
 

 

Draft Distinctive Roles and Contributions 
 

The 2012 Planning Rule requires land management plans to reflect the Forest’s distinctive roles and 
contributions to the local area, the region, and the Nation as a whole considering the Agency’s mission 
and the unique capabilities of the Forest (36 CFR 219.2(b)).  

 

OVERVIEW OF THE FOREST 
The 1.4 million acre Manti-La Sal National Forest is located in central and southeastern Utah and 
extreme western Colorado.  The Forest lies within eight Utah counties (Carbon, Emery, Grand, 
Juab, San Juan, Sanpete, Sevier, and Utah) and two Colorado counties (Mesa and Montrose).   

The Forest was set aside from public lands in three separate units: the Manti Forest Reserve 
created in 1903, the La Sal Mountains Forest Reserve created in 1906, and the Monticello Forest 
Reserve created in 1907.  In 1908, the La Sal and Monticello Forests were combined and became 
known as the La Sal Forest.  The Manti-La Sal National Forest was established in 1949 through the 
consolidation of the Manti and La Sal Forests.   

The San Pitch Mountains, set aside in 1897 as part of the Uintah Forest Reserve (predecessor to 
the Ashley, Uinta, and Wasatch-Cache National Forests), were assigned to the Manti-La Sal 
National Forest for administration in 1974.   

The landscape of the Manti-La Sal National Forest is shaped by its geology and climate, past and 
present. The San Pitch Mountains and Wasatch Plateau comprise the North Zone of the Forest, 
while the La Sal and Abajo Mountains (and surrounding National Forest System lands) comprise the 
South Zone.  The climate varies from semi-arid in the lower elevations to cool and semi-humid in 
the high elevations. 

 

DISTINCTIVE ROLES, RESPONSIBILITIES AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
The Manti-La Sal National Forest’s most distinctive roles and contributions to the nation, the region, and 
the local area are described below. Understanding these roles and contributions will help illustrate 
realistic and achievable desired conditions for the Forest and set a focus for the Plan when we look at 
where the Forest has been, where it is today, and future directions. 

 



 

National Scale  
Nationally, the Manti-La Sal National Forest provides significant opportunities to see, learn from, and 
maintain traditional practices with outstanding landscape features and cultural resources. In addition, the 
Forest provides coal and other energy resources that make critical contributions to the total energy 
consumption in Utah and the western US.  It also contributes to the development of range science in the 
United States and beyond.  
 
The Forest includes the La Sal and Abajo Mountains, which are unique island ecosystems surrounded by 
vast desert landscapes and serve as a highly valued scenic backdrop for Arches and Canyonlands National 
Parks. The La Sal Mountains provide stunning views of the surrounding red rocks of Moab and Castle 
Valley, Utah, and the adjacent national parks. Impressive scenes from the Abajo Mountains include views 
of Monument Valley, Canyonlands National Park, and mountain ranges in the surrounding states of 
Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona, as well as the La Sal Mountains. The nearby the Dark Canyon 
Wilderness is characterized by deep sandstone canyons with spectacular vertical walls and soaring 
sandstone cliffs. It is one of few wilderness areas with significant visible ancient American Indian 
archaeological sites. 
 
Within the Four Corners Region, the Forest is one of several federally managed land units that contain 
important ancient American Indian sites and landscapes that are sacred to neighboring American Indian 
Tribes and play a key role in their cultural identities. These resources include agricultural terraces, cliff 
dwellings, pottery kilns, villages, landscape features, plant communities, and springs. Many of these places 
are eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places because they are of significant 
archaeological value and contain information on critical themes of early human history in the United 
States. In addition, the forest has contributed to important paleontological discoveries such as dinosaur, 
early mammal, and Pleistocene mammal assemblages. Most noteworthy is the Huntington Mammoth, 
which lived about 10,500 years ago, is one of the most complete specimens ever found in North America 
and among the most replicated mammoth skeletons in the world.    
 
The Forest includes the Great Basin Experiment Station, the first Forest Service range and watershed 
research station, established in 1912 to study summertime flooding along the Wasatch Plateau. It is listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places. The USDA Forest Service Intermountain Research Station 
studied the ecology and management of watersheds, rangelands, and forests and helped develop the 
discipline of range science. Since 1992, the original buildings have been used by Snow College to support 
environmental educational and youth programs.  They also maintain a small museum there, perpetuating 
the rich history of the Great Basin Experimental Range. 
 
