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OVERVIEW  
During the week of March 19, 2018, the Gila National Forest (GNF) held several community open 
house meetings to gather input on the preliminary draft Forest Plan. The GNF planning team 
prepared posters summarizing the key themes included in the preliminary draft Forest Plan, and 
participants were asked to review this information and write down their ideas, thoughts, and 
suggestions for improvement. The summary information from the preliminary draft Forest Plan 
addressed topics such as motorized/non-motorized recreation, livestock grazing, timber/forest 
products, inventory and evaluation for potential wilderness characteristics, and sustainable 
recreation. Below are the comments received at each open house. The open house comments are 
followed by comments that were submitted by email between March 12 and May 1, 2018. 
 
 
QUEMADO OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 19, 2018 
 
Fires, Fuels and Air 

• It is good that the poster treats piñon-juniper overgrowth as fuel; the USFS needs to cut 
fuels to manage fire risk. There needs to be daylight for grasses to grow. 

• The USFS should be aware that it is hard to cut piñon-juniper, and that its stumps often 
regrow.  

• The USFS should use bulldozers to remove piñon-juniper and should treat stumps with 
herbicide to prevent regeneration. 

• It is good that the poster discusses reducing the density of brush and trees. 
• Reducing the density of the forest over millions of acres will take many years. 
• The USFS should make wide fence lines so that there can be a break in the timber every few 

miles, which could possibly make a fire break. 
 
General Comments 

• There should be a direct comparison between the old and new plans, describing what has 
changed between them. 

• It is good that the USFS is preserving some historical sites, but there is too much restriction. 
For example, the USFS should not stop all activity just because they find a nail in a piece of 
pottery. 

 
Inventory and Evaluation for Potential Wilderness Characteristics 

• The USFS should remove the Gila from being classified as wilderness. 
• The wilderness area is a waste of natural resources. People can enjoy the Gila National 

Forest in its present condition. There is no need for wilderness areas. 
 

Livestock Grazing 
• The USFS should use grazing goats to reduce brush and weeds. 
• It is important to allow grasses to grow to support livestock. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd573667.pdf
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• There is too much piñon-juniper overgrowth. 
• The USFS needs to aggressively treat piñon-juniper to allow grasses to grow. 
• There is a need for flexibility in grazing even after an assessment of impact (AOI) is 

completed due to rainfall and predators. 
• The USFS should stay away from set dates for cattle movement. Instead, it should use dates 

for cattle movement that are subject to change. 
 
Motorized and Non-Motorized Recreation 

• There is no mention of removing restrictions; there are only new restrictions. 
• There is too much mention of increased restrictions. 
• The US Forest Service (USFS) should open more roads and trails. 
• There are too many restrictions on motorized travel, which inhibits the use of our natural 

resources. 
• The USFS should allow ranchers to use motorized vehicles to maintain and improve their 

ranches. Hunters need to be able to retrieve their game; loggers need to be able to get to the 
timber; and wood-cutters need to be able to get to the firewood. 

 
Timber and Forest Products 

• Getting the forest to a healthy density has been addressed. Funding for initial projects is 
usually attainable, but maintenance has historically been a problem. 

• The USFS should prioritize keeping the forest at a desired and healthy density, possibly by 
using alternative methods such as grazing goats to maintain the forest. 

 
 
GLENWOOD OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 20, 2018 
 
General Comments 

• Animal unit month (AUM) fees do not keep up with inflation. 
• “Grazing permit cowboys” kill bears, coyotes, wolves, mountain lions, and beavers.  
• Overgrazing beyond utilization standards accelerates erosion. Our river valley buries 

fences. 
• Do not call vehicle routes "trails." Trails are single tracks for hiking. 

 
Watersheds 
 It is good that the USFS is prioritizing watershed restoration. 
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SILVER CITY OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 21, 2018 
 
Community Relationships 
It is wonderful that the USFS is prioritizing collaboration with youth, members of diverse 
communities, and citizen scientists. 
 
Fire, Fuels, and Air 

• It is encouraging that the poster focuses on reducing hazardous fuel loads. 
• There is too much of a reaction to wildfires, leaving no funding to reduce the density of 

brush and trees and to use prescribed fires. 
• The USFS should increase its emphasis on preventative management. 

 
Fish, Wildlife, and Plants 

• It is good that the poster addresses habitat connectivity. 
• The USFS needs to include robust plans for plant and animal migration due to climate 

change. 
 
General Comments  

• The poster looks like the Gila National Forest that community members have always known. 
• Restricting public access is a way of limiting the public to make the USFS’ job easier. This 

land is ours. We can actually work together. Right now, there is too much government! 
• The USFS should work with everyone and not take control! 

 
Inventory and Evaluation for Potential Wilderness Characteristics 
There is a trend of increased restrictions on the use of public lands. The USFS should slow down the 
pace of Wilderness Area designations. 
 
Livestock Grazing 

• It is laudable that the poster focuses on maintaining ecological integrity. The USFS should 
assume that it will need to adapt its monitoring tools as conditions change due to weather 
extremes. 

• There should not be any more wilderness grazing. 
• The USFS should limit cattle and livestock impacts along stream banks, and it should 

support, maintain, and enforce fencing access corridors. 
• The USFS should keep cattle out of the wilderness. 
• The USFS should advocate for adequate funding to monitor fences and conditions along 

stream banks. 
• There should be no grazing permits in the wilderness. 
• There should be a plan to remove the feral livestock that are damaging the river. 
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Non-Motorized and Motorized Recreation 
• The road system is still too large, and there is a huge maintenance backlog. It would be great 

if the revised Forest Plan prioritized road restoration.  
• There are too many roads! 

 
Riparian and Aquatic Ecosystems 

• Access for volunteer monitors is uncertain on deeply rutted, unpaved, and unmaintained 
roads (e.g., Little Walnut Creek). 

• The USFS should protect streams and rivers from cattle. 
 
Timber and Forest Products 

• It is encouraging that the forest management intends to imitate ecological processes. 
• There is no economic market for traditional timber. 
• There are inadequate staff and funding to conduct environmental and cultural surveys. 
• The USFS should include plans for recreation and commercial mineral use.  
• The USFS should encourage new markets for low-value biomass like woodchips. 

 
Wild and Scenic Rivers Eligibility Study 
There is a trend of increased restrictions on the use of public lands. The USFS should slow down the 
pace of Wild and Scenic River (WSR) designations. 
 
 
MIMBRES OPEN HOUSE  
MARCH 22, 2018   
 
Fires, Fuel, and Air 
During the past few wildfires, the communication with the community was good. Thank you. 
 
General Comments  

• Please delineate changes clearly when releasing the next chapter of the plan. There should 
be information on what changes are proposed for each subheading. 

• There should be information on the differences between the Forest Plan of 1986 and the 
proposed changes.  

• A crosswalk will work for some people, but not all. Maybe a public meeting on this would be 
good. 

• The USFS should summarize changes in the plan when subsequent drafts are released. 
• Hikers often hear gunshots around Lake Roberts. What can hikers do to protect themselves? 

 
Livestock Grazing 

• The pictures used on the poster are very selective. 
• Pine and brush encroachment is concerning.  
• Allotments are not restocked per regional USFS direction. 
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• Livestock grazing should be done away with on wild-urban interface land. 
• The USFS should maintain stocking and improvement, and it should get its range 

conservationists out on the ground documenting range conditions and management. 
• It would be good if the USFS encouraged grazing on the Gila. The Gila National Forest has 

systematically reduced the numbers of cattle and eliminated grazing across the Forest in the 
last 25 years. Flashy fuels have increased, and weed treatment is nearly non-existent. USFS 
regulations on who may hold permits and how many years allotments may remain 
unstocked have been and are being ignored. The Nature Conservancy (TNC) should not be 
allowed to have grazing permits in their name. The permitted number of cattle should be 
increased to the previous levels of the 1980s and 1990s depending on rainfall. Vacant 
allotments should be advertised, and permits should be given to qualified ranch owners and 
restocked. 

 
Sustainable Recreation 

• Thanks to the USFS for including bicycling on the poster. 
• It is worrying that vehicles have been speeding on narrow and winding forest roads.  
• The USFS should invite state troopers to cruise the area more often. 
• There will not be any sustainable recreation with jets flying over the Gila at a height of 500 

feet. 
 

Timber and Forest Products  
• More firewood should be made available to the public.  
• Members of the public are seldom allowed to cut green trees for firewood or other uses. 

Cutting areas are very limited right now. There are too many stands per acre. The USFS 
needs to do larger clear-cuts and more selective cutting. 

• The areas currently available for cutting are too limited. There are too many stands of trees 
per acre, and the USFS should approve more substantial clear cuts and more selective 
cutting.  

• The USFS should let the local residents cut before or along with outside contractors. 
• The USFS should stop trying to preserve over-mature trees that are dying or are subject to 

disease, bugs, and fire, which spread and affect the whole landscape. The USFS should allow 
more green firewood to be harvested. Also, the USFS should take money from its wildlife 
and wilderness budgets and use it to hire more timber personnel. 

 
Watersheds and Riparian/Aquatic Ecosystems 

• Watersheds are currently suffering from poor timber management. There are too many 
trees. 

• The USFS should give the timber shop more money to adequately address overgrowth 
through more timber sales. The USFS should also allow more firewood cutting by the public. 
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Wild and Scenic Rivers Eligibility/ Inventory and Evaluation for Potential Wilderness 
Characteristics 

• The poster does not address the fire risk associated with the wilderness and adjoining 
areas. 

• There are no recoverable resources in wilderness; there is only aesthetic value. 
• Wild and Scenic River designations add multiple levels of restrictions and regulations that 

lock forest users out of the area. This severely restricts multiple use and ends up creating 
space for recreation only. 

• Wilderness is the same as wasteland. The USFS has done the land and the people of the US a 
great disservice and has cause major damage to land, water, and wildlife.  

• Deer and elk cannot eat coniferous vegetation; it causes them to abort their calves and 
fawns.  

• Multiple use and conservation will keep the forest healthy. Preservation cannot work in 
systems that are living, growing, and changing. 

• In addition to recommending new wilderness areas, this plan should recommend that there 
be enhanced protections against airspace travel over existing wilderness. 

• The USFS should not expand the wilderness. 
• The USFS should allow cattle to graze to benefit vegetation health.  
• There should be no Wild and Scenic Rivers on the Gila! 
• There should be no wilderness on the Gila! The USFS should put the wilderness back into 

multiple use. 
 
 
LAS CRUCES OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 23, 2018 
 
Existing Designated Areas 
The Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST) is not adequately reflected as a Congressional 
designation. It would be appropriate to indicate the trail corridor as a reflection of the CDNST and 
to explain the Congressional purpose and intent of the designation. 
 
Fire, Fuels, and Air 

• The USFS should use prescribed burns to reduce fuel for wildfires.  
• The USFS should conduct outreach and education to public and private groups to explain 

that prescribed burns are a management tool.  
 
General Comments 

• The USFS should indicate if the tribes are allowed access to collect vegetation or materials 
for cultural purposes.  

• The USFS should work with utility companies on maintaining access via roads through 
public use or special permits to maintain utility lines. Also, the USFS should correct the  
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poster typo for Management Areas. The USFS should consider using warmer native 
vegetation and look into whether the soil will support it. 

• Livestock grazing does not mimic natural disturbances. The USFS should phase out livestock 
grazing. 

 
Riparian Ecosystems 
The USFS should indicate whether invasive species will be removed from riparian areas and 
replaced with native species. 
 
Timber and Forest Products 

• The poster’s focus on utilizing timber harvesting as a restoration tool is encouraging.  
• Those engaged in timber harvesting should harvest at the right time to minimize the 

impacts from the heavy equipment they use to harvest timber. 
 
 
TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 23, 2018 
 
Existing Designated Areas 

• The Gila is " New Mexico's Crown Jewel" and is critically important to people all over the 
state and the country.  We are so lucky to have the very first wilderness area here! 

• The USFS should provide a plan for new wilderness designations. 
 

General Comments 
The reference to aviation and airstrips in the proposal is interesting.  
 
Inventory and Evaluation for Potential Wilderness Characteristics/Wild and Scenic Rivers 
Eligibility  

• The USFS should not be overly restrictive when evaluating rivers for outstandingly 
remarkable values. The USFS should consider the value of watching and listening to rivers. 

