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3.6.3  Research Natural Areas 
Research natural areas are permanently established to maintain areas of natural ecosystems and areas 
of special ecological significance. These protective designations were made in an attempt to maintain 
natural ecosystem components and processes and are cooperatively identified and managed with the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service Rocky Mountain Research Station. These areas form a 
long-term network of ecological reserves established as baseline areas for non-manipulative research 
and the maintenance of biodiversity. They are administratively designated by the U.S. Forest Service 
Northern Region Regional Forester with research station director concurrence. In some cases, 
stewardship management is needed to maintain or restore the target plant communities in research 
natural areas, including actions such as invasive weed control or prescribed fire. These management 
activities are also coordinated between the National Forests and the research station. 
The Nez Perce-Clearwater has 18 designated research natural areas and 2 proposed research natural 
areas (pRNA) that were first proposed in the 1987 Forest plan and continue to be proposed under all 
alternatives. An additional two candidate research natural areas (cRNA) and the expansion of an existing 
research natural area would be formally proposed under the action alternatives.  
 Designated research natural areas are those that have been formally established by a decision 

signed by the Regional Forester, with concurrence of the Research Station Director, after being 
vetted through the Nez Perce-Clearwater and Rocky Mountain Research Station via forest planning, 
during revision, or by amendment. 
 Proposed research natural areas have been vetted through the Nez Perce-Clearwater and Rocky 

Mountain Research Station via forest planning, either in revision or by amendment, but they have 
not been established by a Regional Forester decision. 
 Candidate research natural areas have not been fully vetted by the Nez Perce-Clearwater and the 

Rocky Mountain Research Station and have not been included in a forest plan decision. 
Research Natural Areas serve three important functions:  
• Reference Areas — Research natural areas serve as benchmarks for monitoring and evaluating the 

sustainability and impacts of land management practices on lands with similar ecosystems. To 
determine the impact of management on an area, it is useful to have, as a control, a similar area 
maintained in natural condition for comparison. Research natural areas contribute to ecosystem 
management by providing these controls.  

• Biological Diversity — Research natural areas provide protection for biological diversity. A 
representative research natural areas system provides some degree of assurance that a wide array 
of plant and animal species will be afforded a high degree of protection in the future. This 
protection may be most important for soil microorganisms, fungi, insects, and other forms of 
biological diversity on which ecosystems often depend the most but about which we know the least. 
Research natural areas also can be selected to help protect specific populations of threatened, 
endangered, or sensitive species.  

• Research — Research natural areas provide sites for research into how ecosystems function since 
the ecological and evolutionary processes influencing them are functioning in a relatively natural 
state. They serve as sites for monitoring long-term change in ecosystems, such as global climate 
change and shifting patterns in the landscape, that result from such disturbances as fire, floods, and 
insect epidemics. Research projects in an identified research natural area can greatly increase our 
understanding of particular ecosystems and improve the quality of ecosystem management. 
Research natural areas also serve an important educational function by providing excellent 
examples of ecosystems in a relatively natural condition, with functioning ecological processes.  
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Relevant Laws, Regulations, and Policy 
Federal Laws 
Organic Administration Act of June 4, 1897 (16 U.S.C. 477-482, 551): This act authorizes the Secretary of 
Agriculture to issue rules and regulations for the occupancy and use of the National Forests. 

National Forest Management Act of 1976 (16 U.S.C. 1600): This act states that the Secretary of 
Agriculture shall “promulgate regulations” under the principles of the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act 
of 1960 to “provide for the diversity of plan and animal communities based on the suitability and 
capability of the specific land area,” and to maintain tree species diversity within the context of multiple-
use objectives.  

Agency Regulations 
36 CFR 219.7 – Special Designations: This regulation states that, in developing a proposed plan revision, 
the responsible official shall identify existing designated areas and determine whether to recommend 
any additional areas for designation. Forest plans must include components for appropriate 
management of existing or proposed designated areas. Furthermore, the planning rule requires Forests 
to maintain the diversity of plant and animal communities and support the persistence of native species 
within the plan area. Forests are directed to use in their planning a “complementary ecosystem and 
species-specific approach to provide for the diversity of plant and animal communities” and to maintain 
species persistence. These requirements are partially filled by the inclusion of research natural areas 
based upon high species diversity. 

