17. The 2008 RFA is out of date and should be revised. As discussed above some projects 
have been implemented, others are no longer being considered and new needs have arisen. 
Completing a Forest-wide Recreation Site Analysis during the beginning of the next planning 
period would address this need. It will (1) update current site data, and (2) provide a 
mechanism for prioritization of sites for budgetary and maintenance planning. 
The maintenance of developed recreation facilities is keeping facilities safe, but in most cases 
the facilities are in various stages of disrepair. The affects the quality of the experience, 
including bumpy, dusty roads and parking areas, picnic tables that are not as clean and fresh 
appearing as they should be, restroom facilities that are out of date, and cooking grills that 
are no longer functional. These situations reduce the quality of the experience. 

Trends in Use of Developed Recreation Sites 
The demand for certain types of recreation opportunities across the Forest is increasing 
steadily, as depicted in the section Recreation Opportunities and Activities. Similarly, visitors 
to developed recreation sites are changing their expectations for site amenities and design 
standards (for example, bigger RVs require larger campsites). In the past camping and other 
methods of recreating on-forest were more primitive and had smaller ecological footprints, 
newer recreation methods are increasingly high-tech and allow for more modern 
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conveniences while out in the woods. RV use is more popular and requires more amenities, 
such as larger camping spurs, utility hookups, and dump stations. Demand for water systems 
at developed campgrounds is also high, while costs for maintaining such systems is steadily 
increasing due to more stringent state regulations of drinking water systems. In addition, 
many people are looking for more safety and security as they recreate on the Forest. These 
individuals often seek out developed sites that are in closer proximity to emergency response, 
towns/cities, within cell coverage, etc. 
While the demand for higher campground amenities is increasing, there is also a need for a 
broader spectrum of camping opportunities. The amenities of newer RVs, including the 
ability to traverse terrain, which appears to make people comfortable with utilizing dispersed 
campsites. High levels of dispersed camping use in certain areas of the Forest may 
necessitate a move towards more management controls in order to reduce impacts. In some 
locations, requiring people to camp in designated sites may be necessary. Designated 
camping sites may remain primitive or they may be developed with a few or many amenities 
such as a parking spur, a tent pad, a fire ring or a picnic table. In some cases, dispersed 
camping concentrations may be formalized into a developed recreation site. A recent example 
of this development is Columbine Campground on the Ouray Ranger District. This site, 
which offers limited amenities and does not charge a fee, was once a dispersed use area that 
the Forest formalized into a campground. This site provided hardened surfaces and defined 
where camping could occur. This reduced impacts to the area, while providing camping 
opportunities. 
There is increased public demand for new trailheads (or expanded capacity) and trail 
systems; for motorized trailheads, this is particularly in areas such as the Grand Mesa and 
Uncompahgre Plateau, which have extensive motorized trail networks. Increasing visitor use 
at certain trailheads, particularly in the vicinity of the mountain resort communities of 
Crested Butte, Telluride, and Ridgeway/Ouray, also leads to the need for more developed 
sites in order to address parking and sanitation issues. 
The existing capacity, development levels combined with increasing use and changing 
preferences for developed facilities are affecting the quality of recreation opportunities. 
Camping experiences are not at the level they could be, day-use activities could be enhanced 
with better facilities. 

Dispersed Recreation 

Trail Conditions 
Some current trail designs do not meet user needs, are creating erosion issues and causing 
other environmental damage or impacts. To remain safe, sustainable and usable and to 
minimize environmental effects, trails need regular maintenance. With 2,641 miles of 
standard trails (ground-based), the GMUG has the most expansive trail system in the Rocky 
Mountain Region of the Forest Service. Recent budgets, as described above, along with 
increased use, have resulted in a backlog of trail maintenance.  
Alternative sources of funding and labor are being used to complete maintenance activities. 
Significant funding for motorized trail maintenance comes from the State OHV fee program 
and partners. Non-motorized trails in particular need increased attention and maintenance. 
Relatively little funding is available from outside sources for non-motorized trails, although 



 

 

partnerships with hiking and equestrian groups help to clear and maintain trails. Mountain 
bike groups are very active with trail clearing and maintenance. 
While we are working to achieve trail maintenance through alternative means, trails are not 
receiving the maintenance needed to provide a high quality facility and experience. Between 
700 and 1,000 miles of trail are maintained annually in the recent past. This maintenance may 
be as simple as cutting out the trail to make it accessible. Other typical maintenance is 
erosion control, where structures or devices are maintained to control water flow. Heavier 
maintenance, which is repairing of structures occurs less frequently and is more involved 
work. The frequency of trail maintenance is rarely annual, more typically on a 3 – 4 year 
cycle for more heavily used trails and may stretch as high as 10 or more years on lesser used 
trails. No one enjoys having a difficult time finding a trail or having to constantly watch 
where you step or encounter unsafe conditions. Trail condition is adversely affecting the 
quality of the recreation experience on many trails. 
Motorized trails on the GMUG are maintained with higher frequency than non-motorized 
trails due to the Colorado State OHV programs, which funds Forest Service crews and 
motorized organizations that partner with the Forest Service to maintain trails. Nearly all 
motorized trail maintenance is accomplished with partners or due to state funding. 
Non-motorized organizations partner with the Forest Service to maintain non-motorized 
trails. These efforts have been increasing dramatically in recent years. Approximately 30% of 
annual trail maintenance for these trails is performed by partners and volunteers. 
Managed winter trails are groomed by volunteer or partner organizations entirely. 
 A variety of management choices are available to address trail conditions and the size of the 
trail system. 

Trail Use 
The overall trend is towards increased use of trails from all types of trail-based recreation. 
This increasing use and the ways that people want to use trail often leads to conflicts. 
Some users feel that there are not adequate opportunities for their types of use in the setting 
that they prefer. Certain hikers may prefer a relatively easy hike close to major roads, while 
getting away from the impacts of motorized ATV and dirt bike trails. Equestrians feel like 
some of their opportunities are impacted by mountain bikes. Mountain bikers have trended 
toward high adrenaline experiences with speed and thrills, which are incompatible with 
hikers or other non-motorized users due to safety. ATVs and dirt bikes prefer longer loop 
routes and more opportunity than what is currently being provided. 
Individuals have suggested that the Forest Service construct parallel trails to accommodate 
more use and/or to separate incompatible uses. Parallel trails add to the number of miles in 
the system and maintenance costs. We have a trail called the Parallel trail which separates 
ATVs from highway vehicles on the adjacent road. Parallel trails are not likely to be a norm 
as a solution for separating uses. The exception would be situations where demand is high 
and safety is a concern. Others suggest that the Agency rotate the allowed uses on trails to 
separate incompatible uses or to allow users to experience different routes than what current 
use patterns allow. 
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Similar to previously discussed issues, some individuals feel that they do not have access to 
the experiences they want in their immediate vicinity which requires them to travel further 
than they wish – due to both cost and/or preference. 
Motorized users fear the loss of routes and opportunity or the changing character of their 
preferred routes. Electric bikes (e-bikes) are a recent technology. The agency currently 
considers e-bikes to be motorized vehicles and are restricted to roads and motorized trails. 
The e-biking community has concerns about this designation. E-bikes are generally quiet, 
which may change the sound impact and make them appropriate for a non-motorized setting 
in terms of noise. 
The increasing use and the conflicts between user types are affecting the quality of the 
recreation experience for many people. 
Establishing safer trails and safer access to trails from communities was heard from 
commenters. Improved routing for safety and experience were requested. These included 
looping trails and varied terrain and design. Others commented that education about safe 
practices and trail etiquette would be a useful management action. 
 

Recreation Conflicts and Incompatibilities 
Conflict happens when a person’s expectations for his or her recreational experiences are not 
met. This can occur as a result of contact with another user or through disturbance from the 
sound or physical evidence left by another user. The potential for conflict exists among all 
user groups, and even among members of the same group. Whether the activity is motorized 
or non-motorized, conflict often occurs over competition for the desired setting in the desired 
location. Conflict situations may also occur when land managers try to provide too many 
activities in one setting, resulting in marginal quality for all users. 

User-Created Trails 
A source of incompatibility that the GMUG manages are user-created trails. 
It appears that the reasons for these user-created trails/routes are that the existing routes do 
not meet the preferences/needs of users. We have seen user-created mountain bike routes that 
are more challenging and that link up other trails to provide longer rides. We see a variety of 
user-created motorized routes. Some are short routes to a camping spot, others are to 
“squirrel-around” in an area, and some are longer to access different spots or to link up with 
other trails for longer rides. Hikers and equestrian users create trails for similar reasons and 
because the existing trails have difficult spots. Some of these situations are due to not 
respecting the routes that exist and some of these are due to impatience with the Forest 
Service not responding to needs and desires of the user groups. 
These trails are susceptible to erosion, may cause soil and water damage, can affect wildlife 
habitat and cause conflict among user groups due to changed settings. Unauthorized trails 
generally take the easiest route from one point to another and typically fail to meet Forest 
Service trail design and construction standards. Grades are often too steep and alignments do 
not meet design standards for safety and resource protection. Some user-created trails are 



 

 

well designed and laid-out. The Forest Service has not assessed these trails for environmental 
impacts. Policy is to remove user-created trails. 
The Forest can take a number of approaches when addressing unauthorized trails, from 
improving and adopting them as official Forest Service trails to removal of the unauthorized 
routes. Perhaps most importantly, addressing user-created routes depletes funding and staff 
capacity to maintain the authorized facilities, let alone to plan and design new trails and 
facilities. 

Dispersed Campsites 
Dispersed camping is legal in most areas of the GMUG. There are restrictions for camping 
too close to streams and riparian areas and in other situations. Driving a motor vehicle to a 
dispersed camping location is limited to a maximum of 300 feet in most areas, for lesser 
distances in others, and in some areas prohibited entirely. Public compliance with the 
restrictions is confusing when it appears that a road exists on the ground, and no obvious 
barricades have yet been implemented. The routes must appear on the Motor Vehicle Use 
Map (MVUM) to be a legal route. Lastly, in order to be legal, dispersed camping cannot 
cause resource damage. This requirement is more difficult to define, and therefore is difficult 
to comply with. 
Areas that are used continually by foot, vehicle, etc., especially those nondurable areas where 
soils/vegetation are easily impacted and don’t recover, cause situations that are incompatible 
with protecting the environment and providing for sustainable recreation opportunities. 
In some cases, people desiring a relatively isolated dispersed camping opportunity are 
displaced by high numbers of individual users or larger groups. 
It is a management challenge to provide for dispersed camping opportunities that do not 
damage resources and that provide a preferred setting for people with different preferences. 