• The USFS should consider at least one draft alternative that protects all areas with 
wilderness characteristics and Wild and Scenic Rivers.  

• The USFS should not re-evaluate river segments that have been previously determined to be 
eligible for Wild and Scenic Rivers. 
 

Livestock Grazing 
• The poster has an adorable picture of a calf. 
• The USFS should actively manage grazing to ensure endangered species protections. The 

USFS should use agency discretion. 
 
Wildlife, Fish, and Plants 

• The USFS should plan specifically to assist in Mexican Wolf recovery. 
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• It is concerning that no specific threatened or endangered species are on the poster. 
 
 
RESERVE OPEN HOUSE 
MARCH 26, 2018 
 
Fire, Fuel, and Air 

• The USFS should replant trees at Snow Lake. More trees should be planted in general. 
• There are remaining questions about whether the USFS had stated objectives and 

constraints for resources other than fire before ignition, and about whether the USFS is 
monitoring to see if it has met its objectives.  

 
Fish and Plants 

• The USFS should stop poisoning fish. 
• The USFS should explain the relationship of the management of wood products, livestock 

grazing, and recreational development to wildlife. 
 
General Comments  

• The USFS should explain how it selects the “target” environmental goals it seeks to achieve 
when drafting the Forest Plan. The term “pre-European” has been used a number of times. If 
“pre-European” is the target, how does the USFS know what 
those conditions were? Even if the USFS could know those conditions, is that a reasonable 
goal given the current (and likely future) climactic conditions? 

• It is encouraging that the poster says that the forest should be managed and not just left to 
burn. However, clear-cutting is a concern. 

• The design of the posters, color scheme, and photos used are pleasant, attractive, and 
engaging. However, there is too much jargon. Due to the slow-moving nature of large 
bureaucracies, it seems like data collection and plans resulting from data collection are 
often behind the times.  

• The USFS should explain whether or not they are able to utilize drones or satellite images in 
their management of lands. 

• The USFS should use concrete examples that people can identify with on their posters. 
• There does not need to be complete cell phone coverage of the entire forest; in particular, 

the wilderness should be cellphone-free. 
• Forest type conversion should not be an objective of fire management or treatment 

prescriptions.  
• The format being used for input is nice. 
• “Deeper dive” discussions or technical meetings on monitoring and habitat connectivity 

would be of interest. 
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Livestock Grazing 
• The information on the poster all sounds good, but it means nothing without timely, 

effective, and accurate monitoring.  
• The USFS should use monitoring methods that now exist and should consider increasing 

herd sizes when resources are not being utilized to the maximum.  
• Range conservationists should spend more time out of the office and in the field. 

 
Motorized and Non-Motorized Trails 

• The poster sounds good, but the Travel Management Plan has not been implemented yet. 
How is the USFS going to control trail use when it has not been able to police motorized 
use? 

• There needs to be an honest explanation of the reality on the ground. 
• Trails should be kept clear by removing stumps and rocks. 

 
Sustainable Recreation 
It is concerning that the poster mostly seems to imply that facilities and services will be reduced 
while there has not been a large effort to find successful partnerships.  
 
Timber and Forests 
There are questions about how the term ‘natural ecological processes’ is defined and studied, how 
livestock capacity is determined, what the time period is, and whether and how that capacity can 
change. 
 
Watersheds and Riparian/Aquatic Ecosystems 

• It is concerning that the USFS is fencing off waterways. There are fences across the San 
Francisco River that prevent people from floating down.  

• The USFS should help fix "the watershed problem," which currently results in runoff from 
USFS land and destroys private property. 

 
Wild and Scenic Rivers Eligibility Study 

• In determining eligibility, the USFS should preserve the Gila River for the use and 
enjoyment of present and future generations. 

• There are concerns about closures and accessibility. 
 

 
 
COMMENTS SUBMITTED BY EMAIL 
Note: Individuals and organizations sent the following comments by email regarding the 
preliminary draft Forest Plan. For the sake of clarity, comments of 500 words or less are included 
below in their entirety and longer comments are summarized for inclusion in this summary 
document. All of the comments submitted are part of the public record and can be made available in 
full upon request. 
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COMMENTS OF 500 WORDS OR LESS 
 

• I noticed a section of the Plan is devoted to the Continental Divide Trail (CDT). I hiked it a 
long time ago, and I know that much of it been re-routed several times in the Gila National 
Forest. I must say that it has not always been a practical re-routing. When a person hikes 
the CDT through New Mexico (including the Gila), one of their most important 
considerations is water. I would like to see a statement acknowledging this reality in the 
Plan. Please put future re-routing of the CDT in the Gila near reliable water sources. It is 
what hikers do anyway. They will not use a trail that is “high and dry.” 

• I think there needs to be more emphasis placed upon finding ways of restoring the 
northwestern quadrant of the Gila Wilderness trails. There are approximately 27 trails in 
this portion of the Gila Wilderness and the majority are either completely closed or only 
partially open and maintained. If the USFS cannot figure out how to reopen and maintain 
these trails, it needs to put up signs on each trail warning the general public about trails 
conditions. Many of these trails are very dangerous, are overgrown, and are impossible to 
find. The USFS needs to allow the use of chainsaws for two weeks each spring for four or 
five years to remove the tremendous amount of blow-down in this portion of the Gila 
Wilderness. The USFS will be open to lawsuits if someone loses their life on these trails, 
which do not have adequate signage. There is a general sign at the trailhead entrance, but 
there are none on the numerous connecting, internal trails. This is a glaring omission and 
represents gross neglect on the part of the USFS. The USFS needs to figure out how to 
maintain these trails as they are very important to our local economy and also for my 
outfitting business. I cannot take clients into most of this area, and it has also significantly 
curtailed hiker and backpacker use. The USFS budget seems to have money for many other 
Gila National Forest programs, but trail budgeting has definitely been lacking. 

• I attended the Forest Plan Revision meeting in San Lorenzo on March 22. I was very pleased 
to see all the topics that are being covered and the detail in which they are being presented. 
The planning process should lead to changes in direction due to changes in weather and 
climate, economics, rules and regulation, and community use of the forest. I am strong 
believer in science-driven policy. I know that it is difficult to collect data, and it is often quite 
difficult to fund it or find the staff time to collect it. However, the lack of data (on the 
impacts or cumulative impacts of grazing, water diversion, military fly-overs, vehicle use, 
etc.) should not lead the USFS to continue with old policies. This fact must be discussed and 
addressed when the data is lacking for decision-making and for plans such as the Forest 
Plan Revision. How can information and data collection be made into a policy for the future? 
Thanks for your time and willingness to work on this planning exercise. 

• Four comments regarding the Gila Forest Plan Revision: 
o First, global warming is stressing and will increasingly stress all forest ecosystems. 

It is a huge new factor that needs to be considered when managing the Gila National 
Forest from now on. Because of global warming: 
 The USFS needs to limit cattle grazing to prevent damage to our public lands. 

Gradually, as grazing leases expire, cattle should be banned from wilderness 
areas altogether. 
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 The USFS needs to expand our wilderness areas in order to create a stronger 
buffer for all the wildlife species that live there, because they are also under 
the greatest ever stresses and threats. 

o Second, as our human population grows so should the size and number of our 
wilderness areas so that people can explore the wilderness without over-stressing 
it. The area that our forefathers set aside is no longer large enough for future 
generations.  

o Third, recreational use of National Forests and wilderness areas need to be 
emphasized and expanded. That means that the USFS needs to do more trail and 
campground maintenance. This will insure that people (especially young people) 
will experience the forest and develop an appreciation for it. Then they will be ready 
to defend our public lands from any future threats and thus preserve those public 
lands.  

o Fourth, a long-term goal for all National Forests, wilderness areas, and other public 
lands in the Rocky Mountain region should be to create a wildlife corridor that 
spans the entire length of the Continental Divide so that wildlife species can move 
freely and naturally through the whole region, as it is their only habitat. This will 
keep their gene pools varied and their populations healthy. 

• For the past 3 years, my friend and I have traveled to the Gila Wilderness Area on dual sport 
motorcycles. We have found the area to be stunning in beauty, stark in setting, and 
otherwise beyond comparison. I would like to be able to continue to enjoy our method of 
travel in the area. We are careful to leave the area as we found it, we feel that most of us in 
the off-road community are likeminded. We bring a fair amount of money to the Reserve 
area each year as that is where we have stayed. I would like to ask that you please continue 
to allow and provide for motorized enjoyment of the area. Thanks for your time. 

• New Mexico’s Gila National Forest is home to more than one million acres of public lands 
along with the last major free-flowing river in the state (the Gila River). The Gila and San 
Francisco Rivers and many of their tributaries possess remarkable values that warrant their 
designation for eligibility within the US National Park Service’s Wild and Scenic Rivers 
program, as is required by National Forest planning regulations. The Gila National Forest is 
home to over 750 miles of potential Wild and Scenic Rivers. These rivers and streams offer 
unparalleled opportunities for outdoor recreation and sustainable economic development. I 
urge you to designate them as eligible for Wild and Scenic River protection:  this will help 
preserve their values so that Congress can act to permanently protect the rivers. 

• As part of the Gila National Forest Management Plan Revision, I am writing to encourage 
you to continue to protect the remarkable values of the rivers and creeks already found 
eligible for Wild and Scenic Rivers designation under previous Forest Plans (Whitewater 
Creek, Spruce Creek, Middle Fork Gila River, West Fork Gila River, Diamond Creek, South 
Diamond Creek, Holden Prong, and Las Animas Creek). I also encourage you to designate 
the San Francisco River as eligible. Additionally, I would like to register my support for 
Congress to designate the Gila River and many of its tributaries (including the San Francisco 
River) as Wild and Scenic Rivers. The Gila River is the central feature of Gila National Forest, 
and as a whitewater paddler I know that it provides an opportunity for an incredible 
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multiday river trip featuring American Indian ruins, fantastic camping, and hidden hot 
springs, all set in a remote desert canyon. This free-flowing river provides critical habitat 
and ecological services for the vast wilderness it traverses, while also providing a unique 
recreational experience of solitude, adventure, and natural immersion that only a multi-day 
paddling trip down a wild river can provide. I urge you to protect these special streams 
under this management plan, especially from the real threats of diversions, dams, and 
mining claims in their headwaters. Thank you for your time. 

• Thank you for planning for the future of the Gila National Forest. I hope that the USFS will 
prioritize the following as it considers alternatives and prepares for the new Forest Plan:  

o Protection of wildlife corridors: Please take the time to analyze available 
information about wildlife movement and habitat in order determine how best to 
identify and protect corridors for animal movement within and around the Gila 
within the new Forest Plan.  

o Recovery of Mexican wolves: The Gila National Forest is the epicenter of Mexican 
wolf recovery in the United States. The USFS must protect denning habitat within 
the forest and reduce human-wolf conflicts through appropriate livestock grazing 
management. This grazing management should include strategies such as allowing 
management flexibility in permits, moving livestock away from potential conflict 
areas, and ensuring adequate forage for native prey sources. 

o Preservation of wilderness-quality landscapes and Wild and Scenic Rivers: The New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance has analyzed and mapped numerous areas within the 
forest that the USFS should recommend for wilderness designation or eligibility for 
Wild and Scenic River Designation under the Forest Plan. Managing qualifying areas 
as a recommended wilderness or an eligible Wild and Scenic River segment is the 
best way to ensure preservation of biological diversity and core wildlife habitat. I 
support the proposals of the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance and desire additional 
protected wilderness areas and Wild and Scenic River designations in the Gila 
National Forest. 

• As part of the Gila National Forest Management Plan Revision, I am writing to encourage 
you to continue to protect the remarkable values of the rivers and creeks already found 
eligible for Wild and Scenic Rivers designation under previous Forest Plans (Whitewater 
Creek, Spruce Creek, Middle Fork Gila River, West Fork Gila River, Diamond Creek, South 
Diamond Creek, Holden Prong, and Las Animas Creek). I also encourage you to designate 
the San Francisco River as eligible. Additionally, I would like to register my support for 
Congress to designate the Gila River and many of its tributaries (including the San Francisco 
River) as Wild and Scenic Rivers. The Gila River is the central feature of Gila National Forest, 
and as a whitewater paddler I know that it provides an opportunity for an incredible 
multiday river trip featuring American Indian ruins, fantastic camping, and hidden hot 
springs, all set in a remote desert canyon. This free-flowing river provides critical habitat 
and ecological services for the vast wilderness it traverses, while also providing a unique 
recreational experience of solitude, adventure, and natural immersion that only a multi-day 
paddling trip down a wild river can provide. Further, Wild and Scenic Rivers provide 
incredible and (most importantly) sustainable economic growth for rural towns 
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surrounding these rivers. These economic effects are well-documented on rivers all over the 
country and reflect the growing economic benefit of human-powered sports across the 
spectrum. As I write this, I am sitting in downtown Santa Fe dreaming of my next vacation 
to New Mexico and I can tell you that I will certainly be coming to paddle. I urge you to 
protect these special streams under this management plan, especially from the real threats 
of diversions, dams, and mining claims in their headwaters. Thank you for your time. 