36 CFR 219.9 – Diversity of Plant and Animal Communities: This regulation states that the responsible 
official will evaluate whether the plan components provide the ecological conditions necessary to 
contribute to the recovery of federally listed species, conserve proposed and candidate species, and 
maintain a viable population of species of conservation concern in the plan area. Evaluation would 
consider components that provide for ecosystem integrity and diversity and species-specific 
components. This requirement is partially filled by the inclusion of research natural areas that often have 
numerous occurrences of at-risk species. 

Policy 
Forest Service Manual 4063: This policy directs management of research natural areas as part of a 
national network of ecological areas allocated in perpetuity for research and education and/or to 
maintain biological diversity on National Forest System lands. Research natural areas are co-managed by 
the appropriate National Forest and the U.S. Forest Service Research Station. 

Forest Service Manual 4063.03: This policy states forest plans shall include analysis of, and 
recommendations for, the establishment of any proposed research natural areas. 

Region 1 Natural Areas Assessment: This policy provides an assessment of plant community types 
needed to fulfill the regional spectrum of types to be placed in research natural area status in the USDA 
Forest Service Northern Region (Chadde, Kimball, & Evenden, 1996). 

Establishment records for each research natural area 
These records provide information on the natural features, plant communities, and species present in 
each research natural area, as well as management guidance.  

State and Local Plans 
Representativeness Assessment of Research Natural Areas on National Forest System lands in Idaho 
(Rust, 2000) 
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Methodology 
Spatial Scale  
The geographic scope of the analysis is the lands administered by the Nez Perce-Clearwater. All lands 
within the Nez Perce-Clearwater boundary form the geographic scope for cumulative effects.  
Temporal Scale  
The temporal scope is the 15-year anticipated life of the plan. 
Past, Present, and Future Activities used in the Analysis  
Research natural areas provide reference conditions or settings that are reserved to represent the range 
of plant communities and species in the region. As such, they are generally ecologically intact and have 
had few, if any, past activities that have had meaningful impacts to these resources. Some research 
natural areas have seen peripheral recreational use, grazing activity, or fire. Research natural areas are 
generally excluded from management activities but some uses may occur in the future as directed by 
the establishment records or on a case-by-case basis after review by Nez Perce-Clearwater officials and 
the U.S. Forest Service Research Station to establish need and policy compliance. Vegetation 
management, weed control, and grazing are examples of activities that potentially could occur in the 
future management of some research natural areas on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. Unplanned 
disturbances would likely be from wild fire or low-levels of recreational use. 
Methods and Assumptions 
Specialists from the Nez Perce-Clearwater and U.S. Forest Service Northern Regional Office, with 
research scientists from the Rocky Mountain Research Station, have identified the lands on the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater that possess characteristics that make them suitable for research natural area 
establishment. Information and management guidance for each research natural areas are provided 
within the establishment records. A guidebook on research natural areas also provides a synopsis of the 
natural features protected in each research natural areas and information about use of the areas for 
research (Evenden, Moeur, Shelly, Kimball, & Wellner, 2001). 
Measurement Indicators 
• Number of research natural areas 
• Number of proposed research natural areas 
• Number of candidate research natural areas 
• Number of research natural area expansions 
• Acres of research natural areas 
• Acres of proposed research natural areas 
• Acres of research natural area expansion 
• Supports research natural area values 