Recreational Target Shooting 

An emerging conflict is between recreational target shooting and other recreation activities 
and private property. As more and more people engage in other recreation activities and more 
people engage in target shooting, safety concerns have emerged. Shooting is legal on the 
forest, if done in a safe manner. Instances where un-safe activity is occurring have been 
reported.  

Motorized and Non-Motorized Recreation 
Increased public interest in having more opportunities for motorized and non-motorized 
recreation has fueled disagreements over the optimum allocation or extent of motorized and 
non-motorized recreational opportunities on the GMUG. In recent years demand for new or 
expanded motorized trail systems has grown on the Uncompahgre Plateau, in the Gunnison 
and Crested Butte areas, and on the Grand Mesa. The Forest has also received proposals for 
new mechanized trail systems near Crested Butte and the San Juan Mountains. 
Opponents of off-highway vehicles (including over-snow vehicles) assert that motorized 
vehicles damage the environment and cultural artifacts, pose safety concerns, and conflict 
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with other forms of recreation. They also contend that staffing levels and recreation budgets 
are insufficient to adequately monitor motorized use and its impacts on natural resources. 
Among environmental concerns raised by OHV critics are potential damage to wildlife 
habitat and land and water ecosystems; the impact of dust on winter snow melts and water 
supply; noise, air, and water pollution; and a diminished experience for recreationists seeking 
quiet and solitude and/or hunting and fishing opportunities. Critics also point to the beneficial 
economic impact of non-motorized recreation on local communities. 
Off-highway and over-snow vehicle supporters contend that using motorized vehicles allows 
visitors access to hard-to-reach natural areas; brings economic benefits to communities 
serving riders; provides outdoor recreation opportunities for the disabled, senior citizens, and 
others with mobility limitations; and, with snowmobiles, allows increased access to sites 
during the winter. They assert that technological advances will continue to limit noise and 
pollution. Some observers report that ATV and UTV use is degrading the quality of road 
surfaces for larger four-wheel drive users, due to the higher speed wheels and shorter wheel 
base of the smaller vehicles. This mechanical action tends to chew up the road surface, 
creating slippery conditions for the larger vehicles and leads toward erosion/sedimentation 
and creation of steeper gullies on the road that are harder for large vehicles to negotiate.  
Both motorized and non-motorized advocates want more routes and areas allocated to their 
use. A key dilemma for providing motorized and non-motorized settings exists. It generally 
takes large areas (distance from motorized roads or trails) or topographic barriers to provide a 
non-motorized setting with a relative absence of sound. Motorized use typically requires 
longer trails to provide a satisfying length of experience. This would typically impact more 
area. Improving both modes of recreation involves needing more area, which is the dilemma. 
A range of solutions are possible. In some cases altering the uses allowed in landscapes to 
provide for more intense motorized use or more absence of sound may be the solution. In 
other cases, presence of sounds from motorized use will exist and users can decide to utilize 
that environment or not.  
Adding to the conflict are economic and environmental considerations, with some asserting 
that restrictions on motorized recreation harm local industries that serve vehicle users. Others 
argue that growth in motorized recreation damages valuable natural resources that also draw 
visitors to the forest and support gateway communities. Balancing the mix of motorized and 
non-motorized opportunities and resolving the conflicts among users will continue to be an 
ongoing challenge in coming years. 

Motorized Over-snow Recreation 

Snowmobiles are another source of conflict in the motorized and non-motorized recreation 
debate, particularly on the Grand Mesa, in the drainages around the Crested Butte area of the 
Gunnison RD, and on the Uncompahgre Plateau. Combining open, unrestricted motorized 
and non-motorized use increases safety concerns. In addition, technology is advancing the 
capability for snowmobiles to climb steeper terrain, giving snowmobilers access to higher 
elevations. Management for this type of use needs to evolve in order to catch up with the 
popularity and technology involved in both motorized and non-motorized over-snow travel. 

Other Use Conflicts on Trails 



 

 

Conflict not only happens between motorized and non-motorized recreationists, it can also 
happen between mechanized and non-mechanized recreationists. When a trail allows multiple 
uses, including mountain bikes and/or other forms of mechanized recreation, conflicts may 
arise. Speed may become an issue on certain trails, as fast downhill or winding trails can 
create safety concerns for other trail users, including hikers and horseback riders. Other 
issues could include conflicts between individuals hiking with dogs and horseback riders.  
New technologies have also led to new conflicts, in the winter, between fat-tire biking and 
cross-country skiing and snowmobiling. Recently, demand by fat bike recreationists for new 
trails or access to existing trails in the Crested Butte area has resulted in conflicts with other 
winter recreationists, including cross-country skiers. Similar issues have arisen on the Grand 
Mesa, where fat-tire bikers have requested access to groomed Nordic trails. 
There are conflicts between snow-shoers and cross-county skiers particularly on groomed ski 
trails, where snowshoe prints impact the trail surface. There are also conflicts between cross-
county skiers who are out with their dogs and those who are not. Dog paw-prints create 
depressions in the trail surface that can impact the ski experience.  
As emerging trends in recreation continue to grow in popularity, new conflicts will arise 
between Forest visitors. These evolving issues will continue to challenge the GMUG, as 
personnel seek to manage recreation opportunities in a way that satisfies the needs of a range 
of user groups. 
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Chapter 6. Connecting People with Nature 
Partnerships, Education, and Volunteering 
The Forests offer a variety of recreation-related opportunities to connect the public with our 
work and the Forests’ resources, including conservation education, interpretation, 
stewardship, volunteering, and partnership programs. The GMUG has a long history of 
providing education and interpretation opportunities including educational talks at schools, 
on-forest natural and cultural resources learning opportunities, and outdoor displays and 
interpretive signage. Forest Service employees participate in a wide range of programs 
including Earth Day activities, high school internship programs, classroom/library 
presentations, informational booths, nature walks, and career days. The Forest and other non-
profit partners host a yearly winter ecology program for local elementary schools on the 
Grand Mesa, where students are able to learn about snow science, cross-country skiing, and 
connecting with nature. 
Partnerships and volunteering are a key element in maintaining and expanding recreation 
opportunities on the Forests through education, collaboration, and physical labor. Because 
recreation funding is limited, pooling resources with volunteers and other groups and 
agencies allows the Forests to offer recreation opportunities that might not be possible 
otherwise. Several Ranger Districts have agreements with county and city governments that 
provide funding for seasonal recreation employees, public services (campground operations, 
portable toilet rentals, trash service), and materials and supplies. Trail groups, campground 
hosts, and outfitters and guides are also important partners, helping us clear and maintain 
trails, monitor conditions, sponsor educational clinics, report illegal activity, restore 
campsites, and assist with search and rescue efforts. 
In recent years the GMUG has emphasized expanding volunteer opportunities on the Forest, 
as well as participated in programs such as the Youth Conservation Corps (YCC) and Job 
Corps. Total volunteer hours increased from 39,483 in 2013 to 47,865 in 2016, or 26.6 person 
years (the equivalent of 260 working days for 1 person). In 2016, these hours were valued at 
$1,127,699 – a substantial and increasingly important contribution to the GMUG’s program 
activities; this amounts to more than 2/3 of the GMUG’s annual appropriated budget for 
recreation operations and trails maintenance. YCC programs resulted in a total of 19,962 
hours of volunteer work in 2016, and offered opportunities for youth to learn about natural 
resources management and gain experience working for the Forest Service. Job Corps, 
another training program for youth, also contributed 1,541 hours of volunteer work in 2016. 
  



 

 

Chapter 7. Sustainable Recreation 
Financial Sustainability of Recreation Program 
Current Fiscal Situation 
The GMUG’s 2017 recreation program budget was approximately $2.2 million, with 
approximately two-thirds of that spent on operations. Recreation Operations covers 
developed recreation site maintenance, recreation special uses, wilderness, and dispersed 
recreation management. Trail maintenance covers operation and maintenance of trails and 
some small reconstructions. Recreation Facility Maintenance covers repairs to facilities. Over 
the time period displayed, the Recreation Operations budget has declined, the Trail 
Maintenance budget has been increasing, largely due to recognition of the trail mileage on 
the GMUG, and facilities maintenance has been declining. Overall, the total budget is 
approximately equal to what it was in 2006, despite soaring recreation use. Compared to the 
high point in 2011, the current annual budget for recreation is $500,000 lower. Existing 
levels of allocated funds are insufficient to meet National Quality Standards at all developed 
sites and trails on the GMUG National Forest. National Quality Standards are national 
criteria that establish the level of quality in terms of health and cleanliness, resource setting, 
safety and security, responsiveness, and condition for National Forest system trails and 
facilities managed at a full-service level. The GMUG’s funding is nearly non-existent for 
construction and renovation of facilities, operations and maintenance, planning and 
monitoring, and staffing programs. While all facilities are currently safely operated, the 
Forest’s lack of fiscal capacity to address routine and deferred maintenance could lead to the 
closure of facilities and the decommissioning of certain sites. In addition, in the future the 
GMUG may be unable to maintain trails and facilities to a level that ensures environmental 
integrity and sustainability. The annual recreation budget for 2006–2017 is reported in Table 
22, and the years 2011 – 2017 are charted in Figure 2. To better illustrate trends. 
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Table 24. Annual recreation budget, 2006–2017 
[Reported in thousands of dollars.] 