• Thank you for providing the review of the Gila preliminary draft plan. I have several areas of 
interest that I will follow: 

o What, if any, portions of the existing forest will be considered for classification as 
wilderness? 

o What further restrictions for motor vehicle travel might be considered?  
o What accommodations might be allowed for senior citizens who are not able to 

travel by foot to use motor vehicles? 
o What is the plan for thinning the forest around populated areas to reduce fire 

hazards? 
• Please consider the following during your planning process. Wilderness is absolutely 

essential to me, as is the protection of wildlife. 
o Safe corridors for wildlife movement. 
o Protection for Mexican wolves and their habitat. 
o Increases in the pathetically tiny population of Mexican wolves. 
o Designation (and protection) of wilderness. 

• I noticed once again there are few or no multiple-use trails in the Plan. Economically, the 
USFS is failing in its responsibility to help the small towns around the Gila. Motorized 
vehicle use is booming! Baby-boomers want to drive in the forest, but the USFS only sees 
hikers, horseback riders, and bicycle riders. The USFS is once again ignoring the people that 
will spend money in the Gila's surrounding towns. The USFS is doing a very poor job at 
helping the economies of the surrounding towns. It is estimated that Colorado brings in 
three billion dollars from out of state off-highway vehicle (OHV) riders; that is a B as in 
billion! What is the USFS doing other than treating the entire forest as near-wilderness by 
keeping out OHVs? NOTHING! 

• The Gila forest is very special to me. I moved here 25 years ago and immediately loved this 
wonderful asset. I have spent many days in much of the vast forest backpacking, hunting, 
camping, horse-back riding, canoeing, four-wheel drive trucking, and all-terrain vehicle- 
(ATV)ing. My house and property are adjacent to the forest. It is part of my life. I am 
concerned because I see a trend of more and more restrictions. However, I would like to see 
my grandchildren continue to use the forest in their lifetime as I have. They have also spent 
many days enjoying the Gila. The USFS should not continue the trend of limiting the use of 
the Gila to those who can foot hike or horse ride. 

• I am grateful for your continued work on the revised Forest Plan for the Gila National 
Forest. I am especially thankful for your openness and desire to work with the general 
public to make the revised plan scientifically sound. Please accept my informal comments: 
In general, the preliminary draft plan has grave shortcomings regarding climate change 
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issues. This plan (and future plans) will no longer be able to address issues in the same way 
that they have been addressed in the past. We are now entering a new phase in our planet’s 
history and we must respond accordingly. The predicted effects of climate change are 
staggering, especially in the American Southwest. Our needle-leaf evergreen forests are 
severely threatened by stressors to the point of massive tree mortality throughout their 
range. I read Triepke’s dissertation titled Assessing the Climate Change Vulnerability of the 
Southwestern U.S. and was alarmed by the findings. Since this is the best available science, 
we need to utilize the information to a greater degree than is addressed in the current 
preliminary draft assessment. Since we have no other, this paper needs to be our guiding 
light as we forge into the new, dark future ahead. It is necessary to shift our thinking from 
sustainability to ecosystem resiliency and the adaptive capacity of landscapes. We need to 
focus on topics such as: soil formation, soil retention, water storage, trophic cascades, 
natural hydrologic regimes, and the presence of keystone species. I would like to see the 
USFS be much more transparent and realistic when defining the uncertainty levels 
associated with the Ecological Response Units (ERUs) vulnerability. This is an important 
concept for understanding the high probability that certain ERUs will undergo a type 
conversion by 2090. The species in the ERUs that are most vulnerable to a type conversion 
(such as the Spruce Fir-Forest, Ponderosa Pine Forest, and Pinyon-Juniper Woodland) need 
to be addressed. Their survival depends on these ecosystems and will be lost along with the 
associated ERU. Thus, they need to be added to the list of Species of Conservation Concern. 
Obviously, it is a daunting task to include all of the birds, mammals, lepidoptera, and insects, 
but an attempt must be made. Focusing on certain special areas within each ERU that can 
serve best as an ecological refuge may be the most effective way to save the highest number 
of species possible. 

• The Native Plant Society of New Mexico (NPSNM) respectfully submits the following 
comments in response to the preliminary draft Land Management Plan (Plan). NPSNM 
is a non-profit organization with approximately 900 members in seven chapters around 
the state and in El Paso, Texas. Our mission is to educate the public about native plants 
by promoting knowledge of plant identification, ecology, and uses; to foster plant 
conservation and the preservation of natural habitats; to support botanical research; 
and to encourage the appropriate use of native plants to conserve water, land, and 
wildlife. NPSNM supports the general approach taken in the Plan of defining historic 
ranges of spatial and temporal variability by Ecological Response Unit and aiming to 
restore a similar range of conditions. However, we are disappointed that climate change 
(or the synonymous phrase "long-term trends in climate") is underemphasized in the 
Plan. The Plan is intended to guide the management of the Gila National Forest for the 
next 15 years, but it may actually be in effect for between 15 years and the nearly 35 
years that the current Plan has lasted. Resiliency to disturbance will be more difficult to 
achieve if the Plan fails to use the best available scientific information, which indicates 
directional (warmer) change in climate and an increase in extreme weather events. It is 
crucial that management emphasize adaptation to variability outside of the historic 
range, especially when contemplating future fire management. We are encouraged that 
the draft Plan does include examples such as planning for the possibility that a 100-year 
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flood will become a 50 or 10-year event. The forthcoming Monitoring section should 
focus on detecting and mitigating the effects of climate change through the use of 
adaptive management. On page 84, in the Plan’s chapter on Rare and Endemic Species, 
it is twice suggested that the USFS might collaborate with the New Mexico Department 
of Game and Fish (NMDGF) on rare plants. The NMDGF has no jurisdiction or expertise 
on rare plant species and should be removed from this section of the text. They would 
be an appropriate collaborator on rare animal species. Finally, NPSNM would like to 
reiterate our concern with the 2012 Planning Rule procedure for establishing the 
Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) list. Rare plants should not be eliminated from 
consideration as SCC because of a lack of documented occurrences of the plant on the 
Gila or insufficient information about their status and related trends.  Rather, such 
species should be included on a supplemental list and prioritized for field surveys to 
evaluate their occurrence and status. NPSNM fully supports the Gila Native Plant 
Society (a chapter of NPSNM) on their separate submission of a spreadsheet of 
information to inform the Species of Concern list as well as their proposed Special 
Botanical Areas and urges the USFS to adopt the recommendations therein. Thank you 
for the opportunity to participate in the planning process by submitting comments on 
the preliminary raft Land Management Plan document. We look forward to further 
interaction during the upcoming public comment stages of the planning process. 

• Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the preliminary draft Forest 
Management Plan for the Gila National Forest. The Continental Divide Trail Coalition 
(CDTC) has already submitted comments to be included in this process. However, we 
would like to add some additional comments. CDTC supports the designation of the Gila 
River as a Wild and Scenic River. CDTC sees this designation as an important 
component of the entire Continental Divide Trail (CDT) experience and as an 
opportunity to protect one of the last free-flowing sections of the Gila River. CDTC 
supports protection of alternate routes currently used by CDT hikers on the Gila 
National Forest, in addition to the “official” Continental Divide National Scenic Trail 
(CDNST) route. This includes routes that connect the trails through the Middle Fork of 
the Gila River, Gila Cliff Dwellings, Deadman Creek Trail (the old CDT route that 
connects to Burro Mountain Homestead), as well as routes through Emory Pass and 
near the Signal Peak fire tower in the Black Range and along the Continental Divide 
itself. CDTC would be happy to discuss these alternate routes and opportunities with 
the USFS in order to incorporate them within a system of trails included in the CDNST 
designation. CDTC supports opportunities to work with grazing permittees along the 
CDT corridor for development of “wildlife” water sources that might also serve CDT 
travelers and pack-stock. CDTC thanks you again for the opportunity to provide these 
specific comments in addition to our previous comments on the draft Gila National 
Forest Plan submitted on April 6, 2018. 

• Please accept and carefully consider my comments below with respect to your planning for 
the future of the Gila National Forest. I am very concerned about future management of the 
Gila National Forest. I strongly believe that the Forest should be managed in the broad 
national interest by conserving wildlife, soils, native vegetation, ecological health, and 
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primitive scenic landscapes. The future management and sustainability of these significant 
public resources should not be jeopardized by allowing narrow and harmful private 
interests like mining, logging, oil drilling, grazing, and road building to take place in the 
Forest. Please prioritize the following as you consider alternatives and plan components for 
the new Forest Plan: 

o Protection of wildlife corridors: The Gila National Forest is home to many wide-
ranging species, including Mexican wolves, mule deer, elk, and pronghorn. These 
animals often move within the boundaries of the Gila National Forest, between 
habitat in the forest, and onto other public and private lands. Please take the time to 
analyze available information about wildlife movement and habitat to determine 
how to best identify and protect corridors for animal movement within and around 
the Gila under the new Forest Plan. 

o Recovery of Mexican wolves: The Gila National Forest is the epicenter of Mexican 
wolf recovery in the United States. Every effort should be made by the USFS to 
protect denning habitat within the forest and to reduce human-wolf conflicts 
through appropriate livestock grazing management. This grazing management 
should include strategies such as allowing management flexibility in permits, 
moving livestock away from potential conflict areas, and ensuring adequate forage 
for native prey sources. 

o Preservation of wilderness-quality landscapes and Wild and Scenic Rivers:  The New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance has analyzed and mapped numerous areas within the 
forest that should be recommended for wilderness designation or eligibility for wild 
and scenic river designation in the Forest Plan. Managing qualifying areas as a 
recommended wilderness or an eligible wild and scenic river segment is the best 
way to ensure preservation of biological diversity and core wildlife habitat. I 
strongly support the proposals of the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance and desire 
additional protected wilderness areas and wild and scenic designations in the Gila 
National Forest. 

o Protect and restore sensitive riparian habitats: Riparian habitats are vitally 
important for maintaining many dependent special status species, as well as other 
wildlife and plants. These habitats should receive priority attention in order to 
promote their protection and restoration. For example, livestock grazing should be 
excluded from these habitats, harmful, invasive salt cedar trees should be removed, 
and erosion control measures should be used to prevent downcutting of channels. 
Thank you very much for considering my comments. 

• I write to comment on the preliminary draft Management Plan for the Gila National Forest 
(the Management Plan). I write on behalf of Advocates for the Environment, a nonprofit 
environmental advocacy organization and law firm. The March 2017 Final Assessment 
Report of Ecological/Social Economic Sustainability Conditions and Trends for the Gila 
National Forest, New Mexico (the Assessment Report), contains an assessment of Baseline 
Carbon Storage for the Gila National Forest in Chapter 3. This analysis is very important, 
and I appreciate that you included it in the report. The analysis points out that carbon 
stocks and organic carbon in the soil are important repositories of carbon, and that 
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increases in carbon sequestered in the forest can significantly offset greenhouse-gas 
emissions from the use of fossil fuels. The Summary and Conclusions section of Chapter 3 of 
the Assessment Report makes it clear that forest-management alternatives such as stand 
density, fire-suppression regimes, logging, thinning, fuel reduction, the management of 
grassland, and different uses of harvest products could strongly affect the forest’s net 
carbon emissions. The Management Plan pays only the slightest attention to carbon 
sequestration. On page 16, it states that “carbon stocks represent reference conditions” as a 
goal for ERUs. This goal implies that carbon stocks will be equivalent to what they have 
been historically. However, the analysis in the Assessment Report shows that the USFS can 
do significantly better than merely achieving reference conditions through the active 
management of forest ecosystems. Given the critical importance of climate change as the 
Earth’s most significant environmental problem, the Management Plan should aspire to 
sequester more carbon than the reference conditions do currently. The USFS will discuss 
alternatives in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the Management Plan that it 
will produce as part of the NEPA process. I request that the discussion of each alternative 
contain an analysis of how it compares with other alternatives in terms of carbon 
sequestration and emissions. Carbon sequestration is of course not the only factor that the 
USFS must consider when choosing among alternative management strategies, but it is an 
important factor that must be given due consideration. 