Affected Environment 
Existing Condition  
The National Forest Management Act of 1976 directs the Forest Service to establish research natural 
areas typifying important forest, shrubland, grassland, alpine, and aquatic ecosystems. In addition to 
their value as reference areas for research and monitoring, research natural areas help maintain 
biological diversity by conserving assemblages of common and rare species, plant communities relatively 
undisturbed by human actions, and unique landscape features. The 1983 Northern Region Guide (USDA, 
1983) included a matrix of habitat types, community types, and aquatic features targeted for inclusion in 
the Northern Region’s research natural area system. Major revision of this 1983 regional guide for 
research natural areas was completed in 1996 (Chadde et al., 1996), giving new targeted plant 
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communities and other features for inclusion in research natural areas. Many research natural areas 
have been formally established over the past 30 years, including 18 on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. Two 
proposed research natural areas that were in the current forest plan, one expansion of a designated 
research natural area, and two new candidate research natural areas are included under the action 
alternatives. Target assignments from the 1996 assessment yet filled on the Nez Perce-Clearwater are 
not included in this document but could be added in the future as information and opportunity arise.  
The established research natural areas on the Nez Perce-Clearwater are permanently designated for the 
purpose of conserving biodiversity, conducting non-manipulative research and monitoring, and fostering 
education. They serve as high-quality representative areas of the major forms of vegetative variability 
found in the Nez Perce-Clearwater, and they present reference areas for the study of natural ecological 
processes, including disturbances and climate change. The table below lists the 18 existing research 
natural areas on the Nez Perce-Clearwater, with a brief description of each following the table. Also 
included are two long-proposed research natural areas, Fenn Mountain and Rhodes Peak. Upper 
Hemlock Creek, Mud Springs Ridge, and expansion of the Bull Run research natural areas were not 
formally included in the 1987 plan or with an amendment to the plan so these are listed as candidate 
research natural areas in the existing condition.  

Table 1. Designated, Proposed and Candidate Research Natural Areas 
Research Natural Areas Designated Proposed Candidate Acresa 
Aquarius ●   3,709 
Bald Mountain ●   369 
Bull Run Creek ●   383  

Bull Run Creek Expansion   ● 370 
Chateau Falls ●   198 
Dutch Creek ●   302 
Elk Creek ●   6,957 
Fenn Mountain  ●  603 
Fish Lake ●   753 
Four-Bit Creek ●   392 
Grave Peak ●   379 
Lochsa River ●   1,498 
Moose Meadow Creek ●   940 
Mud Springs Ridge   ● 288 
No Business Creek ●   1,377 
O’Hara Creek ●   7,051 
Rhodes Peak  ●  307 
Sneakfoot Meadow ●   1,952 
Square Mountain Creek ●   704 
Steep Lakes ●   797 
Upper Hemlock Creek   ● 1,378 
Upper Newsome Creek ●   1,192 
Warm Springs Creek ●   537 

a Acre values are derived from close Geographic Information System mapping following the boundary descriptions 
included in the research natural areas establishment records. The acre values given in the records are often 
estimates based upon older mapping methods; thus, the values given here are considered most accurate. 
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Existing Research Natural Areas 
Aquarius Research Natural Area 
Aquarius Research Natural Area is located along the North Fork of the Clearwater River at the upper end 
of Dworshak Reservoir. This section of the North Fork is a low elevation canyon characterized by 
relatively warm temperatures and high precipitation. This combination of climatic factors, which is 
rather unusual in the Northern Rocky Mountains, is responsible for an extraordinary assemblage of 
disjunct and endemic plant and animal taxa and unique vegetation types found in the area. The Aquarius 
Research Natural Area encompasses a cross section of the canyon that contains many of these rare and 
unique elements and is widely considered by scientists as the most unique biological area in the 
Northern Rocky Mountains. Some of the plant associations present at Aquarius fill regional assignments 
for representative habitat types. 
Bald Mountain Research Natural Area 
Bald Mountain Research Natural Area is located along the divide separating the North Fork Clearwater 
basin from that of the Lochsa River. Uncommon, open habitats caused by snow transfer and droughty 
soils are the primary features of this research natural areas. Represented habitats are green fescue and 
beargrass with forested habitats in the mountain hemlock and subalpine fir forest types. 
Bull Run Creek Research Natural Area 
This area is in the Bull Run Creek drainage approximately four air miles south-southwest of Elk River on 
the Palouse Ranger District. This research natural area was designated for highly diverse vegetation that 
includes a variety of mesic forests types growing over basalt, with ponds, grasslands, scree, several plant 
species of conservation concern, coastal disjunct plants, basalt outcrops, and an arid plant component 
not found in the Clearwater Basin. The vegetative diversity of the juxtaposed arid and mesic 
communities is unparalleled on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. 
Chateau Falls Research Natural Area 
The Chateau Creek basin was selected as a research natural area for the presence of several waterfalls. 
The numerous falls range from a few feet to as high as 65-feet. These require very steep topography 
with geologic strata of differing resistance to erosive forces that provide aquatic and geologic features of 
scientific value. In addition to the cascades, the research natural area contains small grasslands, 
shrublands, and forests in early to mid-succession following several catastrophic forest fires in the early 
1900s that provide opportunities for forest succession and recovery studies. 
Dutch Creek Research Natural Area 
Dutch Creek was the site of several severe wildfires in the early 1900s. The fires were hot enough to 
damage soils and remove the seed source of conifers typical for the area. As a result, the research 
natural area is largely composed of northwest paper birch that rarely forms extensive stands in the local 
forest types. There is opportunity for long-term successional studies and investigation of this species 
effects on forest soils.  
Elk Creek Research Natural Area 
The major feature of the Elk Creek Research Natural Area is the extreme range in elevation, 6371 feet, 
which provides a diverse assemblage of vegetation along a steep elevational gradient in the Idaho 
Batholith. Especially good examples of the more xeric grassland, mountain mahogany, and ponderosa 
pine types are found at lower elevations. As elevation increases, the forests support Douglas-fir and 
grand fir that give way to subalpine fir and whitebark pine in the higher elevations. These diverse forests 
fulfill target habitats identified for representation within research natural areas on the Nez Perce-
Clearwater. There are also two subalpine lakes, one with fish, and a large population of a rare, endemic 
plant species. 
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Fish Lake Research Natural Area 
The Fish Lake Research Natural Area is situated in a steep-walled glacial trough that contains a mid-
elevational, 29 acre, productive, morainal lake that contains grass and sedge wetland communities, as 
well as native fish. This lake provides excellent opportunities to study moose lentic productivity 
interrelationships. The local forests contain several cool forest habitats, at least two of which were 
assigned for research natural areas inclusion. Also, a depositional boulder field moraine is found below 
the lake. 