Fiscal Year Recreation  
Operations 

Trail  
Maintenance 

Recreation Facility  
Maintenance 

Recreation Program  
Total 

2006 1,601 199 326 2,126 
2007 1,409 196 111 1,716 
2008 1,622 241 482 2,345 
2009 1,863 422 292 2,577 
2010 1,839 227 162 2,228 
2011 1,735 476 475 2,686 
2012 1,554 351 119 2,024 
2013 1,648 398 84 2,130 
2014 1,474 468 115 2,057 
2015 1,485 589 75 2,149 
2016 1,561 604 97 2,262 
2017 1,468 630 72 2,170 

 
Figure 2. Recreation program budget trends, FY11-FY17, in thousands of dollars 

Generally, sanitation is one of the biggest management challenges related to increased 
recreation. High use at both developed and dispersed sites often leads to a need for toilet 
facilities. If left unaddressed, human waste can impact human health and safety, as well as 
create impacts to natural resources. Toilet facilities not only are expensive to purchase 
(approximately $30,000-60,000 per building), but also require annual expenses for operations 
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and maintenance. Forest expenses related to toilet pumping and maintenance have been 
increasing in recent years, due to an increase in both the numbers of facilities and visitor use. 
Forest staff estimate that one toilet costs at least $1,500/per year for cleaning and pumping 
once per year. Toilet facilities in more highly trafficked areas may need to be pumped 
multiple times throughout the high use season, leading to higher costs. There are 
approximately 180 permanent toilets at recreation sites on the GMUG. Nearly all are vault 
toilets (hold waste in a tank). Approximately one third were constructed prior to 1980 and 
likely do not meet modern accessibility standards, nor are they likely to have the modern 
design that improves air-flow. The GMUG spends about $90,000 per year on cleaning and 
pumping of about 80 toilets (4% of total annual recreation budget), while the campground 
operator is responsible for the remainder. 
In the future, the Forest may need to establish fees at the approximately 9 campgrounds that 
do not current charge a fee but which offer basic site amenities (toilet, picnic table, fire ring). 
In 2017, annual maintenance costs for developed recreation sites were estimated at $895,000. 
This would be the amount needed to operate all sites to the agency standards. About 50% of 
this cost would be covered by the campground operator, so the agency is estimated to need 
about $450,000 to operate and maintain developed recreation sites. We estimate that we are 
expending about $200,000 to operate and maintain recreation sites annually. This means 
about $ 250,000 of operations and maintenance costs are not being covered annually. 
Deferred maintenance is maintenance that was not performed when it should have been or 
when it was scheduled and which, therefore, was put off or delayed. When allowed to 
accumulate without limits or consideration of useful life, deferred maintenance leads to 
deterioration, increased repair costs, and decreasing asset value. In some cases, the value of 
the deferred maintenance may exceed what it would cost to replace the asset. In 2017, 
deferred maintenance costs were estimated at $2.21 million. This is the accumulation of 
annual maintenance not being performed in a timely manner. 
The shortfall in the recreation budget is a considerable constraint that negatively affects the 
quality and sustainability of the Forest’s recreation settings and opportunities. Securing 
adequate funding to maintain, construct, and/or reconstruct recreation facilities and trails to 
National Quality Standards is not likely to improve. However, the GMUG expects 
concession operations, partnerships, grants, and making hard choices about which sites the 
GMUG can sustainably manage, can help buffer some of the shortfall in the recreation 
budget. 
Closure of facilities can lead to impacts on other recreation providers (i.e., the private sector) 
and impacts to the environment (see below). 

Potential to Offer New Sustainable Recreation Opportunities 
We have the potential to increase fiscal sustainability by working with more partners and 
volunteers, and by increasing our collaboration with state and local agency planning efforts 
to expand sustainable recreation opportunities. These efforts will require a long-term 
commitment on the Forest’s part to community engagement and collaboration. Aligning our 
programs and funding with efforts such as the Colorado Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan could be beneficial. 
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It is important to note that while increased collaboration and working with partners does give 
the Forest more flexibility in meeting program goals and increased demand for certain 
recreation opportunities, it also requires a substantial amount of program staff time and 
oversight. Achieving a balance between working with partners and other required program 
work will likely require the Forest to re-prioritize staffing, workloads, and services provided 
to the public. 

Environmental Sustainability of Recreation Program 
Resource Impacts 
Often, dispersed recreation is concentrated near water or alongside roads. In these dispersed 
use areas there are sometimes health and safety concerns (i.e. littering and human waste), 
visible resource degradation (i.e. vegetation removal, trampling, soil erosion, wildlife 
disturbance, etc.). Resource degradation can be especially problematic in riparian areas, 
where erosion and loss of vegetation can have impacts on the water quality of nearby lakes, 
rivers, and streams. 
Sanitation issues related to dispersed recreation are an ongoing problem in many parts of the 
GMUG. Tent and trailer camping are popular and many do not bring their own sanitation 
facilities. The resulting concentration of littering and human waste in certain areas is a health 
and safety concern. Addressing these issues through installation of new restrooms is not 
always feasible, due to construction and ongoing maintenance and operations costs, as 
discussed above. Some areas that see high use are also difficult to access, and therefore pose 
problems for routine pumping and cleaning. 
Creation of unauthorized trails is an ongoing problem on many parts of the GMUG, and can 
create negative resource impacts due to erosion and sedimentation of waterways, habitat 
disruption and safety concerns for routes that aren’t designed and constructed. 

Climate Change 
According to the Colorado Climate Change Vulnerability Study (Green, et.al. 2015),, climate 
models project that Colorado will warm by 2.5 degrees Fahrenheit by 2025 and 5.5 degrees 
Fahrenheit by 2050, relative to a 1950-1999 baseline. Summers are projected to warm more 
than winters. Projections show a precipitous decline in lower elevation (below 8,200 feet) 
snowpack across the West by the mid-21st century. Modest declines (10–20 percent) are 
projected for Colorado’s high-elevation snowpack, with the most notable changes in early 
and late-season snowpack. For more information, please see Appendix G - Climate Change 
in the Terrestrial Ecosystems Assessment. These predicted changes will affect the recreation 
opportunities offered on the GMUG. More specific details are outlined below. 

Extreme Weather Events and Infrastructure 
Studies predict that as temperatures rise and more water vapor is present in the atmosphere, 
more intense storms and extreme precipitation events are likely (Furniss et al., 2010). These 
impacts could lead to flooding, erosion, and damage to Forest infrastructure (including roads, 
trails, and developed recreation sites). According to the Rocky Mountain Region’s 
infrastructure vulnerability assessment (Furniss and Howe, 2015), the GMUG has 55 
developed recreation sites, 1,272 miles of trail, and 1,799 miles of road within 300 feet of a 



 

 

stream or river. This infrastructure is at a higher risk of being impacted by the flash floods, 
rain-on-snow, or other extreme weather events that may become more common as the 
impacts of climate change become more pronounced. Heavy rains and flooding may result in 
sinkholes and washouts on Forest Service system roads and trails, inhibiting access to certain 
areas of the Forest. Addressing infrastructure repairs related to these events would further 
strain the GMUG’s limited budgetary resources. 
The GMUG Watershed Vulnerability Assessment (2011) identified sub-watersheds with 
concentrated amounts of infrastructure and related them to sub-watersheds ranked on their 
sensitivity for erosion/sediment production and rapid runoff in extreme weather events. 
According to the WVA, “Because of the inherent sensitivities for erosion/sediment 
production and runoff response of many sub-watersheds on the GMUG, the potential effect 
of extreme storm events is considered to be a big vulnerability.” Sub-watersheds in the San 
Juans and Upper Taylor (area above and including Taylor Park and Taylor Canyon) areas 
have the highest risk and highest concentrations of recreation infrastructure. Public 
comments indicate the public is explicitly concerned about the sustainability of road/trail 
infrastructure on the GMUG in the context of more extreme weather events. 

Snowpack 
While climate change will undoubtedly impact snow-based recreation activities throughout 
the state, Colorado’s high elevation and cold temperatures may provide a short-term reprieve 
from the worst impacts of climate change. In fact, the state’s ski industry may see a short-
term competitive advantage over other ski areas in the United States that are expected to be 
more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. However, a smaller snowpack on the 
GMUG may concentrate winter recreationists where there is more snow, resulting in user 
conflicts and more stress on natural resources. For example, traditional winter recreation 
activities may become more limited on the lower-elevation Uncompahgre Plateau, and as a 
result users may shift to the higher-elevation Grand Mesa. Expected decreases in early and 
late-season snowpack will also negatively impact developed ski areas, resulting in poor ski 
conditions and a shorter ski season. Impacts to scenery may also be expected, as snow-
capped mountains may be less likely at certain times of year. 

Wildfire 

The trend of larger-scale and longer-burning wildfires has the potential to substantially affect 
the quality and sustainability of recreation settings and opportunities in both the short- and 
long-term. Among negative effects to recreation, wildfire can close businesses, destroy 
recreation and Forest infrastructure including campgrounds, roads, trails and trailheads, result 
in fire bans in high-risk areas, and reduce the appeal of recreation and tourism. Recreationists 
and local communities are also often concerned about the effects of smoke on health and 
safety. Visitors may avoid areas that have been burned, as scenic integrity and fewer visitor 
services make the landscape less attractive for recreation. 

Plants and Wildlife 

Many of the plant and wildlife species present on the Forest will be impacted by climate 
change. Warming waters in the state will likely adversely affect the habitat of cold water fish 
species (rainbow trout, brown trout, and cutthroat trout) that are most popular with anglers. 
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More severe drought conditions could also impact the range and habitat of deer, elk, and 
other big game species. See the assessment Benefits to People: Assessing Multiple Uses, 
Ecosystem Services, and the Socio-Economic Environments for more detail about the 
potential impacts to game species and related recreation. 
Climate changes can have an impact on wildflowers. Early warming can result in early 
blooming, but last freeze dates are changing and late freezes can reduce blooms later in the 
season. Crested Butte’s wildflower festival could potentially be impacted by this pattern. 
Also, the threat of invasive plant and animal species expanding under climate changes could 
negatively affect native species. Drought conditions can result in poor aspen color in the fall 
– which has historically been a tourist attraction on the GMUG. 

Freshwater Recreation 
With higher temperatures, lakes, streams, rivers, and reservoirs on the GMUG may see 
increased demand for recreation activities, including boating, whitewater rafting, and fishing. 
However, increased drought conditions may result in lower reservoir levels, negatively 
impacting reservoir-based activities. River-based activities such as whitewater rafting are 
also vulnerable to the changes in runoff and lower water levels that could become more 
prevalent in the future. 
Projections for the Gunnison Basin developed as part of the Western Water Assessment 
(2011) show an increase in temperature in both summer and winter, as well as a shift in the 
timing of winter precipitation, and drier spring and summer seasons. In a 2011 study (Knapp 
2011), freshwater-based recreation outfitters in the Gunnison Basin identified changes in the 
timing of runoff, increases in extreme weather events, and increases in recreation pressure 
due to higher temperatures in other areas of particular concern for their businesses in the 
future. 