 
SUMMARIES OF COMMENTS OF 500 WORDS OR MORE 
Note: Comments of 500 words or more are summarized and categorized below for ease of 
reference. It should be noted that there is considerable overlap among these categories. All 
comments submitted will be included and accessible in the public record. 
 
Flyovers 

• The draft Forest Plan’s provisions for United States Air Force (USAF) flights over the Gila 
are worrying. These provisions allow USAF to conduct 10,000 sorties over the Gila each 
year and to drop 15,000 of both flares and chaff canisters in designated bombing ranges. 
The potential loss of life to people, cattle, horses, pets, and wildlife is worrying and it is 
outrageous that the bombing ranges were included in the national forest. Planes pose a 
significant safety risk by flying so low over the forest (at an altitude of 500 feet) because of 
the potential disaster of a crash. Finally, particles from the chaff canisters are likely to 
remain suspended in the air with harmful health implications for area residents.  

• The USFS should be more assertive in their working relationship with the Federal Aviation 
Administration and the military to ensure that overflights cause minimal disturbance to 
wildlife, especially over existing wildernesses, which surely qualify as “key wildlife areas.” 
This should be a standard, not an optional management approach. 

• The current Holloman Air Force Base proposal calls for releasing into the air 15,000 
bundles of “chaff” annually. The effects of this chaff in the air and on land and water are 
unknown, according to the Air Force’s commissioned studies. The USFS should address this 
potential threat to water quality. 
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Roads, Off-Road Vehicle Use, and Motorized Recreation 
• Off road vehicle travel is not mentioned under “Recreation Use” in Chapter Two. This should 

be added. 
• In the section on Roads and Motorized Trails, the USFS mentioned that some roads and 

trails will be abandoned and decommissioned. During the development of the Travel 
Management Plan, the USFS told a commenter that these issues were included and 
addressed. If this section is not reconsidered it will harm the credibility of Gila National 
Forest personnel.  

• Significant overarching issues associated with the proposed action include that it: 
o Lacks a reasonable alternative to address the public’s need for more motorized 

access and recreational opportunities. 
o Lacks a reasonable alternative to address the need for motorized access and 

recreation for youth, the elderly, the handicapped, the disabled, and veterans. 
o Fails to adequately address the benefits of motorized recreation on the human 

environment. 
o Over-represents the public’s need for more wilderness 
o Improperly considers roadless areas: The proposed alternative effectively converts 

multiple-use lands to de facto wilderness lands, which circumvents Congressional 
law and the wilderness designation process. 

o Does not adequately consider the cumulative impact of all motorized closures. 
o Fails to recognize the lack of long distance motorized trail systems. 
o Fails to adequately identify and address the imbalance of trail opportunities on our 

public lands. 
o Does not provide for a reasonable level of multiple-use. 
o Unreasonably uses of climate change as a reason to eliminate motorized access and 

motorized recreation: Motorized recreation is not a significant factor in climate 
change. If CO2 is a significant factor in climate change, then forest fires are a 
significant impact and this impact must be adequately addressed. 

o Does not meet requirements that the USFS coordinate with local and state 
government: Coordination with all surrounding counties is required and has not 
been adequately provided. 

o Fails to adequately recognize and address RS2477 Route Standing: The proposed 
action closes and obliterates many routes that have RS2477 standing and should be 
perpetuated for public motorized access and use as allowed initially by the law. 

o  Uses arbitrary and capricious analysis and decision-making: 
 There are no site-specific studies and analysis of OHV recreation as required 

by NEPA. 
 Studies that support OHV recreation or give an unbiased analysis are being 

ignored. 
 The road density criteria assign equal impacts to single-track motorcycle 

versus ATV trails versus forest roads versus highways. These criteria are not 
site-specific as required by NEPA and is obviously false. 
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o Fails to adequately address justice issues. The Agency presents itself as “an equal 
opportunity provider, employer and lender.” Our public lands have considerably 
many more miles non-motorized trails than motorized trails. There is not an equal 
opportunity in miles of trail and quality of experience for motorized recreationists. 

o Overstates the impact of motorized access and motorized recreation on fish and 
wildlife. 

o Overstates the impact of motorized access and motorized recreation on the natural 
environment. 

o Does not adequately consider motorized references: The analysis has not 
adequately considered information that supports the need and value of motorized 
recreation. 

o Does not consider maintenance, funding and gas tax issues: The analysis has not 
adequately considered information that identifies significant issues surrounding 
maintenance, funding and gas tax issues. If motorized use is removed, then 
motorized funds should not be used in the area and motorized funds used 
previously in the area should be returned for use on motorized projects. 

• A commenter submitted remarks centered around three major themes: 
o The Desired Conditions in the preliminary draft pertaining to motorized access and 

recreation are extremely weak and do not go far enough. 
 Trail and trail-based recreation management for both segments is (or should 

be) identical in scope and purpose and is largely in methods and practice. 
The Motorized and Non-Motorized sections should be combined into a single 
“Trails” section to ensure that motorized and non-motorized recreation (and 
users) are treated fairly and consistently in the final Forest Plan. 

 The only mention of motorized access and the important role roads play in 
motorized recreation is the mileage metrics from the Travel Management 
Rule. It completely ignores the question of whether that planning activity 
successfully addressed public access and motorized recreation. It did not. 

 It is concerning that the objectives were not included in the preliminary 
draft. Without Objectives to review, it is much more difficult to ascertain 
what Desired Conditions are missing. The Management Approaches are 
similarly lacking in acknowledgement of motorized access and recreation as 
they offer no support or actionable items for motorized uses. While the 
agency (quite correctly) identifies motorized recreation as an element of 
dispersed recreation, that section includes only a single Desired Condition. 

 With only 24% of the Forest’s land mass designated as wilderness, the 
agency is criminally under-emphasizing and under-utilizing the mostly 
lightly developed (and still very primitive) bulk of the Forest.  Yet, not a 
single one of the Desired Conditions under Sustainable Recreation even 
hints at the importance of motorized recreation or its mostly untapped 
economic potential.  

 In Chapter 2, the “description” of Recreation (p. 3) focuses entirely on the 
“vast undeveloped areas” of the Gila and completely ignores the enormous 
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amount of recreation that takes place in the much larger lightly developed 
areas of the Gila. The importance of motorized access and recreation should 
be adequately described in Chapter 2. 

o The USFS should formally recognizing two significant motorized recreation 
resources that cross the Gila.  
 The first route is the mountain bike and motorized version of the 

Continental Divide Trail known as the Great Divide Route. This established, 
nationally-significant trail enters the Gila southwest of Pie Town, wends its 
way south between the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wilderness, and exits the 
Forest a few miles east of Silver City.  

 The second trail is the New Mexico Backcountry Discovery Route (NMBDR). 
The NMBDR is a south-to-north route across the state of New Mexico 
covering over 1,200 miles of mostly non-paved existing public roadways. 
The NMBDR enters the Forest via Chloride Canyon outside of Winston and 
exits the Forest north of Luna. 

o All references to “user conflict” should be removed from the Forest Plan. 
Consideration of, or concern for, “user conflicts” is a clear misinterpretation 
and misemployment of the agency’s management mission. Basing the 
formulation of the agency’s Preliminary Draft by considering user conflicts, 
goal interference, and social value conflicts is a most egregious mistake. 

• The USFS should establish road and motorized trail density standards within the 
management area that conform to scientific recommendations (generally less than one 
mile of road per square mile). 

• The USFS should prioritize returning state all roads and trails identified for 
decommissioning to native vegetation, as per the adopted travel management plan. 

• The USFS should limit motorized vehicle use to Designated Roads and Trails. 
• The USFS should remove all temporary roads and restore the lands and waters on 

which they were located are restored to natural conditions within one year of the 
termination of the purpose for which they were established. The USFS should explain its 
policy requiring identification and implementation of a sustainable minimum road 
system and decommissioning of unneeded roads. The USFS should also focus on 
achieving a “right-sized” network of trails that provide for quality recreation. 

• The guidelines on the subject of roads on page 135 should be included as standards. 
• The last bullet point on the subject of infrastructure on page 159 should be included as a 

standard. 
 
General Structure 
It is challenging to provide comment on the draft Forest Plan because some chapters are still under 
development and others require further research.   

• A commenter submitted the following remarks on the preliminary draft Forest Plan: 
o A summary of the 54 needs for change should be included in the plan.  
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o There should be a summary of the historical range of variability information 
from the assessment under “background” for each vegetation type/ERU. 

o All ERUs should have a Management Approaches section. 
o Statements in the Management Approaches section come across as very 

directive. The USFS should specify that more than one Management 
Approach could be used to reach each desired condition. 

o Much of what is written in the “standards and guidelines” section includes 
abbreviated versions of existing law and regulations. This could confuse, so 
these abbreviated versions should be removed. 

o In the desired conditions section of “Recreation,” the term “right-sized” 
needs to be defined to clarify if this is about available natural resources or to 
budgetary constraints. 

o In the “Developed Recreation” section, “unsustainable” should be defined.  
• A commenter submitted the following input on the preliminary draft: 

o It is difficult to provide specific comments because it is unclear how the 
preliminary draft differs from the previous Forest Plan and what the USFS 
hopes to accomplish within the new plan. If the USFS provided this 
information, it would be easier for stakeholders to provide the most useful 
input possible. 

o The preliminary draft over-relies on desired conditions that lack standards 
or guidelines for achieving them. Likewise, management approaches are no 
substitute for standards, since they are considered to be “optional content.” 

o Some of the guidelines contain an excellent direction that would be more 
effective as standards rather than guidelines, from which deviation is 
permissible. For example, the first guideline on page 84 states: “If new 
information indicates concern about a species’ capability to persist over the 
long term in the plan area, that species should be evaluated for Species of 
Conservation Concern status.” It is difficult to envision a scenario in which 
this direction should be optional. 

• The USFS should finish its inventory and evaluation process before developing alternatives 
and a draft Plan to allow stakeholders to understand the overall plan revision better and to 
adequately evaluate the Plan’s current desired conditions, standards, and guidelines. 

• The USFS should take steps to ensure adequate public participation be a part of the 
remainder of the planning process, namely by making all planning components available in 
Spanish. 

• It is difficult to make the connection between the Plan’s intended role as a land-use 
management Plan and the previously developed assessment and “need for change” 
documents that ultimately drive the Plan direction. 

• There are significant inconsistencies in the level of detail of the content in comparing the 
presentation of one topic to another. Forest Plan objectives require clear standards as well 
as guidelines (more flexible than standards) for projects to achieve desired conditions. 
However, the inclusion of either or both guidelines and standards were not consistent 
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among the topics. That is concerning. This could be addressed by developing some of the 
well-described “related plan content” into standards and guidelines. 

 
History and Culture 

• Under “History and Culture”, the USFS should mention the mountain men and US Army 
personnel that contributed to the exploration and mapping of the area. 

• Historical sites related to Hispanic and Anglo-American cultural history should be 
preserved and protected in addition to sites related to Native American history. Abandoning 
these structures to the elements would be against the intent of the Historic Preservation 
Act. 

 
Fire Management 

• Total abandonment of the use of slurry in wilderness areas will increase the potential for 
devastating fires. These fires will have negative impacts on water quality, air quality, soil 
structure, and habitat for aquatic species (ash flow). The USFS should state that it will 
minimize or suppress high-intensity fires to address re-burning and soil formation until a 
watershed recovers from the previous fire. 

• The USFS’ past policy of putting out all fires was entirely out of sync with forest ecology, but 
that the current USFS policy of selective logging and subsequent thinning with no firebreaks 
is even worse. Selective logging and thinning allow so much light into the forest that trees 
grow short and fat at ground level along with many shrubs. Such a forest cannot develop 
into a tall and mature forest until it burns, and the cycle begins again. Selectively logged 
forests will be vulnerable to stand-replacement fires unless they are thinned continuously. 
Thinning can be useful for a forest, but only when it involves removing trees that are 
blocked from the light by taller trees.  