Four-Bit Creek Research Natural Areas 
The Four-Bit Creek Research Natural Area in the Eldorado basin of the Clearwater Mountains is 
representative of the most productive forest lands in the Northern Rocky Mountains. Western redcedar 
habitat types occupied by mixed species in an advanced stage of succession dominate the research 
natural area providing almost every habitat type that occurs in that forest series in Idaho. The Lewis and 
Clark National Historic Trail and the Lolo Trail National Historic Landmark pass immediately adjacent 
portions of the research natural areas adding historical interest.  

Grave Peak Research Natural Area 
The Grave Peak Research Natural Area is a raw, glacially carved, fire scarred, rocky subalpine cirque 
basin in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. The parklike basin supports five small lakes and open forests 
of subalpine fir, whitebark pine, spruce and uncommon subalpine larch over mountain heather and 
other high-elevation plants. There are also small sedge meadows and wetlands. The research natural 
area is representative of subalpine country of low biological productivity but high-water yield and scenic 
value. 

Lochsa River Research Natural Area 
The Lochsa River Research Natural Area is located on both sides of the Lochsa River and includes Apgar 
and Glade Creek. Designation is primarily for one of the few refugia of coastal disjunct species that are 
of very limited distribution. Included are three permanent high-energy streams through a dense mesic 
forest canopy, which have a high diversity of habitats that yield a highly diverse macroinvertebrate 
assemblage.  

Moose Meadow Creek Research Natural Area 
Moose Meadow Creek Research Natural Area was designated to include moderately high elevation wet 
meadows and poor fens containing interesting and unusual plant species, a moderate gradient stream, 
and forests of subalpine fir, spruce, and lodgepole pine that are comprised of habitat types not included 
in other research natural areas. 

No Business Creek Research Natural Area 
The No Business Creek Research Natural Area includes a significant altitudinal range of 4,680 feet. As a 
result, it contains a great diversity of plant associations and forest types. It provides one grand fir habitat 
type and three subalpine forest habitat types that were assigned by regional direction for research 
natural areas. In addition, it contains several other forest types including Douglas-fir, Ponderosa pine, 
and mountain mahogany, one of which is the largest know specimen in Idaho. Other noteworthy 
inclusions are Pacific yew, white alder, and possibly the only maidenhair fern occurrence in the Salmon 
River basin. Tailed frogs are also present. The geology is granite in the upper elevations and limestone 
below and the water is of unusually high alkalinity. 
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O’Hara Creek Research Natural Area 
O’hara Creek provides one of the largest research natural areas on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. It contains 
at least seven forest habitat types assigned to the Nez Perce-Clearwater for inclusion in the research 
natural area system, as well as a complete aquatic system containing first to fifth order streams. These 
streams include several waterfalls and contain beaver ponds and wet riparian meadows. The rich forest 
includes several coastal disjunct plant communities that also support rare and endemic species, several 
of which are species of conservation concern. 

