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This is the time of year your Rio Grande National Forest land managers, myself and surrounding ranger 

district offices, close roads with locked gates displaying the big and imposing, black and white “Road 

Closed” signs securely attached to them. I understand that for many people this can really be an 

inconvenience. 

I take great pride in enjoying, protecting and maintaining our great infrastructure. I have lived in this 

forest for many years and have had the privilege to enjoy and manage all these awesome features and 

valuable resources on our public lands. The question we all ask is, “surely, I should be able to go up that 

road, right?” I know what I am doing. I mean, don’t we always want to be able to go wherever we want? 

Of course, we do, but we also need to understand the whole situation at times like this. 

Yes, the road may look dry right where the closure gate is, but the road doesn’t just stop there either. 

We must consider the entire length of road AND all the connecting side roads, before we open a gate for 

access. Many roads pass through north aspects that may experience prolonged muddy areas in places 

where the rutting will be difficult to repair or access. 

These closures should never be interpreted as “the government closing me out just because they can.” 

That’s not even remotely the case. The issue isn’t just about no-access at this moment, the closures are 

about the long-term sustainable access to the resource that so many of us love and count on for clean 

water and abundant recreational opportunities. 

Short term closures of soft roadbeds allow the roads to endure the spring thaw without tires creating 

ruts that will collect or channel water and encourage pooling on the roadbed or higher velocity run off. 

This faster runoff has the potential to increase sedimentation that can reach waterways and have 

detrimental effects on microorganisms. Drastic changes to microorganisms can then lead to negative 

effects on the fish and wildlife that thrive in the habitat these waters provide. 

Another cursory benefit of the spring closures is to the deer and elk populations. Fawns and calves are 

born in some of the first areas to experience snow melt and without the pressure of traffic on forest 

roads, these young animals may get just a little more time to bond with their mothers before having to 

leave their birth areas. This part of the discussion always reminds me of the well-known quote from 

famed naturalist John Muir, "When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything 

else in the Universe." 

While this holistic approach to managing our roads is important, another very practical reason for the 

closures exists. When vehicles create ruts, dig holes, slide off and get stuck and then request even more 

vehicles to do the same to get them unstuck, the roads can get severely damaged and cost thousands of 

dollars of unbudgeted funds to repair them. Some roads are only maintained every 7 years or so. If 

severe damage occurs within the first year of that cycle, what options does the forest have? You’re right, 

it could be that it is a long-term temporary closure. Or, heaven forbid, a permanent closure. 



These are not options that I want to see. I LIKE to spend summers out bopping around on forest roads, 

feeling like I’m the first one in this remote area. Until I realize that someone had to build the road. I 

want to see those roads stay in as good of condition as possible, for as long as possible. 

Spring closures vary depending upon conditions but, generally, are in place from mid-March until mid-

May. This is truly not a long period of time folks. Some years the snow might melt faster and allow roads 

to be re-opened sooner. This year may be one of those years. For now, though, I’ll go to those places 

that I can access, and enjoy my forest by foot. And very much love it. 

Joe Pacheco is a San Luis Valley native and has been the Forest Roads Manager on the Rio Grande 

National Forest since 2008. 