• The fire equipment typically used to protect the urban interface is designed for firefighting 
and so is ill-suited for that kind of protection. When working in the urban interface, the 
USFS needs to use equipment specifically designed for fire management and protecting 
structures. 

• Prescribed burns will hopefully not play as much of a role under the new Forest Plan as they 
have in the past. Prescribed burns damage livestock, vegetation, gates, and fences. Moderate 
timber harvesting could replace the need for prescribed burns. 

• The USFS should confirm its accountability when its lack of fire suppression efforts (or 
failure to implement them) results in substantial damage to the area. 

• The USFS’ approach to wildland fire management is excellent.  
 
Climate Change 

• The preliminary draft Forest Plan did not provide adequate information regarding 
anthropogenic climate change and the existential threats it poses to the Gila (particularly its 
needle-leaf pine forests). This commenter offered two suggestions for revisions to the plan: 

o Managing vegetation for ecosystem resiliency is the most effective way that land 
managers can address the climate crises. Maximizing resiliency and our landscape’s 
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ability to buffer against climate-driven stressors is now the clear and principal 
obligation of the USFS. 

o The preliminary draft is still a long way from accurately conveying the seriousness 
and ramifications of climate change. 

• A commenter posed the following questions to the USFS regarding the preliminary draft 
Forest Plan: 

o What is the calculated volume and impact of greenhouse gas from the USFS’ 
Managed Wildland Fire for Resource Benefit" and "Prescribed Fire" emissions until 
the achievement of "desired conditions" and what is the mitigation plan?  

o What is the calculated impact to the forest's carbon storage capacity from the 
reduction in Gila National Forest tree density/acre as a result of "Desired Conditions 
Forest Restoration" and what is the USFS’ mitigation plan? 

o What is the calculated volume and impact of 40 (Code of Federal Regulations) (CFR 
)part 50 - "criteria air pollutants" National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS)  
primary standards and NAAQS secondary standards and what is the USFS’ 
mitigation plan? 

• The preliminary draft appears to be headed in the right direction for forest management 
that incorporates sustainability, stressors such as climate change, and the best available 
scientific information in the decision-making process. 

• The USFS should consider climatic changes over the life of the Plan and incorporate wildlife 
connectivity needs throughout the Plan’s subsequent monitoring and adaptive management 
components. 

 
Forest Management and Timber 

• Because environmentalists view clear-cutting as massive devastation, they do not realize 
that contour-related strip clear-cuts (when combined with logging and fire) is more natural 
than selective logging.  

• Forests must be allowed to regrow; capitalism cannot be allowed to fuel the destruction of 
our forests.  

• The USFS needs to change its focus from controlling nature to helping it. The forests of the 
future will not be like they were in the past and it will take centuries for them to regrow. 
This means letting forests develop into “doghair.” Young, natural forests are extremely 
vulnerable to crown fires, but over time they can develop into mature, fire-resistant forests. 
Most of the major fires in the American Southwest have been in forests that were selectively 
logged and thinned 30-50 years earlier. 

• The USFS should use A10 Warthog planes for aerial firefighting because they are extremely 
accurate and designed to hit spots on the ground. These planes perform better in the wind 
than the USFS’ air tanker fleet. 

• The USFS should provide broader opportunities to harvest timber and to conduct thinning 
as ways to create jobs and to prevent fire. The preliminary draft does anticipate such 
activities, but the USFS should provide more detail concerning job prospects and the 
potential economic of expanded harvesting and thinning. 
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• It is encouraging that the USFS may be reconsidering its opposition to future timber 
harvesting. The decline of the local timber industry has contributed to economic blight. 

• The USFS should justify the desired conditions for dwarf mistletoe and provide adequate 
limitations on the implementation of higher intensity thinning treatments as a response to 
dwarf mistletoe. 

The desired condition that calls for ponderosa pine occurring in small areas or small clumps of old 
growth is not consistent with the body of literature reconstructing past forest conditions, which 
have broadly discovered that mature trees and stands dominated the majority of the forest.  
 
Livestock 

• Feral cattle should not be allowed along the sensitive banks of the Gila River. 
• Under “Livestock Grazing” the USFS should include “Environmental analysis required by 

NEPA is conducted in a thorough and timely manner to reduce regulatory uncertainty and 
encourage investment by allotment owners,” “Allotment management plans are developed to 
permit flexibility and adaptive management to encourage productive restoration and 
maintenance of ecological integrity of rangelands in collaboration with USFS,” and 
“Productive rangelands on the Gila National Forest are managed to sustain and enhance the 
production of forage.” 

• The USFS should develop a reliable protocol for keeping grazing allotment owners informed 
when it decommissions roads that affect owners’ access to their allotments. 

• The reduction of Animal Unit Months in allotments within wilderness areas is concerning. 
• The USFS should minimize all fencing for livestock and should make all such fences wildlife-

friendly. 
• Any authorization of domestic sheep or goats on the Gila should be managed so that the risk 

status of disease transmission to bighorn sheep is considered very low to low, based on 
output from the USFS’ risk of contact model. 

• The USFS’ proposal of offering vacant allotments to current permit holders who need them 
is a worthy one. This arrangement would be mutually beneficial for both the Gila and the 
ranchers. However, the potential requirement of moving or making range improvements 
could impose significant costs and disruptions upon ranchers.  

• The USFS should add standards or guidelines that move the Gila closer to the goal state in 
the first desired condition: “Livestock use provides for conditions that support natural fire 
regimes.” 

• Livestock should be managed so that riparian plant species are allowed to recover and 
regenerate. To achieve this, cattle should be excluded from streams and riparian areas 
wherever possible. Accordingly, the fourth guideline on page 113 should be changed to a 
standard. 

• Livestock grazing standards should include the permanent, voluntary retirement of grazing 
allotments, especially in wilderness areas and steep, rocky, and otherwise marginal grazing 
lands. Vacant allotments should be considered for permanent retirement, especially in areas 
where cattle and Mexican gray wolves come into conflict. 
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• Removing cattle from riparian ecosystems would be an excellent way to contribute to 
watershed resilience. 

• The removal of feral and unauthorized cattle, especially in wilderness areas, should be 
prioritized as a livestock grazing standard. 

• Given the potential impacts of climatic shifts on soils and grasses, vegetative monitoring in 
areas where cattle graze should not be applied to achieve the same standard of density and 
forage removal as in recent decades 

• Grasslands and all other ERUs where cattle graze need to have standards listed that 
correlate with the “Monitoring” chapter when it is written. Standards are essential to the 
development of meaningful monitoring, as they will drive the essence and detail of that 
key activity. 

• The following changes should be made under the “Livestock Grazing” section:  
o Under “Desired Conditions”, “Livestock use is compatible with the desired 

conditions for ecosystems, soils, watersheds, species and other activities and 
resources”:  Change “Livestock use” to “Livestock grazing and use.” 

o The word “species” should have “native vegetative and animal” in front of the it.  
o Under “Standards”, add “and length and time of year of residency within a given 

area” will be compatible with capacity…” after “livestock numbers.” 
o The term “capacity” should be referenced to the “Monitoring chapter,” which 

should be written to include clear language specific to vegetation, as well as soils 
where grazing occurs. 

o The sentence under item a. beneath the standard stated in item 1) should have 
“vegetative” added to the list of resources included. It should also have additional 
clarifying language that states “according to assessed condition and need.” 

o The “Management Approaches” section of this chapter does not include anything 
about managing grazing. There is a set of standards for Livestock Grazing on the 
Gila: Forest Service Handbook 2209.13, Chapter 90. The USFS should list it as such. 
It could be referenced by footnote or in parentheses under Background 
Information on p.112, after the first sentence of paragraph 2 that starts with 
“Adaptive management is the cornerstone of sustainable livestock grazing…” 

 
Other Trails and Non-Motorized Recreation 

• Removing signs throughout the wilderness is dangerous and not in keeping with the 
document’s repeated mention of the USFS’ concern for safety. 

• There is a need for the USFS to:  
o Reconsider the overall management and direction in the 1986 Gila Forest Plan for 

the CDNST. 
o Review new uses allowed along the CDNST route in order to prevent substantial 

interference to the nature and purpose for which the Trail was created. This 
would include the establishment of monitoring programs prior to allowing any new 
uses. 

o Establish and incorporate a monitoring program (consistent with the 
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CDNST Comprehensive Plan) for the CDNST that addresses uses and carrying 
capacity of the Trail and its corridor. 

o Update and incorporate the Scenery Management System forest-wide with specific 
consideration of the existing and high potential route segments for the CDNST, 
specifically in the Burro and Bear Mountain areas. 

o Review and include the developments of the high potential route for the CDNST 
through the Burro Mountains area to ensure the existing and potential Trail 
Corridor route is protected as trail development is resolved. This includes 
addressing impacts resulting from implementation of the recent Travel 
Management Plan. 

o Review the inclusion and support of volunteer stewards and youth corps partners in 
the management, maintenance, and construction of the CDNST in the Gila National 
Forest. 

o Ensure identification, provision, development, and access to water resources for 
users along the CDNST in the Gila National Forest. 

o Update the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum classifications and adjust the total 
acres in each class in the revised Forest Plan specifically for the CDNST forest-wide.  

o Provide a clear and explicit direction statement that describes forest policy on the 
inclusion of recreational use on the CDNST and that not all recreational uses are 
appropriate along the CDNST. 

o Develop an inventory of existing CDNST trailheads and access points to ensure that 
appropriate access to the CDNST is provided. This includes the development of 
consistent trailhead design across all Gila Forest Areas across which the CDNST 
Corridor traverses. 

o Recognize and identify the CDNST as a corridor and special designation area in the 
revised Forest Plan and reflect the corridor on maps and Forest information 
resources. 

o Address permitting for large and/or recurring events, including competitive events 
and shuttle services along the CDNST Corridor. This should include evaluation of the 
carrying capacity of the Trail Corridor to sustain such uses and their impacts to the 
nature and purposes for which the CDNST was created. 

o Update and address existing and proposed energy and utility developments, as well 
as extraction activities along the CDNST Corridor in the Gila National Forest. 

o Update the management areas of the Gila National Forest to reflect new direction of 
the 2009 CDNST Comprehensive Plan and incorporate new direction as included in 
the Forest Plan Component "template". 

o Prepare a unit plan that will establish the trail class, managed uses, designed uses, 
and design parameters, as well as uses that are prohibited, on trail segments. 

o Relocate the CDNST off of roads or trail open to motorized use. 
• In the “Trails” section, the word “safe” should be taken out of the first desired condition 

because the USFS cannot guarantee the safety of a trail. 
• The fifth “Trails” desired condition should be edited to state that trails should only be 

considered for closure when adverse impacts are “substantial”. 
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• The meaning of “best management practices” should be clarified for the first guideline of 
“Trails”. Trails that have unsustainable impacts and that were not designed should not 
necessarily be closed. 

• The fourth guideline of “Trails” should be changed from focusing on the closure of trails 
(which is expensive) to providing good information on trails to visitors. This information is 
currently lacking. 

• The sixth guideline of “Trails” should be dropped altogether because many existing trails 
with spectacular scenery are on river bottoms. 

• The “Motorized Trail” section mainly reiterates what is already in the Travel Management 
Plan. It should instead emphasize strategies to implement the off-road trail use portions of 
that Plan. 

• The desired conditions under “Dispersed Recreation” should be changed from “does not 
impact” to “does not substantially impact” the quality of natural habitats, etc. 

• In the “Dispersed Recreation Management Approaches” section, “water resources” should 
be removed from the sentence “Dispersed camping should be discouraged near cultural 
sites, sensitive wildlife areas, interpretive sites, and water resources.” Backpacking and 
horse camping would be nearly impossible without being near water resources. 

• The statement in the “management approaches” section to the effect that management 
plans for less-known forms of recreation written least every five years should be removed. 
This is a waste of money and these plans should only be developed as needed. 