The energy resources found on the Forest including coal and natural gas provide energy sources for Utah 
and the nation. Approximately 80-85 percent of the total annual coal production in Utah is from federal 
and state coal leases on the Forest and production has exceeded 19 million tons yearly since 1994 with an 
annual return to the federal treasury of over $30 million. Coal is shipped throughout the nation, with the 
majority fueling coal-fired power plants which generate electric power for the western US. The Energy 
Loop: Huntington and Eccles Canyons National Scenic Byway highlights this contribution, in addition to 
views of high elevation lakes, diverse vegetation, spectacular fall colors, and vertical cliffs and 
escarpments. 
 



 

Regional Scale  
The Forest is part of the grand circle of parks in Southwest Utah within the Great Basin, Intermountain 
Region, and Colorado Plateau and offers multiple habitat, resource and recreation features for the Region.  
 
The Forest includes designated critical habitat for the Mexican spotted owl (Strix occidentalis), a federally 
threatened species. In addition, the Forest provides regionally important habitat for quaking aspen 
(Populus tremuloides), one of the few hardwood trees that thrive in the arid West. Aspen forest currently 
grows on approximately 17% of the Forest and delivers a great degree of biodiversity, while also providing 
natural fire breaks.  
 
Traditional Forest products for practical and religious uses by American Indian Tribes around the Four 
Corners region are harvested and collected from the Forest. These products include pinyon nuts - a 
traditional food source pinyon-juniper, ponderosa pine, and aspen for fence posts and other 
construction materials; firewood gathering for heating and income; and plants/products for a variety of 
other traditional uses. In addition, the Forest provides the general public with an area to harvest wood 
for fuel and Christmas Trees.  
 
Six scenic backways are found within the Forest: Chicken Creek Road, Mayfield-Ferron Road, Skyline Drive, 
La Sal Mountain Loop Road, Abajo Loop Road, and Elk Ridge Road. These backways pass through some of 
the most scenic areas in Utah—lakes and mountain streams, forested mountains, high mountain meadows, 
red rock spires, and extraordinary panoramas—while providing access to recreation opportunities. The 
Forest provides unique bouldering, rock and ice-climbing experiences in Maple Canyon and the Joes Valley 
Reservoir area (Cottonwood and Straight canyons). 
 

Local Scale 
At a local level, the Forest encompasses ten counties within Utah and Colorado and contributes to local 
communities through economic returns-to-counties, employment, public utility sites, wildfire protection, 
recreation and tourism opportunities, water resources, livestock grazing and habitats important for native 
wildlife and plants. 
 
Communities adjacent to the Forest have traditionally participated in or have connections to ranching and 
identify with the associated values. Domestic livestock grazing on forest and adjacent lands contribute to 
the stability of the agriculture sector of the surrounding economies and is recognized for its contributions 
to food and fiber and for maintenance of open space. The Forest also serves as a reliable, quality source of 
drinking water for local communities, in addition to water used for agricultural and industrial proposes. 
Twenty nine dams and/or canal systems are under permit to state, private, and other federal agencies. 
Counties also collect mineral lease royalties on their lands and receive allocated royalties indirectly from 
federal lands. 

The Forest contains diverse habitats that contribute to populations of native and desired non-native 
plants, fish, and animal species, such as the Abert’s squirrel, golden eagle, northern goshawk, Rocky 
Mountain elk, Bonneville and Colorado River cutthroat trout and greater sage grouse. Specifically, the 
Forest provides quality habitat for 33 at-risk plant species which includes, 32 plant species of 
conservation concern and 1 listed “threatened” plant species (Heliotrope milkvetch). In addition, there 
are 11-non plant species of conservation concern, 4 listed “threatened” species (Mexican spotted owl, 
Yellow-billed cuckoo, Canadian Lynx, and Greenback cutthroat trout) and 1 listed “endangered” species 
(Southwestern willow flycatcher).     



 

 
The Forest delivers natural settings with opportunities for high quality recreation and for solitude and an 
escape from everyday life. Recreation activities include: camping, cross-country/backcountry skiing, fishing 
and big game hunting, hiking, horseback riding, motorized and non-motorized trail experiences, mountain 
biking, open water activities, kite boarding snowboarding, and snowmobiling. Additionally, the Forest offers 
opportunities for heritage tourism through the interpretation of the many people in the past and present 
whose lives were intertwined with the lands that now make up the national Forest. These include ancient 
and historic American Indian hunters and farmers, historic European American loggers, coal, uranium, and 
gold miners, livestock grazers, and water users who built extensive reservoir and canal systems on the 
forest. 
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