Length of the Summer/Winter Recreation Seasons 

In general the length of the summer recreation season will increase, resulting in increased 
demand in both the spring and fall for certain activities. Prolonged summer recreation 
seasons will also lead to demand to keep developed recreation sites and other facilities open 
for longer, leading to more operations and maintenance expenses for the Forest. Shorter 
winter recreation seasons will impact snow-based activities including skiing (both downhill 
and cross country) and snowmobiling. Many ski areas, recognizing these impacts, are already 
pursuing an expansion of their summer recreation offerings. 

Recreation’s Impact on Ecological Integrity and Species Diversity 
Ecological integrity is diminished when the quality of habitat is degraded, the distribution 
and abundance of species is altered, or natural ecological processes are interrupted or 
degraded. Threats to ecological integrity and ecosystems from recreation in general include 
habitat damage, erosion, wildlife disturbance, sources for the invasion and spread of exotic 
species, and human-caused wildfire. 

Sustainability of Recreation Program for Local, Regional, 
and National Economies 



 

 

The GMUG National Forest had more than 2.2 million visits in FY14 (NVUM). 
On the GMUG National Forest, almost 35 percent of recreation visits are made by local 
residents on a day trip away from home (25 miles or less). Visitors on overnight and multi-
day trips also provide important economic contributions to local businesses. Average total 
trip spending was 414 dollars, and the average number of trip nights spent within 50 miles of 
the national forest was 7.9 (FY14 NVUM). Approximately 75% of visitors stayed off-forest 
(at a private campground, rented private home, hotel, etc., while 25% of visitors stayed at a 
developed recreation site on the national forest). The spending associated with these visits, 
on- and off-forest, is an important contribution to the economies of the towns and counties in 
the GMUG planning area. 
Another additional contribution to economic sustainability is the visitation that comes to the 
area as a result of recreation special events that take place on the GMUG National Forest. 
These events draw many visitors to local towns, but are not always accounted for in NVUM 
estimates of trip spending. Event participants and onlookers are likely to spend money for 
food, lodging, and other activities, all of which benefit the local economy. See also the 
assessment Benefits to People: Multiple Uses, Ecosystem Services, and Socioeconomic 
Sustainability for additional information. 

Social Sustainability 
Areas of the GMUG that are extremely popular with a wide range of user groups may see 
user conflicts and diminished recreation experiences. Certain activities that have specific 
requirements or desires for trail conditions, access, etc. (i.e. mountain biking), may have 
more limited opportunities as crowding creates more competition for space with other 
activities. More Forest visitors perceive crowding to be an issue at day use developed sites 
(57 percent of these site visits received ratings of 7-10 on a scale of 1-10, with 10 being the 
most crowded) (FY14 NVUM). The average perception of crowding rating was 6.1. There 
are significant number of people who feel moderate or lower crowding. In 2009, only 11 
percent of visitors to developed sites felt crowded (FY09 NVUM). Crowding also remains a 
problem at other developed recreation sites. This indicates a potential trend toward visitors 
perceiving more crowding as an issue. 

Barriers to Recreation Opportunities for Minority and 
Under-Represented Groups 
Minorities 
Some research suggests that factors affecting minority visitation to public lands includes the 
adoption of more dominant forms of recreation participation (i.e. use of community parks), 
perceived discrimination (Erickson et al. 2009), differences in norms and values systems, 
and/or limited economic resources. Local research conducted in Montrose, CO supports these 
findings, with economic and cultural factors, as well as lack of exposure, among the top 
reasons cited for lack of diversity with respect to use of public lands (Esparza 2016). The 
same report (Esparza 2016) identifies strategies for local land managers to increase 
opportunities, including recreation, for minorities. 
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Low Income Families 
Generally, national studies have determined that lower-income households feel more 
constrained for the following reasons: don’t have enough money, health reasons, inadequate 
transport, no one to do activities with, feel afraid in forests, pollution problems, outdoor 
pests, feel unwelcome or uncomfortable, can’t understand the language, have a physically 
limiting condition, and/or a household member has a disability. These results indicate that 
people with lower incomes feel more constrained than all other groups. The least mentioned 
constraints are poorly maintained areas and crowded activity areas. In general, the setting has 
little influence on perceived constraints (Cordell, 2012). 

Other Underrepresented Groups 
See the section, Recreation Demand and Preferences on the GMUG, for more information 
about recreation by different age groups, including youth and seniors. 

Large-Scale Issues 
Further research and study of race/ethnicity and the dynamics and issues affecting recreation 
by underserved groups is needed. The primary gaps or areas of concern for future research 
are (1) a more thorough investigation of the role of language as a cultural marker and 
determinant, (2) the role that value systems play in race/ethnicity and recreation participation, 
and (3) a more critical examination of racial hegemony (i.e., Caucasian participation 
domination) and discourse as it relates to the recreation participation context (Chavez et al., 
2008). 

Information Gaps 
Climate Change 
The Colorado Climate Change Vulnerability Study identified five future research needs 
related to outdoor recreation and climate change: refining climate metrics and developing 
downscaled climate information, understanding the economic impacts of recreation activity 
shifts, research into snowmaking and ski industry viability, wildfire studies, and the impacts 
of drought on tourism/recreation. 
  



 

 

Chapter 8. Current Forest Plan and Management 
Direction 
Forest Plan Management Direction for the GMUG 
Recreation Program 
Developed Recreation 
General direction in the Forest Plan included: meet public demand for facilities, provide for 
accessibility, evaluate flood hazards for each site, and provide developed opportunities to 
complement wilderness management objectives. Additional standards called for each site’s 
site development scale to be planned in accordance with the identified ROS class for the area 
(Table 23). The identified ROS for many areas ranged from primitive to rural, so the site 
development scale could accordingly range from 1-4. 

Table 25. Standards for ROS class/site development scale 

ROS Class Site Development Scale 
Primitive Not to exceed 1 
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized Not to exceed 2 
Semi-Primitive Motorized Not to exceed 2 
Roaded Natural Class 3 or 4 
Rural Class 3 or 4 
Urban Class 5 

Site Development Scale refers to the level of site modification. The scale ranges from 1 (almost no site modification, with rustic 
improvements and limited access) to 5 (extensive site modification, with amenities that may include flush toilets, showers, 
and electrical hookups. 

Dispersed Recreation 
Forest Plan directs that dispersed recreation sites where unacceptable resource damage is 
taking place should be closed or rehabilitated. Accordingly, direction states that sites that 
cannot be maintained in Frissell Condition Class2 1, 2, or 3 should be closed, and sites in 
Frissell classes 4 or 5 should be rehabilitated. This direction should be examined as part of an 
overall dispersed camping management strategy. Dispersed camping was to be prohibited 
within 100 feet of lakes and streams. Additionally, managing capacity for dispersed 
recreation activities was attempted via maximum thresholds for the established ROS Persons 

                                                 
 
2 The Frissell-Cole condition class campsite monitoring system is based on comparing 
observed site conditions to pre-determined descriptive condition classes. The system consists 
of descriptions of five condition states that are based on the extent of vegetation damage, 
mineral soil exposure, tree root exposure, erosion, and tree mortality. Condition class one has 
fewer evident impacts, and class five has the most. 
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at One Time/acre (Table 24). Use of trails in dispersed areas was to be managed to not exceed 
the established Persons at One Time/mile of trail guidelines. These guidelines are from the 
current Forest Plan; the original source is unknown.  

Table 26. Recreation and trail use and capacity range during the snow-free period 

Use Level 
Capacity Range  

Very Low Low Moderate High 

Recreation Use (Persons at One Time/acre) 
Primitive 0.001 0.002 0.007 0.025 
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized 0.004 0.008 0.05 0.08 
Semi-Primitive Motorized 0.004 0.008 0.05 0.08 
Roaded Natural 0.04 0.08 1.2 2.5 
Rural 0.5 0.8 5.0 7.5 

Trail Use (Persons at One Time/mile 
Primitive 0.5 1.0 2.01 3.0 
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized 2.0 3.0 9.0 11.0 
Semi-Primitive Motorized 2.0 3.0 9.0 11.0 
Roaded Natural N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Rural N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Management of Recreation in Wilderness 
Please refer to the Designated Areas Assessment for management direction related to 
wilderness. 

Recreation Special Uses Management 
There is no specific direction for recreation special uses management in the Forest Plan. 
However, the Plan does direct that permits are not to be issued in designated wilderness. That 
direction is redundant with FSM/FSH policy. 

Travel Management/Trails Management 

The Forest Plan directs the Forest to specify OHV restrictions for areas or road systems. The 
regulation governing that direction has been replaced with the Travel Management Rule at 36 
CFR 212 in 2005 and amended. Over-ground travel management plans for the GMUG were 
completed and amended between 1994 and 2010. These plans govern which routes in the 
plan area (roads and trails) are open to various types of over-ground motorized use, and 
which are closed (see Grand Mesa Travel Management Plan (1994), Grand Mesa Travel 
Decision (2003), Uncompahgre Travel Management Plan (2000), and Gunnison Travel 
Management Plan (2010), available at 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gmug/landmanagement/projects/?cid=stelprdb5191033. The 
GMUG first published Motorized Vehicle Maps (MVUM) for most districts prior to 2010. 
Gunnison National Forest first published an MVUM after the 2010 Travel Management 
Decision. Future designations of roads, trails, or areas for over-ground motorized travel will 
be completed with project level decisions consistent with 36 CFR 212 Subpart B. Per Subpart 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gmug/landmanagement/projects/?cid=stelprdb5191033


 

 

A requirements at 36 CFR 212.5 (b), the GMUG has completed the Travel Analysis Report 
with recommendations for a Minimum Road System (MRS) and identification of unneeded 
roads. The GMUG will identify and implement the MRS in future project-level NEPA 
decisions (not the Forest Plan Revision).  