• The inventory of roadless areas is incorrect and needs to be fixed. 
• The preliminary draft leaves the impression that the USFS is favoring recreation over other 

forest uses. This is deeply concerning. 
• A commenter submitted a few points on the direction proposed for the Continental Divide 

Trail under the preliminary draft Forest Plan: 
o Gila National Forest staff’s proposal to adopt the Regional Forester’s CDNST plan 

components template may not protect the nature and purposes of the CDNST. 
o The USFS should present one or more alternative CDNST plans that reflect the plan 

component information that is presented in Chapter III (I) of CDNST Planning 
Handbook (which was attached to this comment). 

o The handbook also presents NEPA considerations in Chapter V and a glossary is 
found in Chapter VII, both of which may be useful when refining and developing 
alternatives to the proposed action. 

o It will be interesting to see if existing CDNST high potential route segments (which 
were previously submitted by CDNST enthusiasts to the USFS) are including in the 
draft environmental impact statement (DEIS).  

• A commenter provided the following remarks about the Little Walnut Picnic Ground:  
o This area is under heavy pressure. There has been a huge increase in the amount of 

traffic on the trails (particularly from bicyclists) without a corresponding increase 
in maintenance. This has resulted in miles of trails with serious environmental 
problems. Erosion in the area has become increasingly severe.  

o There has been a considerable increase in OHV traffic going off of designated roads 
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and through areas theoretically closed to motorized traffic. This has resulted in the 
destruction of a sensitive ground cover and accompanying increase in erosion. This 
erosion has been exacerbated by the thinning projects in the area that opened up 
routes for OHVs that had been previously impassable, exposed the ground, and 
increased the runoff rate.  

o The mountain bike traffic in the area has doubled or tripled in the last few years 
alone. There has been a significant increase in trails being built by bicyclists in the 
area. Bicyclists are increasingly leaving the trail, traveling cross-country, and 
destroying more ground cover. Many of the USFS’ attempts to remedy the erosion 
problems in the area by re-routing poorly located, eroded sections of trail and 
obliterating them have been circumvented by bicyclists who remove the trail 
obliteration and continue to use the old trail. 

o The combination of increased environmental pressures dues to climate change and 
increased human pressure has really endangered the area. If this trend is not 
reversed, one of the best recreation areas in the forest is going to be permanently 
lost. 

o Cattle are moving into the area. This will greatly increase pressure on the 
ecosystem of the area, which is the watershed for two major drainages. New 
fencing is not built to wildlife-friendly standards and will prove an obstacle for the 
movement of both wildlife and recreational hikers who have been used to traveling 
through these areas without fencing. 

o The USFS should consider several potential solutions to the problems outlined 
above:  
 Information and education to provide people with the knowledge of how to 

use and not abuse the forest. 
 Build physical barriers to the most abused areas where OHVs are leaving 

the road. 
 Create user fees and OHV permits to help fund enforcement and 

rehabilitate damage. 
 Include education on USFS regulations and why circumventing them 

damages the environment in the permitting process. 
 Create similar permits, education, and user fees for mountain bikers. 
 Evaluate trails system to identify problem areas and suggest possible 

solutions. 
 Upgrade current trail systems to make them suitable for higher speed 

bicycle traffic and heavier livestock traffic; or, compartmentalize trails to 
limit bicycle and livestock traffic on unsuitable trails.  

 Increase the size of the restricted motor travel zone in areas around Little 
Walnut.  

 Increase enforcement patrols in Little Walnut area.  
 Declare the recreation zone around a specific radius of Little Walnut a no-

grazing area.  
 Help organize local user groups for volunteer rehabilitation projects. 
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• It is encouraging that the draft Plan gives preference to riparian and aquatic resources. 
• These plan components call into question the viability of continued livestock grazing in 

any riparian environment on the Gila. 
• The background information provided for riparian and aquatic ecosystems does not 

accurately portray the disproportionate impact that livestock have on these sensitive 
habitats. An additional paragraph should be added that details the types of impacts caused 
by livestock.  

• The USFS is unlikely to achieve “Watershed Desired Conditions” 3c and 3e if cattle and 
other domestic and feral livestock are not permanently removed from all riparian and 
aquatic environments. 

• It is imperative that the Forest Plan acknowledge the disproportionate role that livestock 
grazing has played in the impairment of riparian and aquatic ecosystems, and that 
meaningful plan components are developed that: 

o Enforce existing riparian exclosures. 
o Tie failure to meet desired conditions to actionable adaptive management 

procedures. 
o Identify and expand opportunities for additional riparian exclosures and other 

systems of passive restoration (PDP page 71). 
o Create a new standard along the lines of: “If it is determined that adverse impacts 

would occur as a result of activities (including livestock grazing) on the Forest, 
grazing permits will not be issued or reissued.” 

o Add language to the Forest Plan that ties coarse –filter conservation strategies 
(such as passive restoration of riparian ecosystems by removing livestock 
stressors) to measurable outcomes 

o Add language to page 114 specific to the pervasive and widespread use of closed 
riparian exclosures within the Gila and San Francisco watersheds where 
“unauthorized, unclaimed cattle in unallocated portions of the Gila Wilderness” are 
mentioned. 

o Identify priority watersheds for restoration and improved management or 
removal of livestock to address the “root cause” of many issues of watershed and 
riparian degradation. 

o Connect livestock grazing impacts to Soils desired conditions, especially where “No 
new gullies or headcuts are forming and existing ones are stabilizing or have 
stabilized” (PDP page 56); and provide additional language to the “Soils” recognizing 
that livestock grazing is indeed an activity that impacts vegetative canopy cover, 
groundcover and soil stability. 
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Air Quality 
• A commenter posed the following questions to the USFS regarding the preliminary draft 

Forest Plan: 
o Air (re: pages 91-41, 103-107): 

 What is the USFS’ “Managed Wildland Fire for Resource Benefit” emission 
reduction mitigation plans for the achievement of 40 CFR part 50- “criteria 
air pollutants” NAAQS primary standards? 

 What is the USFS’ "Prescribed Fire" emission reduction plans for the 
achievement of 40 CFR part 50 - "criteria air pollutants" NAAQS primary 
standards?  

 What is the USFS’ mitigation plan for EPA regulations listing areas of the 
country that have been designated as "Mandatory Class 1" federal areas: Gila 
Wilderness and Bosque del Apache, where visibility is an important value, as 
stated in 40 CFR part 81, subpart D? 

 What is the USFS "Managed Wildland Fire for Resource Benefit" emission 
reduction plan for achievement of requirements for Visibility and Regional 
Haze 40 CFR 51.308? 

 What is the USFS’ "Prescribed Fire" emission reduction plan for achievement 
of the requirements for Visibility and Regional Haze 40 CFR 51.308?  

 What is the USFS’ plan to comply with EPA regulations (under Section 
176(c) of the Clean Air Act) that a federal agency may not engage in or 
approve any activity that does not conform to an applicable implementation 
plan for achieving the NAAQS?  Conformity must be determined per EPA 
regulations (40 C.F.R. part 51, subpart W; 40 C.F.R. part 93, subpart B). 

 Define and describe how the USFS smoke monitoring network in the Gila’s 
surrounding counties (e.g., Grant, Catron, Socorro, Sierra, and Dona Ana) will 
monitor "Managed Wildland Fire for Resource Benefit" and "Prescribe Fire" 
emissions to ensure they follow 40 CFR part 50 - "criteria air pollutants" 
NAAQS primary standards?  

 How will the USFS’ Gila staff coordinate with other USFS agencies and 
National Forest Sites to ensure that the airshed area of New Mexico achieves 
40 CFR part 50 - "criteria air pollutants" NAAQS primary standards and what 
is the mitigation plan to achieve this? 

 What is the USFS mitigation plan to ensure "that the taking of private 
property by interfering with its use and enjoyment caused by smoke without 
just compensation is in violation of constitutional provisions under the Fifth 
Amendment and that trespass of smoke may diminish the value of the 
property, resulting in losses to the owner"? 

 
Plants and Wildlife 

• The US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the NMDGF are using chemicals to eradicate 
non-native fish species. This practice has harmful effects on native birds, amphibians, bats, 
and invertebrates and should be substituted for mechanized removal of non-native fish. 
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• A commenter submitted several points on the USFS’ decision to omit bighorn sheep from 
the SCC list: 

o The USFS should include bighorn sheep on the SCC list. 
o Nationally, the bighorn sheep population is just 4.8% of what it was before 

settlement. 
o There were 95-115 bighorn sheep on the Gila in 2014; that is half of what the 

population was in 1986. 
o The assessment report used by the USFS to justify the omission of bighorn sheep 

from the SCC list was based on a four-year growth trend and ignored all other data 
from the previous two decades.  

o Both herds (at Turkey Creek and the San Francisco River, respectively) have been 
decimated by diseases originating in domestic livestock and are unlikely to persist 
without significant management intervention or additional augmentations. 

o The USFS’ conclusion that a brief upswing in the population means indicates that the 
risk of disease has abated and that the herds’ populations are steady is erroneous. 

o The availability of hunting-tags for a bighorn herd does not indicate that the 
population is safe from a disease-related die-off. There are dozens of examples from 
herds in Oregon, Nevada, and Montana that contradict this assumption. 

o The presence of domestic goat and sheep populations throughout Grant County 
makes it essential for the USFS’ to implement habitat management projects to 
protect bighorn sheep. These projects could include retaining brush and canopy 
cover to limit the habitat suitability and landscape permeability between the 
species, constructing artificial water developments to draw sheep away from forest 
boundaries, or allowing natural fires to occur in areas which are removed from the 
public-private interface to expand bighorn habitat within the boundaries of the 
public land. 

o Cattle are known to displace bighorns from suitable habitat and to spread disease 
through their herds. Accordingly, the USFS should limit cattle grazing in lambing 
ranges and other critical bighorn habitat, limit their grazing in areas with limited 
water sources, and remove fences from allotments where they are no longer needed. 

o The following standards should be included in the Plan:  
 Allotments made vacant for the protection of wildlife or riparian systems, 

soil or water resources, cultural and historic artifacts or other public values 
will be permanently closed to livestock grazing. 

 The use of pack goats within 10 miles of occupied or historic bighorn sheep 
habitat is prohibited as is any use of rented or leased pack goats. 

 The development of roads, recreational facilities, and trails shall occur with 
consideration of bighorn sheep habitat needs. Roads and trails will not be 
sited in bighorn sheep lambing areas, and existing developments in these 
areas shall be prioritized for removal. 

 Areas of established invasive vegetation will be mapped. Those occurring in 
areas of critical bighorn sheep habitat shall be prioritized for removal. 
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 Surface-disturbing activities in critical bighorn sheep habitat shall be 
prohibited. 

 Full NEPA analysis will be conducted on all grazing allotments during permit 
renewals, or at least once every 10 years. 

• A commenter sent remarks concerning habitat connectivity: 
o Under the 2012 planning rule, the USFS is required to include standards and 

guidelines to maintain and restore connectivity of terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems and watersheds in its Forest Plans. The plans must consider stressors 
such as climate change.  

o The Endangered Species Act (ESA) establishes an affirmative obligation for the 
federal government to use “all methods and procedures which are necessary to 
bring any [listed] species to the point at which the measures provided in this [act] 
are no longer necessary.” 

o The Gila and Apache National Forests provide the bulk of habitat appropriate for 
Mexican wolves within the Mexican Wolf Experimental Population Area (MWEPA). 
Accordingly, the USFS should consider implementing the following goals and 
objectives to benefit wildlife connectivity and Mexican wolf habitat: 
 The USFS should designate wildlife corridors so they contain sufficient 

ecologically effective habitat to facilitate wildlife movement for daily, 
seasonal or long-term needs in a relatively safe manner. 

 The USFS should evaluate proposed activities (including recreational use) 
for their potential to adversely affect important and relevant wildlife values 
in the corridor. The USFS should not permit any activities that interfere with 
the protection of those values. 

 The USFS should augment wildlife values through purchase from willing 
sellers, exchange, transfer or donation of additional acreage of crucial 

wildlife habitat for migration. 
• A commenter provided input on the plan in the context of climate change’s impact on the 

Gila’s wildlife: 
o The draft Plan reflects minimal experience with the Gila’s numerous sensitive plants 

and animals, a few of which (e.g. the rare Nokomis Fritillary butterfly) are already at 
risk, in part owing to the USFS’ neglect of adequate protective measures in the past.  

o Another case in point is the inappropriate listing of two birds, allegedly of 
conservation concern (Lewis’s Woodpecker, Gila Woodpecker), at the same time 
ignoring all of the numerous especial Gila Forest birds dependent on proper 
maintenance of their specific habitats. 

o The USFS should place high priority on the listing of the various habitat-restricted 
species (across the taxonomic spectrum) as those of genuine ‘Conservation 
Concern.’  

o There is a simultaneous need for implementing management procedures and 
practices to ensure meaningful protection of potential refugial areas for these 
species. Potential refugia exist in numerous locations on the Gila. 
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• The USFS should close the proposed wildlife corridor to renewable energy 
development. 