Sneakfoot Meadow Research Natural Area 
Sneakfoot Meadow provides examples of low gradient meandering streams and an extensive diverse 
graminoid and forest wetland complex that includes sphagnum bogs and fens. The surrounding forest 
provide three subalpine habitat types in various stages of succession. The meadows provide habitat for 
important moose and elk populations throughout the year. 

Square Mountain Creek Research Natural Area 
This research natural area was established to contribute several subalpine forest habitat types to the 
research natural area system. Also included are extensive subalpine aquatic systems, including streams, 
meadows, and a lake. It is the type locality for an endemic sensitive plant species and supports 
whitebark pine, which is a candidate for federal listing. 

Steep Lakes Research Natural Area 
Steep Lakes Research Natural Area features a pair of subalpine lakes of similar characteristics, except 
that the lower lake contains golden trout while the upper lake is fishless. This situation provides a long-
term research opportunity as baseline lakes that could be used to monitor chemical and biological 
conditions and the effects of a fish population on the invertebrate community. There are also four 
subalpine fir forest habitat types and three mountain hemlock habitat types, some of which are assigned 
targets for research natural areas inclusion. Some of the mountain hemlock are in an old growth state. 
The two primary basins have different fire histories that provide an opportunity for comparative 
successional studies. Additional vegetative diversity is found in wet subalpine meadows and Sitka alder 
stands. 

Upper Newsome Creek Research Natural Area 
This research natural area was selected due to its old growth climax stands of grand fir with an 
understory of Pacific yew. Grand fir reaches excellent development in this part of Idaho. The rich forest 
types are often referred to as the Grand Fir Mosaic, which requires particular planning and management 
to maintain productivity. These forest types are important for wildlife and include occurrences of at 
least two rare plant species. 

Warm Springs Creek Research Natural Area 
Warm Springs Creek Research Natural Area was established for the presence of two thermal springs and 
a diverse array of forest communities. Included are two particular habitat types assigned to the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater for inclusion in the research natural area system. 
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Proposed Research Natural Areas 
Fenn Mountain Proposed Research Natural Area 
This previously proposed research natural area is located 18 air miles east-northeast of Lowell, Idaho, in 
the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness of the Lochsa-Powell Ranger District. Selection is based upon Regional 
Office direction to include high elevation aquatics, subalpine vegetation communities, and rocky 
habitats not represented in the research natural area system. This research natural area was formally 
proposed by the 1987 Forest Plan and retained here.  

Rhodes Peak Proposed Research Natural Area 
This previously proposed research natural area is located 11.5 air miles north-northwest of Powell, 
Idaho, in the Hoodoo, also known as Great Burn, roadless area on the Lochsa-Powell Ranger District. 
Selection is based upon Regional Office direction to include high subalpine and alpine habitats and 
uncommon vegetative communities not represented in the research natural areas system. This research 
natural area was formally proposed by the 1987 Forest Plan and retained here. A preliminary 
establishment record has been written but has not been formally completed.  

Candidate Research Natural Area 
Bull Run Creek Expansion 
See the general description provided under the Bull Run Research Natural Area in the above Existing 
Research Natural Areas discussion. The best representation of many of these features was excluded at 
the time of original designation because they occurred on adjacent private land. In the mid-1990s this 
ground came to the Forest Service in a land exchange. Internal and external interest have been calling 
for an expansion to include these areas since that time. With this expansion, the total acreage of the Bull 
Run Research Natural Area will be 753 acres. 

Mud Springs Ridge Proposed Research Natural Area 
This proposed research natural area on the Salmon River Ranger District is approximately 3.5 air miles 
northwest of Lucile, Idaho. The intact and unusually diverse grassland communities of Mud Springs 
Ridge are not represented in the research natural areas system. One federally threatened plant species, 
one sensitive species, and at least four local endemic plant species are well represented here. The site 
also includes under-represented ponderosa pine forests and shrub communities. The proposed research 
natural area is the site of ongoing monitoring and provides substantial opportunities for range and 
invasive species research. 