With respect to winter travel, The GMUG has completed over-snow motorized travel 
planning for the Grand Mesa National Forests the Uncompahgre National Forest, and a 
portion of the Gunnison National Forest (Crested Butte area), but has not published Over-
Snow Vehicle Use Maps (OSVUM) for these units.  After Forest planning is complete, a 
review of these plans and other areas needing additional over-snow motorized travel 
management planning will be evaluated for compliance with 36 CFR 212 Subpart C.  Once 
designations for roads, trails, and areas for over-snow motorized travel are completed, 
OSVUMs will be published per 36 CFR 212.81(c). 
Additional existing Forest plan direction includes that all trails are to be maintained for foot 
and horse travel unless specifically closed to either or both classes of user. Trails should be 
maintained to meet minimum safety standards and prevent resource damage. 
Furthermore, some management direction is provided for the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail in the current Forest Plan. This direction was general as much of the trail system 
had not yet been finalized. 

Forest Plan Consistency with External Recreation Plans 
State and Local Plans 
The 2014 Colorado Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) identifies 
statewide outdoor recreation priority areas to focus attention and energy over the next 5 
years. These priority areas are: 

• Outdoor Education 
• Funding and Financial Sustainability 
• Integration of Outdoor Recreation Interests 
• Healthy Lifestyles and Communities 
• Stewardship 
The Forest Plan does not address these priority areas specifically. The SCORP should be 
utilized in planning efforts. 
The 2015 Colorado Parks and Wildlife Strategic Plan has goals and objectives regarding 
maintenance of sustainable wildlife populations to support the broad array of recreation 
opportunities that they provide. 
The 2016-2026 Colorado Parks and Wildlife Statewide Trails Strategic Plan is to provide for 
trail opportunities and to protect sensitive species and wildlife habitat. 
These plans and other State of Colorado plans should be consulted during Forest Planning. 
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Other local governments (county and city) are developing or have plans that address 
recreation; more information regarding the consistency of current GMUG management with 
such plans is needed. 

Adjacent Federal Land Use Plans 
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has multiple plans that are adjacent to the GMUG 
NF’s. There is linkage between BLM recreation and recreation on the GMUG. Review of 
those plans and coordinating recreation direction is needed. 
The National Park Service operates Black Canyon of the Gunnison and Curecanti National 
Recreation Area. Those areas are adjacent to the Gunnison NF. Review and coordination with 
those plans is needed. 

Information Gaps 
Additional information regarding the congruence between the existing GMUG management 
direction for recreation and other local plans for recreation – county, municipality, and other 
federal land management agencies in the plan area – is needed.  



 

 

Chapter 9. Potential Need for Change of the Forest 
Plan to Respond to Recreation Issues 
Developed Recreation 
The Forest Plan set a goal of meeting fifty percent of increased demand above existing 
capacity for developed recreation opportunities over the fifty year planning horizon on NFS 
lands. Some capacity has been added since 1983, although other sites were decommissioned. 
Most efforts went toward upgrading existing sites. In a number of areas, trailhead capacity is 
exceeded frequently during the use season, so we have not kept up with demand. Other 
direction calls for the development of developed recreation sites adjacent to or at access 
points into wilderness, to compliment wilderness management objectives. Developed 
recreation in areas 5A and 5B (Big Game Winter Range) are to be closed in winter, however, 
those sites may serve winter recreation corridors or other purposes that do not unacceptably 
affect winter range. That direction needs to be examined. The Forest Plan has direction 
regarding design and operation of developed sites that is addressed in FSM/FSH policy and 
procedures. The Forest Plan direction needs to be examined for relevance at this time. 
Camping in developed campgrounds has remained steady in recent years, while camping in 
the general forest has increased. This may be due to the fact that most existing developed 
capacity is being utilized. With the improvement of recreation vehicles and the proximity to 
road recreation opportunities, camping in the general forest (areas outside of developed sites) 
has likely become the preferred setting. Given that scenario, it appears that trailhead 
facilities, toilets and designated dispersed sites may be the most useful facilities in the future.  
Given the increased dispersed recreation, the Forest Plan needs to provide an updated 
strategy for providing additional associated developed facilities. Additionally, given the 
overall increase in recreation, the Forest Plan should consider an updated strategy to 
sustainably manage existing facilities. Completing a Forest-wide Recreation Site Analysis 
during the beginning of the next planning period would address this need. It will (1) update 
current site data, and (2) provide a mechanism for prioritization of sites for budgetary and 
maintenance planning. 

Dispersed Recreation 
The key issue is the proliferation and impact of dispersed camping. The Forest Plan provides 
capacity direction which has had some utility for managing trail use, but the direction to 
evaluate/manage the number of people recreating over broad landscape acreages when they 
are typically concentrated in smaller areas has not been useful/relevant or measurable. 
Consider strategic direction to manage dispersed camping and other dispersed uses. 
Concerns about have been raised about trail opportunities. Motorized recreation enthusiasts 
are seeking a variety of improvements to their opportunities. Additional mileage of motorized 
trails, loop routes, additional trail width for UTVs and ATVs, and retention of challenge 
routes have been identified in some public comments. For non-motorized users, concerns 
about separating hikers from horse and from mountain biking have been raised. Winter 
recreation opportunities have been changing with advances in technology for both motorized 
and non-motorized forms of travel. Consider strategic direction to provide the desired 
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opportunities and settings for the diverse types of dispersed recreation (motorized and non-
motorized) on the GMUG. 

Recreation Settings (Recreation Opportunity Spectrum) 
The key public concerns about recreation settings are about motorized and non-motorized 
settings. Other concerns involve the level of development in an area. During implementation 
of the plan and with subsequent policies regarding travel management, motorized routes 
(trails and roads) have been reduced in terms of mileage. The development of ATVs, UTVs 
and the increasing use of these vehicles and motorcycles on the available routes has increased 
the impact of noise on the landscape. The plan did not clearly address strategies for managing 
motor vehicle use or sound impacts at the levels of use currently being experienced. Consider 
a landscape-scale strategy to provide adequate motorized recreation opportunities as well as 
acceptable levels of noise in non-motorized areas. 
The existing Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) was mapped site specifically with the 
Forest Plan; however, we are unable to locate a complete set of maps. The plan does not 
specify acreages or locations of different settings to maintain, other than desired range of 
acceptable recreation setting within management areas. The management intent for ROS 
appears to have been to let it change as a by-product of other management activities, as 
opposed to an objective to be managed for, other than in a few specific management areas. 
Management activities that occurred did not need to consider changes to the setting/impacts 
to recreation. Yet the recreation value of the GMUG has increased to the extent that 
managing for recreation can no longer simply be a byproduct of other management on the 
GMUG. In order to ensure that desired recreation settings are maintained, a spatial map of 
desired recreation settings (summer and winter) is needed. Consider direction to manage 
toward those desired conditions for recreation, integrated with the full spectrum of multiple 
use activities that occur on the GMUG.  

Recreation Special Uses/Privately-Provided Recreation 
The Forest Plan does not provide strategic direction for recreation special uses. Ski areas 
(which are under a special use permit) are allocated their own management area, so direction 
does exist for that use. Outfitting/guiding and recreation events are the primary types of 
privately provided recreation opportunities on the GMUG. Consider providing strategic 
direction for these special uses/privately-provided recreation. 

Volunteers, Partnerships and Other Methods for Managing 
the Recreation Program 
Strategic direction to find alternative means of managing the recreation opportunities on the 
GMUG is needed. The current volunteer/partnership program and the recent expansions of 
these efforts have proven to be beneficial. Developing strategies to continue this and create 
new ways of managing the forest are needed. 

Barriers to Recreation Opportunities for Minority and 
Under-Represented Groups 



 

 

Consider strategic direction to enhance the connections of people to nature and for 
opportunities to better serve minorities and under-represented groups. 
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Appendix A. Summary of Recreation Activities by 
Geographic Area 
The five geographic areas of the GMUG National Forests are unique ecologically, and as a 
result provide distinct recreation niches and opportunities. As a whole, the forest is 
experiencing a steady increase in overall recreation participation. The GMUG is the fourth 
most visited forest in Region 2. 

Grand Mesa Geographic Area 
The Grand Mesa can be divided east and west along Highway 65, the Grand Mesa Scenic 
Byway. Highway 65 has influenced the pattern of visitation to the Grand Mesa, as the most 
popular developed trailheads, campgrounds, and visitor services can be easily accessed off 
the highway. Generally, recreation is consistent throughout the summer, fall, and winter – 
with less visitation in the spring-time. 

Winter Use on the Grand Mesa 
The winter season holds the highest participation rates for recreation uses on the Grand 
Mesa. The predominant uses are cross country skiing, snowmobiling, and snowshoeing. The 
Grand Mesa Nordic Council grooms cross country ski trails, accessible from the County Line 
and Skyway winter trailheads. The Sunlight to Powderhorn and Mesa Top trail systems also 
provide extensive snowmobiling opportunities. Although most visitation is day use, the 
Grand Mesa lodges provide overnight accommodations and serve as destinations in their own 
right. In addition, the Powderhorn Ski Area on the north side of the Mesa provides an alpine 
ski opportunity for residents of the Grand Valley. 

Summer Use on the Grand Mesa 
The draw to the Grand Mesa has always been the variety of fishing and camping 
opportunities as well as its lower temperatures, which provide a relief from the summer heat. 
Motorized trail use, mountain biking, fishing, dispersed and developed camping, and boating 
are just a few of the summer recreation activities that are popular on the Mesa. There are 5 
developed campgrounds, 5 trailheads, Mesa Lakes Recreation Area and the Grand Mesa 
Visitor Center along Highway 65. Areas further away from the highway, particularly off of 
Forest Service Road (FSR) 100 and FSR 121, are popular for dispersed camping and 
recreation activities. Crags Crest National Scenic Trail is a popular destination for day-
hiking, and sees heavy use throughout the summer. Hunting is a popular activity during 
summer and fall. 

Kannah Creek 
Kannah Creek, visible from Highway 50 between Delta and Whitewater, provides the 
catchment for the municipal water supply for the city of Grand Junction. The area receives 
early spring horse use and provides more than 40 miles of non-motorized trails. Mountain 
bike use has also become more popular in recent years. Kannah Creek is close to Grand 
Junction and can easily be accessed from the city within 30 minutes. 