• The USFS should consider the following potential wildlife linkages as presented in 
Menke’s “Mexican Wolf Habitat Linkages” (see full comments): 

o A connection between the Blue Range Primitive Area (and its associated 
Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) and proposed wilderness (Apache-Sitgreave 
National Forests)) and the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wildernesses. 

o A connection between the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wildernesses (Gila National 
Forest) and the Cibola National Forest’s Zuni Mountain. 

o A connection between the Cibola National Forest’s San Mateo Mountains 
through the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wildernesses (Gila National Forest) and the 
Cooke’s Range (Wilderness Study Area) WSA north of Deming. 

o A connection between the Cooke’s Range WSA north of Deming and the Organ 
Mountains/Desert Peaks National Monument. 

o A connection between the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wildernesses and the 
Peloncillo Mountains. 

• A commenter provided the following input on the preliminary draft Forest Plan: 
o The USFS must complete the wilderness inventory and evaluation process prior 

to developing alternatives and a draft plan. It must also ensure that any 
designations proposals are properly considered and integrated into the 
development of the Forest Plan and the EIS.  

o The preliminary draft’s “Distinctive Roles and Contributions” section should 
include more discussion of the unique ecological and social importance of the 
Gila to birders, as a home to 13 endangered species, and as a model for using fire 
for ecological benefits. 

o The USFS should designate critical habitat for threatened and endangered 
species as management areas. The preliminary draft should also include 
management direction for recommended wilderness. 

o A revised plan must provide the ecological conditions needed to: contribute to 
the recovery of species listed as threatened or endangered under the ESA, 
conserve species proposed or candidates for listing under the ESA and maintain 
population viability for SCC. 

• The USFS has the legal and regulatory authority to manage wildlife on forest system 
lands. It is a common misconception that states, represented by their wildlife agencies, 
have ultimate management authority over wildlife. The courts have consistently upheld 
that the federal government has supremacy over its lands under the Property Clause of 
the U.S. Constitution. 

• The lack of new conservation-focused designated or management areas in the 
preliminary draft plan also contributes to inadequate direction for at-risk species and 
their habitat. 

• The Forest Plan should incorporate wildlife habitat connectivity models that the USFS’ 
Rocky Mountain Research Station and NMDGF will be releasing this summer. 
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• Important habitat resources must be spatially distributed so that they are available 
within the home ranges of individual animals. The USFS should include these habitat 
features as desired conditions or other plan components and consider them at the 
proper spatial scale (i.e., landscape-scale or more localized). 

• Gambel oak is an important component of productive wildlife habitat in the American 
Southwest. Accordingly, the USFS should include the following as desired conditions 
and/or standards for treatments of vegetation: 

• Gambel oak trees in the 12-14 inch diameter at breast height range are present and well 
distributed at the mid-scale level, to maximize acorn production for game and non-game 
wildlife, and to provide nesting and roosting habitat for turkey and other bird species. 

• Patches of pole-sized Gambel oak in the three-six-inch diameter at breast height range 
are present and well distributed at the mid-scale level to benefit native bird species. 

• The preliminary draft plan already includes guidelines and management approaches for 
caves and abandoned lands and addresses responses to the potential introduction 
spread of white-nose syndrome in bats. The Forest Plan should also include measures to 
reduce the risk of human introduction of white-nose syndrome from already affected 
areas into the state and onto the Gila. 

• A commenter provided the following input on the role of Mexican gray wolves the 
preliminary draft Forest Plan: 

o The USFS should coordinate with the USFWS to conduct a conservation review 
in according with the planning rule and the ESA Consultation Handbook, which 
authorizes conservation reviews for federal agency plans. 

o The following items should be added under “Desired Conditions”: 
 The Gila allows for the establishment of wolf packs, provides the 

conditions for sustained occupancy, and protects habitat connectivity to 
enable wolf movement through the forest and to other areas beyond 
forest boundaries. 

 The Gila provides a secure condition for Mexican gray wolves that 
contributes to their recovery by identifying, preventing, and addressing 
livestock-wolf conflicts that limit and reduce human-caused wolf 
mortality toward the target of zero per year. 

 The Gila maintains a prey base for Mexican gray wolves that enables 
their sustained occupancy of the forest. 

 The USFS enables grazing permittees to voluntarily relinquish or retire 
all or portions of allotments and close allotments to future grazing as 
opportunities arise under applicable regulations, where removal of 
livestock grazing would enhance the ability to contribute to Mexican 
gray wolf recovery. 

 The USFS works toward lowering road density below one mile per 
square mile of land. 

o The following items should be added under” Standards”:  
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 Avoid or limit disturbance within 0.5 mile of known, active dens and 
rendezvous sites, incorporating measures to avoid or mitigate impacts of 
activities from April 1 to July 1. 

 Existing and/or designated roads and/or trails are subject to closures if 
conflicts with wildlife cannot be mitigated. 

 Within established wolf pack home ranges, permits for livestock grazing 
shall include a provision that requires reporting livestock carcasses 
within 24 hours of discovery, followed by proper disposal of the carcass. 

 Within wolf pack home ranges, annual operating instructions to grazing 
permittees shall include a description of best management practices to 
reduce livestock- wolf conflicts and provide information regarding 
conflict-reduction resources. 

o The following items should be added under “Guidelines”: 
 Within established wolf pack home ranges, there shall be no increase in 

the number of active livestock allotments or in permitted animal unit 
months above the baseline on USFS lands. 

 Allowable animal unit months shall not be increased for inactive 
allotments. Note: Existing allotments may be combined or divided as 
long as it does not result in grazing in currently unallotted lands or an 
increase in animal unit months. 

 Provide direction to permitted forest users (livestock grazing and 
outfitter/guides) regarding best management practices in occupied wolf 
territories to minimize the potential for wolf- livestock, wolf-dog 
interactions. 

o The following item should be added under “Management Approaches”: “The 
Forest works with grazing permittees to improve husbandry practices, 
especially during high-risk time periods (e.g., calving/lambing), that may benefit 
producers along with wolves. The revised plan should provide livestock 
management flexibility to allow grazing permittees to alter the timing or 
location of livestock movement within an allotment in order to reduce potential 
wolf-livestock conflicts.” 

• A commenter submitted the following remarks on the subject of plants included or 
omitted from the SCC list: 

o The planning rule of 2012 requires the USFS to use the best available scientific 
information when evaluating potential species of conservation concern. 
However, the USFS’ decision to remove several plants from the Gila SCC list was 
not in keeping with the best available scientific information. It appears that the 
USFS dropped some species from the list because of a lack of data. However, 
species should only be dropped from this list if new data reflect that the 
population is more stable or widespread. 

o A spreadsheet requested from the commenter by the USFS included information 
on threats, management considerations and unique habitat features of the 
proposed SCC list. The commenter listed additional proposed species and 



 
 

GILA NATIONAL FOREST 
FOREST PLAN REVISION 

PUBLIC COMMENTS – MARCH 19-MAY 1, 2018 
SUMMARY 

 
 

 
 
 

36 

provided a rationale for listing these species as an alternative to be included in 
the draft EIS for the Forest Plan. The additional proposed species were: 
 Cirsium gilense 
 Rumex orthoneurus  
 Silene wrightii  
 Draba mogollonica  
 Erigeron scopulinus  
 Astragalus humistratus var crispulus  
 Astragalus nutriosensis 
 Grindelia arizonica var neomexica  
 Hexalectris arizonica  
 Sinecio sacramentanus  
 Lumisella pubiflora  
 Euphorbia rayturneri  
 Aquilegia chrystantha var chaplinei  
 Carex amplifolia  
 Heucher glomerulata  

o The USFS should drop the following species from the SCC: 
 Packera quaerens/Packera hartiana  
 Pedicularis angustifolia  

o The USFS should create three Special Botanical Areas within the Forest Plan and 
Draft EIS designed to manage and monitor rare, endemic and SCC species. 

o The three areas (and the added species within them) are: 
 Emory Pass – 31,150 acres  (Cirsium gilense, Silene wrightii, Packera 

neomexicana var metcalfei, Grindelia arizonica var neomexica, Draba 
mogollonica, and Hexalectris arizonica 

 Mogollon Mountains – 98,510 acres (Grindelia arizonica var neomexica, 
Cirsium gilense, Draba mogollonica, Erigeron scopulinus, Rumex 
orthoneurus, Sinecio sacramentanus, and Astragalus humistratus var 
crispulus) 

 Pinos Altos Mountains – 20,930 acres (Draba mogollonica and Grindelia 
arizonica var neomexica)  

o The commenter suggests inserting the following statements into the Forest Plan: 
 Under “Desired Conditions”: Sustaining populations of rare and endemic 

flora of the Gila National Forest including, but not limited to, identified 
USFS Species of Conservation Concern. Maintaining habitat conditions 
including natural unique topographic features of specific rare plant 
habitat. 

 Under “Objective”: Implement land and visitor management 
opportunities within Special Botanical Areas that include considerations 
for maintaining populations and minimizing negative impacts to 
targeted flora and their associated habitat. 
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 Under “Guidelines”: Minimize or eliminate grazing impacts. Manage ATV 
use in habitats of concern. Consider issues particularly in non-
wilderness areas such as off-road vehicle use, interface with highways, 
and human environments.  Decision making should include minimizing 
habitat exposure to non-native plant species. 

 Under “Guidelines”: Focus on long term monitoring of plant populations; 
understanding of plant distributions. 

 Under “Guidelines”: Manage camping in Special Botanical Area to 
prevent impact to rare plants. 

 Under “Guidelines”: Maximize opportunities for visitor engagement, 
education and promote values of unique plant populations of the Gila 
National Forest. 

• A commenter made the following remarks on the preliminary draft: 
o The USFS should create rigorous protections for wildlife corridors that allow for 

species movement due to climate change. 
o The current list of Species of Conservation Concern is gravely inadequate and 

should be broadened to include the list of species mentioned in the November 
2016 comments from Defenders of Wildlife et al. 

o “Vegetation refugia mapping” is a laudable potential management action. 
o The USFS should continue to work with the NMDGF, USFWS, private 

landowners, sportsmen’s organizations, and local irrigation districts to 
successfully manage Cutthroat Trout and Gila Trout for recovery in the face of 
climatic change, uncertain water flows, and the persistent threats of drought and 
fire. 

o The commenter requests that the following items be added to the “Wildlife, Fish, 
and Plants” section: 
 Improve wildlife or aquatic habitat connectivity by removing 

unneeded structures (e.g., fences and roads) or completing 
improvement projects (e.g., removing barriers and connecting 
fragmented habitat) in at least 10 - 20 locations during each 10-year 
period following plan approval. 

 Complete a series of projects to improve habitat connectivity for 
aquatic and riparian species (e.g., remove barriers, restore dewatered 
stream segments, etc.), during the 10 years following plan approval. 

• A commenter provided the USFS with the following input: 
o The USFS should also adequately inventory and identify SCC to adequately 

manage them, including those that are actively hunted like Bighorn Sheep. 
o Designated critical habitat for SCC, rare and endemic species, and threatened 

and endangered species should also be designated as special management 
areas. These areas require special management prescriptions to advance 
recovery for federally listed species within designated critical habitat on the 
forest. 
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o The Forest Plan should  include the following stipulations concerning Gila 
Trout: 
 Time restrictions for in-stream restoration work to coincide with 

spawning cycles of native fish. 
 Minimize any new roads to prevent sedimentation and erosion 

potential into streams, creating a strong buffer between roads and 
streams. 

 Decommission or eliminate redundant or unnecessary roads in key 
watersheds. 

 Monitor flow and temperature regimes in stronghold habitats and 
future planned restoration zones. 

 Work with various sportsmen organizations, including NMWF, NMGDF, 
and traditional land users to develop mutually beneficial projects. 

 Develop recreational fishing opportunities to engage forest users in 
understanding and protect native fish. 

 Create educational experiences around Gila Trout, their natural history, 
and their importance to the state and region. 

 Work with NMDGF to identify opportunities to protect Gila Trout 
populations and improving connectivity between isolated Gila Trout 
populations by creating sustainable meta-populations. 