Upper Hemlock Creek Proposed Research Natural Area 
This proposed research natural area is in the Hemlock Creek basin, within the Big Horn–Weitas roadless 
area of the North Fork Ranger District, approximately 10 miles east of Pierce, Idaho. The proposal is 
based upon aquatics and various meadow communities within the Grand Fir mosaic forest, as well as a 
core, high priority vegetative community called for in the regional research natural areas assessment. 
This research natural area was recommended in the mid-1990s with local vetting completed at that 
time; however, proposal in a forest plan or an amendment to such has never occurred. 
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Environmental Consequences 
Effects Common to All Alternatives  
Under all alternatives, the 18 existing research natural areas would maintain their designations. In these 
areas, direction in the establishment records and Forest Service Manual 4063 would be followed to 
conserve the plant associations or other features for which they were established. 
The two existing proposed research natural areas listed under the 1987 Forest Plans, Fenn Mountain 
and Rhodes Peak, could be recommended to become established through a separate decision by the 
Regional Forester. Final establishment would take place upon completion of the establishment records 
and the Research Station Director’s concurrence. 
The potential for additional research natural areas in the future would exist under any alternative. The 
Northern Region Status and Needs Assessment for Research Natural Areas (Chadde et al., 1996) 
recommended additional unrepresented plant associations on each National Forest in the U.S. Forest 
Service Northern Region so that the entire range of associations could be represented in the research 
natural areas network. 
All research natural areas are directed to be managed to perpetuate natural ecosystems and encourage 
scientific research with minimum human interference. Each research natural area is managed in 
accordance with its establishment record.  
Effects to No Action Alternative 
The existing 1987 Forest Plans include components for research natural areas that would apply to the 
No Action Alternative. The research natural areas included in this alternative are the 18 designated and 
2 proposed research natural areas, as listed in the 1987 plans. Potential research natural areas at Mud 
Springs Ridge, Upper Hemlock Creek, and the expansion of the Bull Run Research Natural Area would be 
recommended as candidates. The expected effects from plan components for existing research natural 
areas under the 1987 Plans are summarized in the following table. 
Table 2. Summary of existing plan components for research natural areas 

Plan component Expected effects 
Clearwater 
National Forest 
Management 
Area 1 

The standards for Management Area 1 would ensure that within research natural 
areas the following activities would not occur: fish and wildlife improvements; 
livestock grazing; timber harvest; mineral development; special use permits; 
developments of trails; roads or facilities; utility corridors; and general motor vehicle 
use, except where research natural areas values would not be adversely affected. The 
visual quality objective would be retention. Insect and disease levels would not be 
controlled unless included within a congressionally designated area that reflects such 
management. Unplanned ignitions would burn under prescribed conditions unless 
there is a threat to persons, property, or uniqueness of the area.  

Nez Perce 
National Forest 
Management 
Area 6 

The standards for Management Area 6 would ensure that within research natural 
areas the following activities would not occur: recreational activities that could 
interfere with research; timber harvest; grazing unless necessary to maintain 
vegetation for which the research natural areas was established; mineral 
development; no roads or trails unless necessary for objectives or commensurate 
with use; building construction unless needed for research natural areas objectives; 
and utility corridors. Fire management would follow fire management plans and 
prescribed fire would be allowed only to perpetuate vegetation for which the 
research natural areas were established. There would be no debris removal, fire 
hazard reduction or planting of trees. Insect and disease would not be controlled 
unless adjacent suitable lands were severely threatened. 
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Effects Common to Action Alternatives 
The action alternatives would be the same as the No Action Alternative with respect to the designated 
research natural areas. The retention of the Fenn Mountain and Rhodes Peak proposed research natural 
areas are also the same across all alternatives. The action alternatives include the items contained in the 
existing condition with the addition of the formal proposal Upper Hemlock Creek and Mud Springs Ridge 
to proposed research natural area status. Also, the expansion of the existing Bull Run research natural 
areas is proposed under revision. These proposals have all been vetted with local and agency interests 
but have not been included in forest planning until this revision. The plan components and effects of the 
action alternatives would be as described above under Effects Common to All Action Alternatives 
because the existing and proposed research natural areas are included in each action alternative 
without variation. The effects of the new plan components may vary slightly in respect to effects as 
compared to the components of the 1987 forest plans. This would primarily be due to more emphasis 
on following establishment record direction and policy with less emphasis on detailed plan components.  