 

 

East Grand Mesa (Leon drainage – East of FSR 121 and Surface Creek) 
The eastern portion of the Grand Mesa transitions from a mixed conifer to an aspen forest. 
This area has historically been more popular for grazing and hunting, with low summer 
recreation use. However, the area is experiencing an increase in summer motorized recreation 
use, particularly OHV and ATV use. Low levels of fishing and camping continue to take 
place. 

Leroux Creek 
This area is popular for dispersed camping and fishing. While in the past the primary activity 
was hunting (in the fall) there is increasing summer use, especially dispersed camping. 
Leroux Creek is popular with the Delta/Montrose communities, due to its close proximity. 

Battlements 
This unique geologic formation separates the Grand Valley Ranger District/GMUG National 
Forests from the White River National Forest. Vegetation ranges from oak brush to spruce-fir. 
Hunting has been a historic use, but summer recreation use is still relatively low. 

Gunnison Basin Geographic Area 
The Gunnison Basin is the easternmost segment of the GMUG National Forests, and is the 
closest in proximity to the Front Range population centers. As a result, it is experiencing an 
influx of visitors from the metro areas of Denver, Colorado Springs, etc. As populations in 
the Denver metro area and along the I-70 corridor increase, Front Range and Roaring Fork 
Valley residents seeking greater areas of solitude will travel the extra distance to the 
Gunnison Basin. Crested Butte is a two hour drive from Aspen during the summer, and 
Taylor Canyon is only three hours from Denver/Colorado Springs via Cottonwood Pass. The 
Colorado Department of Transportation (2016) is expected to pave Cottonwood Pass in the 
next several years, making the area even more accessible from the Front Range. 
Various groups in the local communities are deeply engaged in management and operation of 
recreation opportunities and facilities. 

Taylor Park 
Taylor Park and Taylor Canyon receive the highest concentration of recreation use of any 
area on the combined three forests. As a recreation destination, visitors come for one- to two-
week stays, limited in length by only existing stay regulations. The area offers features that 
are popular with recreation users, including reservoirs, rivers, mountains, and networks of 
motorized and non-motorized trails. 
Taylor Park Reservoir holds approximately 111,000 acre-feet of water and has a surface area 
of approximately 2,050 acres. The reservoir provides motorized boating opportunities and 
fishing. Fifteen developed campgrounds in Taylor Park and Taylor Canyon provide about 276 
campsites which are filled to capacity between late May and early September. The Taylor 
Canyon corridor provides more than 30 miles of easily accessible river frontage, resulting in 
a high density of campers. Camping is predominately RV-style and is allowed only in 
developed areas. Taylor River provides rafting and abundant fishing opportunities, and a 
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number of outfitter-guides currently operate along the river. The scenery surrounding the area 
is typical high-elevation Colorado, drawing visitors to the breathtaking views. 
Taylor Park and the surrounding lands provide abundant opportunities for motorized and 
non-motorized recreation. Trails are developed for motorcycles and ATVs. In addition to 
roads that accommodate typical cars and RVs, there are many high-clearance vehicle roads 
that support 4-wheel-drive, ATV, UTV and motorcycle activities. Dispersed camping 
opportunities are plentiful, but are restricted in some areas. Hiking, mountain biking and 
equestrian trails are common in the area. These trails are in motorized areas, non-motorized 
areas outside wilderness and in wilderness (except for mountain bikes). Hunting and fishing 
are common activities in the area. 
There is extensive winter recreation in the northern part of the Gunnison Basin. A variety of 
non-motorized, motorized and hybrid winter recreation is occurring. This recreation ranges 
from casual to extreme in terms of effort and terrain sought. Winter recreation is a key 
activity for many in this area. 

Crested Butte 
The town of Crested Butte is a quaint historic mining town, bringing in visitors in all seasons. 
In addition to the town itself, surrounding areas that are popular with recreationists include 
Crested Butte Mountain Resort, Cement Creek, Kebler Pass, Lake Irwin, the Gothic town 
site, and trailheads that access the Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness. 
There are only three developed campgrounds within fifteen miles of the town of Crested 
Butte and all are filled during the peak summer months. There is a need for additional 
campgrounds in the area – however, the steep terrain limits where that development may take 
place. Dispersed camping use takes place along the Slate River, Brush Creek, Cement Creek, 
Kebler Pass, Washington Gulch, and Gothic areas. 
Predominate summer uses are wildflower and scenery viewing, hiking, mountain climbing, 
mountain biking, dirt bike riding, and four-wheel driving. The town sponsors several summer 
festivals (wildflower, are, mountain bike, etc.), attracting regional and national visitors to the 
area and the National Forest. The Copper Creek trail near the town of Gothic is among the 
most popular trails on the Forest. This trail enters the Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness, 
and passes a popular waterfall, hot springs, a high alpine lake, and accesses a loop trail 
system that leads to Aspen, Colorado. As a result, the trail receives hundreds of visitors a day 
and traffic congestion along the Gothic corridor is a concern. 
Mountain biking, born in Crested Butte, is increasing in popularity in this area. Considerable 
volunteer trail maintenance efforts come from this community. Mountain bikes and dirt bikes 
often seek similar trail experiences. The popularity of this area for dirt bike riding can be 
attributed to the numerous single-track trails that are available, particularly in the Cement 
Creek area. The multitude of single-track motorcycle/dirt bike opportunities draws several 
annual special events, drawing participants from all over the country. 
During the fall, many summer activities continue, along with aspen viewing and hunting. 
Winter activities are common in the drainages surrounding Crested Butte. Many forms of 
backcountry skiing occur and snowmobiling is common. 

Crested Butte Mountain Resort 



 

 

In addition to serving as a traditional winter ski resort, the ski area currently operates in the 
summer months, offering summer activities such as hiking, chairlift rides, trail-based 
mountain biking, trail running, and paragliding. In recent years, the area has expanded 
activities to include Frisbee golf, downhill mountain biking, and ropes courses. The ongoing 
trend for the ski area continues towards the development of trail-based activities, while also 
providing for special events such as weddings. 

Kebler Pass/Lake Irwin 
The pass road connecting Crested Butte with Paonia and the North Fork Valley is graveled 
surfaced and a part of the West Elk Scenic Byway. The area is popular as a scenic drive, and 
provides dispersed camping and access to both the West Elk and Raggeds Wilderness areas. 
The Crested Butte side of the pass is popular for cross-country skiing and snowmobiling in 
the winter. This area is further described in the North Fork Geographic Area section. 
Lake Irwin, located a short distance from Crested Butte off the Kebler Pass Road, is a high 
mountain lake with a Forest Service campground, hiking trails, and private resort. The 
campground is popular with visitors, but is in poor condition and has a substantial amount of 
deferred maintenance. 

Sargents Mesa 
Sargents Mesa is located east of Gunnison, and is comprised of rolling hills with interspersed 
open park areas. The area is popular for hunting in the fall, but in general recreation use is 
pretty low. However, mountain bike and dirt bike/motorcycle use is increasing. There are no 
developed campgrounds in the area. Portions of the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail 
and Colorado Trail separate this part of the Gunnison Ranger District and the Pike San-Isabel 
National Forest to the east. 

Quartz Creek 
The small and quaint towns of Pitkin and Ohio City are located on Quartz Creek, east of 
Gunnison. Notable features of the area include Fossil Ridge and Cumberland and Tomichi 
Passes. The historic Alpine Tunnel, the highest railroad tunnel in the world, is located above 
Pitkin. Much of the lodgepole forest has been previously harvested for timber. Recreation 
activities in the area are mostly motorized, with OHV/ATV/four-wheel drive vehicle use of 
the high alpine passes. Developed campgrounds in the area provide over-flow space for more 
heavily-visited areas of the Gunnison Ranger District, including the Taylor River corridor 
and Taylor Park. 

Sawtooth 
Sawtooth Peak and its surrounding mountain parks provide visitors fall hunting 
opportunities. No developed campgrounds are located in this area. Generally, recreation use 
is low and comes predominantly from local towns. 

Los Pinos 
At approximately 9,000 feet in elevation, Los Pinos is one of the lower elevation areas of the 
Gunnison Ranger District. Fishing is popular, particularly on the Pauline, Perfecto, and 



Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests 
REVISED DRAFT Forest Plan Assessments: Recreation 

lxxv 

Chavez Creeks. Motorized OHV recreation use is growing, but overall recreation use 
continues to be low. 

Lake City 
The historic mountain town of Lake City is located at 8,672 feet in elevation, and provides 
unique high elevation scenery and associated recreation activities. These activities include 
wildflower and wildlife viewing, fishing, camping, hiking, and mountain climbing. Lake City 
serves as a gateway to three wilderness areas and five fourteeners. The Alpine Loop 
Backcountry Byway heads west on historic mining routes, crossing over 13,000-foot passes 
to the towns of Silvertown and Ouray. The Silver Thread Scenic Byway also runs through 
Lake City and winds south over two mountain passes to South Fork. Extensive groomed 
snowmobile trails and a yurt system provide winter recreation opportunities for skiers and 
snowmobilers. 

North Fork Geographic Area 
Much of this area is managed by the Paonia Ranger District. The area has traditionally seen 
recreation use from the local area, and mostly during the summer and fall seasons. Uses were 
associated with utilitarian activities such as hunting, fishing, and trapping. Winter recreation 
activities were virtually non-existent. Improvements in accessibility, including the opening of 
McClure Pass in the mid-1970s, increased visitation and introduced new uses to the area, 
including hiking, cross-country skiing, and snowmobiling. 

Kebler Pass Corridor 
Located between Coal Creek Road (FSR 709) and the West Elk and Raggeds Wilderness 
areas, this area outside the wilderness experiences the highest recreation participation rates 
on the Paonia Ranger District. Scenic driving over the Kebler Pass Road is popular, and 
provides easy access between Highway 133 and the town of Crested Butte. The newly 
renovated Lost Lake Campground is also highly visited, and is often completely booked 
throughout the summer months. Floresta town site attracts visitors interested in historic and 
cultural sites. The proposed Crested Butte to Carbondale Trail (primarily for mountain-
biking) traverses this corridor. 