 Deem mineral development and timber harvesting as “non-suitable” in 
all areas identified as Gila Trout habitat. 

• A commenter commended the USFS for selecting Bighorn Sheep as an SCC. 
  
 Ecosystems 

• The uncertainty levels associated with ERU vulnerability, as well as the definition of 
vulnerability itself, needs to be more clearly defined for a general audience. The idea, for 
example, that a ponderosa pine forest that has existed for thousands of years may soon 
convert to an entirely different ecosystem type is a new concept for most people. 

• It is critical that ERU vulnerability scores (low, moderate, high, very high) be better defined 
in the final draft. A general reader, without a scientific background, might easily 
misinterpret vulnerability scores by assuming that moderate vulnerability (compared to 
high and very high) might represent something akin to a 50/50 chance of occurrence when, 
in fact, moderate vulnerability, as define in the vulnerability assessment, represents future 
departure >2 and < 3 standard deviations from the historic ERU climate envelope mean.  

• For those ERUs most vulnerable to climate change - situations for example where over 75% 
of an ERU's land-base is assessed as vulnerable to type conversion by the end of the current 
century with low to moderate uncertainty, ERU vulnerability should have a direct impact on 
the composition of the final SCC list and the Revised Forest Plan's associated Monitoring 
Plan. There is no indication in the Draft Species of Conservation Concern List, or in the 
description of the methodology used to create the list, that expected ERU type conversion 
and climate change vulnerability was used by the Forest Planning Team in choosing which 
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species to include in the SCC list, in clear contradiction of the 2012 Planning Rule and the 
Final Directives. 

• The most obvious omissions in the SCC list are related to the Spruce-Fir Forest (SFF) ERU. 
In essence, it seems, the Forest Planning Team has written off Spruce-Fir Forest as an ERU 
with no adaptive capacity to deal with expected future changes in climate.  

• Because the effects of climate change are predicted to occur at the ecosystem level with 
entire ecological systems substantially vulnerable to type conversion; and because the 
number of species restricted to needle-leaf evergreen dominated ERUs is very large, that 
the Forest Plan team should consider amending the SCC list using the group listing option 
provided in the Final Directives. 

• A commenter submitted the following suggestions: 
o Include a Management Approaches heading and a Restoration and Relationships 

discussion under the Ecosystem and Watersheds section as is found in the Upland 
Ecological Response Units and Forested Ecological Response Units discussion. The 
introductory section on page 11 does not seem to fit with the USFS’ desired 
management approach discussion in the rest of this section, especially with an 
entire watershed discussion starting on page 59 of this chapter. 

o Consider the impacts of flood mitigation actions on aquatic habitat, native trout, and 
other stream functions. The USFS’ efforts to link landscape and watershed scale 
restoration efforts are laudable; however, on-the-ground flood management efforts 
have too often destroyed stream habitat through misguided stream realignments. 
The Plan should include management actions for cold-water fisheries, both native 
trout recovery and recreational fishing. The USFS should coordinate with the 
NMGFD on restoration projects, building New Mexico into a destination area for 
trout fishing and strengthening the populations of the native Gila trout to one day be 
a recreational sport fish.  

o Refer to the NMGFD’s cold-water fisheries plan align with its management practices 
when conducting restoration projects for native Gila trout recovery and recreational 
fishing. 

o Increase management efforts along riparian and stream corridors to minimize 
livestock access; improving watering opportunities for livestock in designated areas 
would alleviate problematic overgrazing and loss of important willow stands that 
protect these sensitive streams. The Carson National Forest has experienced recent 
success with implementation of stream protection and livestock watering access 
projects. 

o Do not locate new or reconstructed roads and motorized routes within 500 feet of 
intermittent and perennial water features, except where necessary for stream 
crossings or to provide for resource protection to avoid the long-term adverse 
impacts such as sedimentation from OHV and vehicle use. The USFS should 
designate areas not suitable for OHV use along stream corridors while maintaining 
opportunities for OHV use in other areas that do not threaten important fish and 
wildlife species.  



 
 

GILA NATIONAL FOREST 
FOREST PLAN REVISION 

PUBLIC COMMENTS – MARCH 19-MAY 1, 2018 
SUMMARY 

 
 

 
 
 

40 

o Consider the designation of suitable and unsuitable areas for any type of mineral 
and energy development in order to protect this sensitive forest. Identifying suitable 
areas at the planning stage helps all users understand how the GNF will be managed 
in this next planning cycle. 

o Define stipulations in the plan for specific activities near watersheds. For perennial 
streams, a minimum of 500 feet should be employed; for those streams containing 
native trout populations or future recovery efforts, a no surface occupancy (NSO) 
zone should be established and include a half-mile buffer. These types of 
stipulations are not uncommon on our national forests (see Montana, Utah, 
Wyoming, and Colorado) as new plan revisions are underway. 

• A commenter provided the following input on the preliminary draft Forest Plan: 
o Under “General Vegetation-ERUs”, the USFS should state the total forest area and 

the percentage of the total area made up by each ERU. Elevation information is 
missing for some ERUs and should be added. 

o Terrestrial Ecological Units (TEU) and (ERU) should be made publicly available 
online. 

o Prevalent Gila vegetation types like ponderosa pine and pinyon-juniper oak mix 
should be discussed in more detail than they are currently. 

o Non-native invasive plants (including the cereal grains that the USFS proposes to 
use for emergency watershed stabilization) are subject to the Noxious Weed 
Management Act and their use should be avoided. 

• The USFS should include one or more desired conditions on connectivity; standards, 
guidelines, goals, and objectives for achieving those conditions (including things like 
removing physical barriers); monitoring indicators and questions related to landscape 
connectivity, as well as relevant reference conditions; and connectivity-oriented 
management and/or designated areas such as wildlife migration corridors. 

• For each ERU, the draft plan should also include the proportion of that ERU on the forest 
and regionally that is in protected area status, as well as whether the ERU is included in 
Research Natural Areas (RNAs) on the forest or regionally.  

• The guidelines regarding landscape-scale desired conditions for upland ERUs and for the 
management of roads and motorized recreation are appreciated. However, the current 
guidelines are vague. The USFS should include more specific measures. The USFS should 
improve wildlife or aquatic habitat connectivity by removing unneeded structures like 
fences or completing improvement projects like connecting fragmented habitat in at least 
10 to 20 locations during each 10-year period following plan approval. 

• Background information for the draft Forest Plan's “Riparian and Aquatic Ecosystems” 
section should be amended to provide a clearer linkage between desired conditions for 
forest hydrology, riparian vegetation and wildlife to the current and projected future 
stressors on these systems. 

• It is imperative that the revised plan includes specific and quantifiable limits on the 
impacts of multiple-use activities on ecosystem health and that these overarching 
requirements be incorporated into future plan-level implementation and project-level 
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decisions. 
• It is also critically important that the boundaries of adaptive management be prescribed in 

the forest plan: there can be a range of management options to choose from, but that range 
must be based in science and have undergone the public review process before becoming 
part of an adaptive scheme. 

• The connection to TEUs, disturbance, topography and soil properties is necessary. Gila 
National Forest Geographic Information System (GIS) staff should consider comparing the 
TEUs at reported reference sites published in General Technical Report (GTR) 310 to the 
TEUs on the Gila. This comparison may provide some clarity on how applicable those 
reference sites may be. 

 
     Land Use and Other 

• Historical access and easements across private property should be maintained (see “Lands, 
Access to the Forest, and Easement”). Private landowners are trying to deny access to the 
public on 100-year-old easements and the USFS aggressively (and legally) challenge this.  

• The “Management Approaches” section is a good place to encourage USFS staff to share 
stewardship with volunteers and partners. 

• Under “Community Relationships”, the USFS should include “Acknowledge and understand 
the plans, policies, and procedures of state and local governments associated with the Gila 
National Forest” and “Use formal and informal strategies to actively engage with state and 
local governments through collaboration, consultation, and cooperation.” 

• The USFS should not purchase more private lands. Such purchases increase the 
maintenance backlog on the Gila and reduce the taxable revenues that rural counties need 
to provide public services. Any landownership adjustments that the USFS makes should not 
result in net-gains of land and should be openly displayed. 

• It is concerning that the preliminary draft Plan suggests that adding management areas to 
existing ones is a foregone conclusion.  

• In the standards and guidelines covering floodplains, the USFS should acknowledge that 
people have an interest in using facilities near bodies of water. 

• The USFS should make suitability determinations not just for commercial timber, but also 
for restoration-focused vegetation management, motorized vehicle use, energy 
development, road building, and other forest uses or activities. Suitability determinations 
should be based on legal and technical constraints and potential conflicts. 

• The Forest Plan should include a management area focused on backcountry restoration and 
recreation that is designed to protect social and ecological values associated with the Gila’s 
roadless lands. 

• The USFS should define the maximum authorized levels of uses (including motorized and 
mechanized uses) that would degrade wilderness character from what existed at the time 
that the WSA was established. In the absence of baseline monitoring data, the Plan should 
disallow non-conforming uses through a standard or suitability determination. 
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• The USFS should also consider adding a “Cross-Boundary Management” section to the plan 
components of the “Land” section to ensure consideration of the implications of resource 
management practices on the Gila and on surrounding lands. 

• The USFS should specify how it intends to cooperate with the NMDGF and its State Wildlife 
Action Plans (SWAPs), which could be used to inform components of the Forest Plan. 

• It is difficult for most people to access the wilderness and other areas under Travel 
Management because doing so requires difficult hiking. These areas threaten the local 
economy because they limit opportunities for ranching and recreation.  

• The USFS’ understanding of hunting and fishing as an important recreational and cultural 
activity on the Gila is appreciated. 

• A commenter submitted remarks on the relationship between the National Outdoor 
Leadership School (NOLS) and the Gila National Forest: 
o Current group size limitations in the Gila’s three wilderness areas allow for 25 

people (inclusive of permittees, any employees of permittees, and guests or clients). 
The proposed standards in the “Wilderness “section of the preliminary draft Plan 
would reduce this number to 15 people. This reduction would have a significant 
impact on NOLS’ current operations as it frequently operates with 14 -16 students 
and three to four instructors in these wilderness areas. NOLS’ trips typically involve 
small group hikes during the day that take different routes to arrive at a pre-
determined campsite in the evening. This makes NOLS’ effective travel group size 
significantly smaller (typically five to six people) and moderates its impact. Changes 
to group size within wilderness, especially those that would have a direct and 
adverse impact on existing commercial operators, should be addressed in a 
Wilderness Management Plan. 

o NOLS adheres to an operating plan on the Gila’s wilderness areas that has a general 5-
day forest-wide limit on camping in the same location. The length of stay limits 
outlined in the standards on page 166 suggests that a 14-day limit be applied to 
camping in the wilderness. The USFS should clarify this language and its intent 
because many NOLS courses camp in wilderness areas for longer than 14 days, but 
typically move to different locations every night. 

o If the USFS had confined permitted recreational activities to specific ranger districts 
during recent wildfires, NOLS operations could have been significantly impacted and 
limited that season. Instead, NOLS routed courses through different areas of the 
forest. 

o The USFS should elaborate on the negative impacts and potential risks that increased 
low-level flyovers could have on the recreational users and examine ways to mitigate 
or avoid conflicts altogether for the safety of users and wildlife. Two immediate 
concerns are the impact on horses/stock and increased forest fire risk. 

o Decisions that could restrict permittees from how they have previously used the 
landscape should reflect the best existing science and empirical evidence. 

o Management solutions aimed at limiting group sizes have significant impacts on 
commercial operability yet do little to deal specifically with areas that see significant 
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use and impact. 
o The first desired condition under “Special Uses Recreation” should be explained in 

greater detail, particularly the phrase “prohibited uses.” The USFS should also 
explain how the number of special use authorizations will be balanced among 
competing interests in the future. 

o The continued growth of outdoor recreation (and the Gila’s role as a key operating 
area for NOLS and many other organizations and institutions) makes it vital that the 
economic sector of outdoor recreation is fully recognized in the new Forest Plan. 

o The USFS leverage partnerships with NOLS and other organizations to achieve its 
goals and mission, especially in a time of reduced budgets and with the issue of fire-
borrowing still unresolved. This could take on a variety of forms, from volunteer 
work days to full-service courses that could help land managers manage their 
workload. 
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