The candidate research natural areas, Mud Springs Ridge and Upper Hemlock Creek, and the proposed 
Bull Run expansion have been reviewed and would be formally proposed by this plan revision under all 
action alternatives. All could be recommended to become established through a separate decision by 
the Regional Forester. Final establishment would take place upon completion of the establishment 
record based on the Research Station Director’s concurrence. 

All action alternatives include the following plan components.  

Table 3. Summary of proposed plan components for research natural areas 
Plan component Expected effects 

MA2-DC-RNA-01 Designated and proposed research natural areas maintain a 
representation of natural systems found on the Nez Perce-Clearwater as 
a baseline for research, monitoring, and education by the agency, 
academia, and public interests. Wildfire, insects, and pathogens, along 
with other processes and disturbances, continue to affect vegetation, 
reflecting the dynamic nature of the systems they represent. Research 
natural areas contribute to ecological sustainability and biological 
diversity. 

MA2-OBJ-RNA-01 Complete establishment reports and finalize designation of all 
proposed Research Natural Areas within 10 years. 

MA2-STD-RNA-01 Do not authorize the collection of forest products for commercial 
purposes and personal use purposes, including firewood. 

MA2-STD-RNA-02 Do not authorize uses that threaten or interfere with the objectives or 
purposes for which a Research Natural Area is established. 
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Cumulative Effects 
The existing vegetation conditions within the designated areas reflect the contributions of past 
management actions and ecological processes. Management activities are very limited within research 
natural areas and restricted to management activities needed to maintain the features for which the 
research natural area was established. Management activities will generally continue to take place 
outside of the existing and proposed research natural areas, and it is unlikely that these activities would 
have an effect on the research natural areas. Control of invasive weeds is an action that may have 
occurred in the past within research natural areas, and it is the most likely management activity to occur 
within research natural areas in the future, in coordination with the Rocky Mountain Research Station. 
This would have a positive effect through the control of invasive weeds or prevention of their spread 
and would not result in any change to research natural area designations. Prescribed fire or other 
vegetation management may occasionally be used to maintain features for which the research natural 
area was established. Such activities would also only be conducted in coordination with the Rocky 
Mountain Research Station and would also have a positive effect that would not result in any change to 
the designation. 

Under all alternatives, the network of research natural areas would contribute to the understanding of 
key ecosystems and plant communities by being part of the broader array of sites that are designated 
across other National Forests in the region. This network would continue to contribute to the 
conservation of biological diversity, and provide for research and educational opportunities in the plan 
area. Similar designations are not known to occur on lands of private ownership, nor on state lands in 
the area, increasing the importance of maintaining them on National Forest System lands. 

Effects to Resource from Other Resources 
Aquatic Ecosystems and Soil Management 
Activities related to watershed, soil, riparian, or aquatic habitat would generally not occur in research 
natural areas and there would be little to no effect related to the management of these resources. 

Fire Management 
Desired conditions for research natural areas state that these lands are generally natural appearing, with 
natural processes, including fire, functioning naturally with limited human influences. One of the 
purposes of research natural areas is to serve as baseline areas for the study of these processes and 
their effects on ecosystems. Management of unplanned wildfire ignitions in or near research natural 
areas would be guided by the direction provided in each individual research natural area’s 
establishment record, the Forest Service Manual 4063, and other regulatory documents and 
consultation with Rocky Mountain Research Station scientists to ensure that natural fires are allowed to 
burn only within a prescription designed to accomplish objectives specific to the research natural areas. 
If the values associated with the research natural area are at risk of degradation or loss due to fire, fire 
management strategies would likely include measures aimed at protecting those values, if possible. On 
the other hand, fire as a natural process may be desired and allowed to occur within a research natural 
area to perpetuate natural ecological processes within these areas depending upon the nature of the 
fire and the habitats potentially affected in the research natural area. Prescribed fire would only be 
implemented to serve or maintain values for which the research natural areas was established.  
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Timber and Vegetation Management 
Under all alternatives, research natural areas are not suitable for timber production. The existing forest 
plans prohibit timber harvest for any purpose in these areas and timber management should have no 
effect. The revised forest plan allows that some vegetation treatments could occur where consistent 
with site establishment records and plans. In such cases, the forest supervisor, with the concurrence of 
the research station director, may authorize management practices that are necessary for invasive weed 
control or to preserve the vegetation for which the research natural area was created (Forest Service 
Manual 4063.3). As stated in the manual, limited use of vegetation management may occur within 
research natural areas in situations where the vegetative type would be lost or degraded without 
management. The criterion is that management practices must provide a closer approximation of the 
naturally occurring vegetation and the natural processes governing the vegetation than would be 
possible without management. These practices may include prescribed burning.  