Muddy Country (Steven’s Gulch) 
This area, located between Highway 133 and the Grand Mesa, provides gentle terrain 
throughout its dominant aspen vegetation. Scenic driving is the primary summertime 
recreation activity. Hunting is popular in the fall, and the area sees the highest winter use 
rates on the Paonia RD. The groomed snowmobile trails along the Steven’s Gulch Road 
(FSR 701) are very popular and provide access to the Sunlight-Powderhorn snowmobile trail. 

Raggeds Wilderness and associated area 
From Highway 133 east the terrain is rugged, with rocky serrated mountains. Much of the 
area is above timberline, and difficult to access. The area sees limited amounts of hiking, 
horseback riding, OHV travel, and fishing. Hunting is popular in this area during the fall. 



 

 

Black Mesa 
This area sees heavy winter snowmobile use, with several private lodges located off-forest 
providing winter services to visitors. The local snowmobile club grooms winter trails in this 
area. Other times of year see low recreation activity, with limited amounts of scenic driving 
and hunting. Almost no camping or fishing occurs in this area. 

West Elk Wilderness 
This 176,000 acre wilderness (one of the largest in the state of Colorado) has limited access 
and provides unique opportunities for solitude. The wilderness is well-known as a destination 
that can provide multi-day or week-long pack trips with little to no encounters of other 
parties. Some hiking and backpacking occurs, but most use is from horseback riding. During 
the hunting season the solitude is interrupted with relatively heavy concentrations of users. 

Beaver Reservoir and Coal Creek Road 
Located southwest of Smith Fork (FSR 712), this area currently sees very low recreation use. 
OHV/ATV/four-wheel drive (4WD) recreation takes place, and hunting also occurs in limited 
numbers. 

San Juan Geographic Area 
The Mountain Division of the Uncompahgre National Forest roughly covers the region 
surrounding the historic mining towns of Lake City, Ouray, and Telluride and is adjacent to 
the town of Ridgway. It is administered by three of the five ranger districts on the GMUG: 
Gunnison, Ouray, and Norwood. The area offers rugged terrain, 14,000 foot peaks, and lakes, 
streams, and reservoirs. There are 135,573 acres of designated wilderness across three 
wilderness areas – Uncompahgre, Mt. Sneffels, and Lizard Head. Due to the rugged terrain, 
recreational travel is often limited to routes that once supported mining activities in the late 
1800s and early 1900s. Many of these routes are now extremely popular for OHV/ATV/4WD 
use. 
The terrain and the backdrop of the San Juan Mountains provide classic “Rocky Mountain” 
scenery and offer a wide variety of recreation activities. The more popular summer recreation 
activities include horseback riding, hiking, climbing, mountaineering, backpacking, camping 
(at both dispersed and developed sites), hunting, fishing, mountain biking, and OHV travel. 
The high alpine road system draws people from all over the world for four-wheel driving, dirt 
biking, and scenic drives. Two Scenic Byways, the San Juan Skyway and Alpine Loop 
Backcountry Byway, encircle the Mountain Division. 
There is extensive winter recreation in the San Juan area. A variety of non-motorized, 
motorized and hybrid winter recreation is occurring. This recreation ranges from casual to 
extreme in terms of effort and terrain sought. Winter recreation is a key activity for many in 
this area. 
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Lake City – Ouray – Telluride – Ridgway Triangle 
The mountain lands of the Uncompahgre National Forest located near these towns provide 
high alpine mountain recreation opportunities, both motorized and non-motorized. Historic 
mining routes, popular with four-wheel drive enthusiasts, cross mountain passes more than 
13,000 feet high and are nationally and internationally renowned. These roads include the 
Alpine Loop Backcountry Byway, Black Bear Pass, Ophir Pass, Yankee Boy Basin and 
Imogene Pass, and provide links between Lake City, Ouray, Telluride, and Silverton. The 
heaviest recreation use on these roads occurs in July and August, and they can be congested 
when recreation events, outfitter-guides, and private users overlap. 
Recreation special events and demand for new special uses permits in the area are growing 
considerably. Current permitted recreation events include the Jeep Jamboree, FJ Cruiser 
Summit, and Hardrock 100 endurance race. The Imogene Pass Run is a popular 17-mile run 
from Ouray to Telluride that attracts more than 1,500 participants each September. 
The 14’ers in this area (especially Mount Sneffels) are particularly popular and used beyond 
their capacities. Activities that are growing in popularity include hiking, trail running, 
mountain biking and rock climbing in the summer and snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, 
and ice climbing in the winter. Demand for new trail systems to accommodate these uses is 
increasing in the area. 

Lake City 
The town of Lake City was incorporated during the mining boom in 1873. The town was 
named due the nearby Lake San Cristobal. The town is situated on the eastern side of the San 
Juans. Mining had all but disappeared by the early 1900’s. Ranching and tourism became 
mainstays for this locale. The area has good access to the surrounding forest, providing both 
motorized and non-motorized opportunities. Access to spectacular scenery on four-wheel 
drive roads attracts many people, as do Uncompahgre, Wetterhorn and Matterhorn Peaks. 

Ouray 
The town of Ouray was established during the mining boom of the late 1800s, and is often 
described as the ‘Little Switzerland of America.’ The famous Ouray hot springs pool draws 
visitors year-round. Bedding capacity in town is often exceeded during summer months, as 
are the three Forest Service campgrounds in the area (Amphitheater Campground just south 
of Ouray and Thistledown and Angel Creek Campgrounds, which are west of Ouray on the 
Camp Bird road (CR361) Dispersed camping in the surrounding area is limited due to terrain 
and ownership patterns. Hiking opportunities from town are prevalent, including the Ouray 
Perimeter Trail, which crosses city, private, and NFS lands. 
Winter recreation in and outside of town, while not as busy as the summer months, is 
growing in popularity. Ouray has been a destination for ice climbing for many years. An 
annual ice climbing festival held every January draws international participants. Nordic ski 
trails are groomed along Highway 550 in the vicinity of Ironton Park. Cross-country skiing, 
snowboarding, and snowmobile use has increased in the Red Mountain Pass area to the point 
where user conflicts are of growing concern. 
 



 

 

Ridgway 
The town of Ridgway was also established during the mining boom of the late 1800s, and is 
sometimes referred to as the ‘Gateway to the San Juans’. Ridgway served as a railroad access 
point from Ouray and Telluride. It is well-known for various movies that were filmed in the 
area. The National Forest in the vicinity of Ridgway provides motorized road and trail 
access, non-motorized trails used for hiking and mountain biking and access to the Mount 
Sneffels Wilderness. 

Telluride and Mountain Village 
The town of Telluride is a year-round tourist destination due to its spectacular scenic beauty, 
popular festivals, and its outstanding opportunities for summer and winter recreation. The 
Telluride Bluegrass Festival and Telluride Blues & Brews Festival draw crowds exceeding 
7,000 visitors each. The town is registered as an historic district and holds high standards for 
maintaining its historic mining character. 
Mountain Village, a small community of primarily second homeowners, was developed in 
concert with the Telluride Ski Resort. A gondola linking Mountain Village to Telluride offers 
a free transportation system to the public. 
A key feature of Telluride is its outstanding opportunities for hiking and mountain biking. 
Three major trail networks offering more than 30 miles of trail are within walking distance of 
town, providing easy access to the surrounding mountainous terrain. 

Telluride Ski Resort 
The Telluride Ski & Golf Company (TS&G) is currently diversifying their recreation 
offerings in order to meet the needs of family groups. Summer activities within the ski area 
are being developed. In recent years the GMUG, in cooperation with TS&G and Mountain 
Village, has constructed approximately 15 new miles of hiking and mountain biking trails. 

Greater Telluride Region 
The two developed Forest Service campgrounds within a 10-mile drive of Telluride are 
typically filled to capacity throughout the summer season. Dispersed camping opportunities 
are very limited. Large blocks of Forest Service and BLM lands within proximity of Telluride 
have camping restrictions. Private land ownership also limits dispersed camping 
opportunities. The Forest Service has recently made the Matterhorn Guard Station available 
as a recreation rental – this facility is also routinely booked throughout the summer and 
winter seasons. 
Popular winter recreation activities (outside of the Telluride Ski Resort) include heli-skiing, 
backcountry skiing, ice climbing, snowmobiling, dog sledding, Nordic skiing, and 
snowshoeing. Groomed Nordic trails are located in the town of Telluride and on Forest 
Service land (Priest Lake/Trout Lake). Popular areas for backcountry skiing include Bear 
Creek and the Ophir Valley. A tour company based out of Telluride offers heli-skiing 
opportunities in the mountainous high country surrounding Telluride, Ophir, Silverton, and 
Ouray. Guided snowmobile tours occur in the Alta Lakes area and south of Norwood near 
Beaver Park. 
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The Cimarrons 
The Big Cimarron drainage provides scenic vistas, high quality fishing, camping, and access 
to 90,000 acres of wilderness. The Owl Creek-Big Cimarron Road (FSR 858) is a popular 
scenic drive throughout the summer season. Dispersed camping along each of the three forks 
of the Cimarron River continues to increase in density and duration, creating a concern in 
riparian areas. The Ouray Ranger District recently installed several vault toilets to help 
address some of the resource concerns associated with this use. Meanwhile, the three 
developed campgrounds in the area rarely fill to capacity during the summer. Silver Jack 
Reservoir stores approximately 14,000 acre-feet of water with a surface area of 275 acres, 
and provides non-motorized boating activities during much of the summer. Fall big game 
hunting in the Big Cimarron area is popular, but is predominately a backcountry and horse 
activity. In the winter, the Big Cimarron-Owl Creek Road is groomed for snowmobile use. 
The Little Cimarron drainage is popular for dispersed camping, hunting, and snowmobiling. 
The Alpine trail, a motorized single-track trail, bisects the area connecting the Little 
Cimarron drainage with both the Big Cimarron and Big Blue drainages. This challenging 
route is used during an annual recreation event hosting several hundred dirt bikes. 