Livestock Grazing and Management 
The revised forest plan, under the action alternatives, allows for grazing to occur where consistent with 
site establishment records and plans. Generally site records would preclude this. Therefore, grazing 
would have minimal impact. 

Wildlife management 
Activities related to wildlife management would generally not occur within research natural areas and 
there would be little to no effect. 

Recreation and scenery management 
Generally, managing for primitive recreation opportunities would not result in substantial impacts to the 
natural vegetation and natural processes in these areas. Motorized use generally is not permitted within 
research natural areas but in some cases is allowed on roads or trails that are adjacent to or may form a 
portion of the unit’s boundary. Such uses are established by precedent, the establishment record, or 
through the forest-wide travel planning that incorporates research natural areas considerations and 
policies. Motorized routes allowed through this travel planning are not expected to impact values 
associated with these areas under any alternative. 

Cultural, historic, and tribal resource management 
Activities related to cultural, historic, and tribal resources would generally not occur in research natural 
areas and there would be little to no effect. 

Road access and infrastructure 
All action alternatives are similar in terms of plan components for road access and infrastructure. New 
road and trail construction or other infrastructure and facilities would not generally occur in research 
natural areas under any alternative because Forest Service Manual 4063 prohibits new roads, trails, 
fences, or signs on an established research natural area unless they contribute to the objectives or 
protection of the area. 

Minerals management  
Research natural areas are available for minerals activities unless withdrawn for mineral entry. However, 
per Forest Service Manual 4063, proposals to offer federal mineral, oil, and gas leases would be 
evaluated by the Regional Forester, with concurrence of the Research Station Director, using standards 
set forth in Forest Service Manual 2820. The proposal with recommendation is forwarded by the 
Regional Forester to the Chief for the final decision. 
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Other plan components 
Research natural areas are primarily intended to provide reference condition to support research and 
support other unique elements. They are frequently used for public education by a number of public 
entities. 

Summary of Consequences 
The following table compares the number and acres of research natural areas and proposed research 
natural areas across the alternatives. Also included is the indicator evaluating the effects of forest plan 
direction and if research natural areas values are supported. All alternatives fulfill this indicator with the 
action alternatives providing more in the way of proposed research natural areas to better fulfill 
regional assignments and the purpose of the program. 

Table 4. Research Natural Areas Summary of Consequences by Alternative 
Measurement 
Indicator 

Alternative A  
No Action 

Alternative W 
 

Alternative X  
 

Alternative Y Alternative Z 

# of RNAs 18 18 18 18 18 

# of pRNAs 2 4 4 4 4 

# of cRNAs 2 0 0 0 0 

# of RNA expansions  0 1 1 1 1 

Acres RNA 29,490 29,490 29,490 29,490 29,490 

Acres pRNAs 910 2,576 2,576 2,576 2,576 

Acres RNA 
expansion 

0 370 370 370 370 

Supports RNA 
Values 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Conclusion 
All action alternatives provide for a network of research natural areas across the Nez Perce-Clearwater 
by including the existing designations of 18 research natural areas equaling 29,490 acres and 4 proposed 
research natural areas on 2,576 acres and 1 expansion of an existing research natural areas totaling 370 
acres. The 1987 Forest Plans more explicitly prohibit management activities within research natural 
areas than does the revised plan, which allows for slightly more flexibility when uses are consistent with 
the site establishment record and standards in Forest Service Manual 4063. 
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