Beaver Park – Lone Cone Peak (Norwood/Naturita) 
The Beaver Park-Lone Cone area, located southeast of Norwood, provides a mix of 
motorized and non-motorized recreation opportunities. The heaviest recreation use occurs 
during the fall hunting seasons and winter months. The Norwood Ranger District has recently 
made the Lone Cone Guard Station available as a recreation rental. 
Woods Lake Campground offers the only developed camping in the area. This large 
campground (41 sites) is unique in that it also offers horse facilities. Four major trail systems 
stem from the campground, offering hiker/horse access into the Lizard Head Wilderness and 
motorized opportunities on the Wilson Mesa trail. Adjacent to the campground is the Woods 
Lake State Wildlife Area (administered by the Colorado Department of Wildlife), which 
features opportunities for day hiking, boating, and fishing. 
In the winter months a local nonprofit club grooms more than 50 miles of snowmobile trails 
in the area, making it a popular destination for local snowmobilers. 
  



 

 

Uncompahgre Plateau Geographic Area 
Fruita Division 
The Fruita Division, part of the Grand Valley Ranger District, is comprised of twelve sections 
of isolated national forest land surrounded by private land. This area provides camping 
facilities and picnic areas to accommodate recreation use that occurs adjacent to three 
reservoirs. In addition to fishing, mountain biking is growing more popular, particularly with 
the ability to access the area early in the season and late into the fall. 

Uncompahgre Plateau 
The Uncompahgre Plateau rises out of the Uncompahgre Valley and lies in a northwest to 
southeast orientation. The west side rises sharply from the Dolores River, while the east side 
tapers off gradually into the Uncompahgre Valley. The sides are dissected by deeply defined 
drainages that run perpendicular to the main spine of the Plateau. Elevations range from 
7,000 to 9,700 feet, providing a range of vegetation from pinyon-juniper to spruce-fir and 
aspen forests. Historically, the Plateau has been used as a commodity source for timber, 
range, water, and wildlife. Recreation activities, primarily camping and hunting, were 
associated with these commodity uses. The area is accessed from multiple towns including 
Grand Junction/Whitewater, Delta, Montrose, and Nucla/Naturita. 
Recent years have seen a renewed interest in recreation activities on the Plateau. Increasing 
uses include OHV travel, mountain biking, and winter activities such as cross-country skiing, 
snowmobiling, and fat biking. The area is particularly popular for its interconnected 
motorized trail systems. Mountain biking has occurred on the Plateau for many years. There 
is increasing interest in mountain biking trails on the north end of the plateau, where bikes 
are not allowed on many trails. Hunting remains a popular activity on the Plateau, 
commencing in the spring with turkey season and culminating with big game season in the 
fall. Beginning with archery season in August and ending in October or November when the 
snow flies, hunters are typically present along almost every drivable road corridor. 
As users across the GMUG are being displaced by ever-increasing numbers, the 
Uncompahgre Plateau is being discovered as a place of solitude. The Grand Junction 
population can access the north end of the Plateau as easily as they can the Grand Mesa, but 
the Plateau offers more solitude and much fewer mosquitos. 
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Appendix B. Descriptions of Recreation Opportunity 
Spectrum Settings 
Back-country Settings in Summer ROS 
Backcountry areas are non-wilderness lands characterized by predominantly natural 
appearing environments of greater than 2,500 acres. Healthy biological communities provide 
an attractive setting for visitors; resource modification and utilization practices are evident. 
Opportunities are provided that allow the visitor to have a high degree of interaction within 
the natural environment and experience a sense of remoteness and solitude. Trail systems are 
designed to provide challenge and opportunities for self-reliance. Backcountry areas can be 
motorized or non-motorized. 

Primitive (P) 
Primitive areas are characterized by an essentially unmodified, natural environment. 
Concentrations of Visitors are low and evidence of human use is minimal. The area has very 
high opportunity for isolation, solitude, exploration, risk, and challenge. Access is by non-
motorized means. Mechanized travel is limited to trails. Other travel may be cross-country. 
Restrictions and other controls are not evident after entry into the area. Primitive areas are 
typically at least 5,000 acres in size and 3 or more miles from motorized routes. 

Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized (SPNM) 
SPNM areas are characterized by a predominately natural or natural-appearing environment 
of moderate-to-large size (at least 2,500 acres), and are between one-half to three miles from 
all roads, railroads, and trails with motorized use. These areas may have primitive roads 
and/or trails that are unmaintained and not suitable for highway vehicles. Access is by non-
motorized trails or non-motorized primitive roads or cross country. Interaction between users 
is low, but there is often evidence of other people. The area is managed in such a way that 
minimum on-site controls and restrictions may be present, but are subtle. There is a high (but 
not extremely high) probability of experiencing isolation from the sights and sounds of other 
users. Motorized use is not permitted. Common recreation activities include hiking, mountain 
biking, hunting, fishing, backpacking, and camping.  

Semi-Primitive Motorized (SPM) 
SPM areas are similar in naturalness to SPNM landscapes, with the addition of motorized 
travel. These areas are generally at least 2,500 acres in size, and are within one-half mile of 
high-clearance/OHV routes. Access is generally by cross country or over motorized trails or 
high-clearance, four-wheel drive roads. Roads are designed primarily for low speeds and 
with native surfacing (maintenance level 2). Road and trail density (in combination) promote 
the backcountry character of the area and preserve opportunities for challenge and sense of 
solitude. Dispersed camping takes place in existing use areas and the establishment of new 
sites is rare. Recreation facilities are limited to site protection needs and are designed to be 
unobtrusive on the landscape. Common recreation activities include motorized trail riding, 
four-wheel driving, hunting, fishing, and dispersed camping.  



 

 

 
 
Front-country Settings in Summer ROS 
Front-country is areas of the forest where the preponderance of multiple resource 
management activities take place. Resource modification and utilization practices are 
evident. Concentrations of users can be expected. Roads and trails are common.  

Roaded Natural (RN) 
This setting is a general forest area characterized by natural appearing environments with 
evidence of the sights and sounds of man, and is within one-half mile of a road maintained 
for highway vehicle access. Resource modification and utilization practices harmonize with 
the natural environment. The areas often take on a mosaic of development and resource 
evidence from highly-modified areas to pockets of unmodified lands. Conventional 
motorized use is provided for in construction standards such as road widths and surface 
hardening. Road development levels range from native-surfaced high-clearance to levels that 
will accommodate passenger vehicles yet remain unpaved. OHV travel is common on forest 
roads and trails. Road and trail densities are moderate to high and interaction with other users 
is to be expected. Developed campgrounds, picnic areas, trailheads, and interpretive sites 
may be present within this setting. Constructed recreation facilities, designed with an 
architectural theme that blends with the natural environment, provide for resource protection, 
visitor information, and comfort. Hunting, fishing, biking, hiking, and viewing scenery are 
common activities.  

Built Environment Settings in Summer ROS 
The built environment is where the highest level of development occurs on the national 
forest. The built environment consists of rural and urban settings. These areas are 
substantially modified, although the background may have natural appearing elements. 
Facilities are almost always designed for a large number of people and roads are generally 
paved.  

Rural (R) 
Rural areas are characterized by a substantially modified natural environment. Structures are 
readily apparent, and pastoral, agricultural, or intensively managed wildland landscapes 
predominate as viewed from visually sensitive roads and trails. Facilities are often designed 
for use by a large number of people. Development of facilities is for user comfort such as 
pavement on roads and trails, and convenience amenities within campgrounds. Common 
facilities within this setting would be visitor centers, highly developed campgrounds that 
provide electricity and showers, areas with multiple facility developments such as lodges, 
campgrounds, and recreation residences. Scenic byway corridors are also within this setting. 
Driving for pleasure, viewing scenery, camping, and picnicking are common activities. 
Scenic integrity objectives are High (unaltered) to Moderate (slightly altered). 
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Urban (U) 
This setting does not currently exist on the GMUG National Forests. An Urban setting is 
characterized by a substantially urbanized environment with high levels of human activity, 
concentrated development, and increased regulations on human behavior. 

Winter ROS Settings 
Because a single landscape can change between summer and winter, ROS settings are likely 
to be different for winter and summer seasons. Areas of highly concentrated summer use 
often become remote when covered with snow. Conversely, inaccessible summer lands may 
be accessible by over snow travel. The Forest Plan did not establish winter ROS settings 
across the GMUG National Forests.  
At the time of publication of the revised draft assessment, the existing winter ROS inventory 
is still being conducted, so maps and precise definitions of existing winter ROS are 
forthcoming. For the time being, the following categories provide draft definitions that will 
be the starting point for the existing winter ROS inventory. 

Draft definition: Winter Non-Motorized Areas 
Winter non-motorized areas provide a variety of non-motorized recreation opportunities in a 
natural setting. Trails provide challenging cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, or dog 
sledding opportunities. Noise from motorized use is a rare exception away from the area 
boundary or designated route corridors. The winter ROS is Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized 
(SPNM) or Semi-Primitive Motorized (SPM) along designated routes where travel through a 
non-motorized area is necessary. There may be Primitive Winter ROS settings also. 
Groomed cross-country ski routes allow motorized equipment for the purpose of grooming.  
Nearby roads may influence the setting of these groomed trail systems, even though they are 
designated as non-motorized. In one case, a long-established snowmobile trail bisects a 
groomed non-motorized ski trail system.   

Draft definition: Winter Motorized Areas 
Winter motorized areas provide a variety of motorized recreation opportunities. Areas 
contain groomed trails, marked trails that are not groomed, unmarked/unmaintained open 
trails, or any combination of each. Managed travel routes provide varied levels of difficulty. 
Over-snow travel may be restricted to designated travel routes in certain locations or if 
conditions necessitate, seasonal restrictions may be imposed. The winter ROS is Semi-
Primitive Motorized (SPM) or Semi-Primitive Motorized with timing restrictions in wildlife 
habitat areas. 

Draft definition: Winter Access Corridors 
Winter access corridors are plowed road corridors that provide winter access to the Forest. 
They assist visitor access to winter backcountry and snow-play areas. Trailheads and parking 
areas are developed at key concentration points to accommodate the loading and unloading 
of equipment and people. The winter ROS is Roaded Natural (RN).



 

 

Appendix C. Maps 
An interactive Storymap displaying the inventoried existing summer ROS, developed recreation sites, existing trails, and more is available on the planning website 
at fs.usda.gov/goto/gmug/forestplan. As available, the website and Storymap will be updated with other recreation-related information and maps for the GMUG’s 
forest plan revision process, including the forthcoming winter ROS inventory. The public will be notified of substantial updates to the website. 

 
 Map 1. Inventory of Existing Summer ROS.  
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