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The  mission of the Wildlife, Fisheries, and 

Rare Plants Program is to provide 

favorable ecological conditions to 

support all native and desired non-native 

species over the long-term and to 

promote recovery of federally listed 

species. 

The Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests (GMUG, for short) encompass 

about 3.15 million acres of western Colorado.  The Forest includes a diverse array of ecosystem 

types ranging in elevation from 6,500 feet to over 14,000 feet.  The Forest supports 74 species 

of mammals, 274 species of birds, 19 species of fish, 8 species of amphibians, 11 species of rep-

tiles, and thousands of plant species.  There is 1 endangered species, 5 threatened species, and 

two species that are candidate or proposed for listing under the Endangered Species Act found 

on the GMUG.  Being a working landscape, the Forest supports many human uses.  It’s the job 

of the Wildlife, Fish, and Rare Plants staff, and other resource specialists and stakeholders, to 

help decision makers maintain a balance among myriad demands of the forest landscape. 

Fiscal Year 2014 was a great year for the GMUG staff biologists.  We provided written biologi-

cal support, which is required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), on 27 pro-

jects.  We completed formal or informal consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on 

the potential effects of four projects on threatened, endangered, and proposed species.  Staff 

specialists participate in many outreach activities throughout the year, working in middle and 

high-school students at several local schools.  During all this work we were able to fill the 

staff’s organizational chart by hiring a new fisheries biologist in the Supervisor’s Office and 

three new wildlife biologists stationed on the Grand Valley and Gunnison Ranger Districts (see 

inside).      

In addition you will find a detailed accounting of how the GMUG Wildlife, Fish, and Rare 

Plants program allocated its budget in Fiscal Year 2014 (October 1, 2013— Sept 30, 2014).  

Each year the Forest is responsible for doing specific work in an assigned amount of aquatic or 

terrestrial habitats.  These assignments are called targets.  Targets are one way the Forest 

Service measures its success in protecting and restoring the land it manages.  We completed 

restoration activities on approximately 25,000 acres of terrestrial and riparian habitats, over 

27 miles of stream, and 515 acres of lake habitat.  This newsletter highlights many of the pro-

jects we completed last year.  All of this work was accomplished during a significant period of 

transition: we said goodbye to a fisheries biologist and a wildlife biologist and added four new 

members to the staff (see inside). 

Most importantly, this newsletter is a way to let our partners and other stakeholders know 

their involvement is critical to the success of the work we do each year.   
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Sara Miller grew up in rural Georgia. Sara 

spent 8 years in the Army where she worked 

as an air defense artillery radar specialist and 

Arabic linguist. In 2013 Sara earned her bach-

elor's degree in Wildlife Biology from Texas 

State University and was awarded her Associ-

ate Wildlife Biologist certification. In her free 

time Sara enjoys snowboarding, kayaking, 

camping, fishing, reading, and photography. 

She’s currently exploring Gunnison and the 

surrounding areas and can’t wait to become 

more acquainted with the community. Sara is 

absolutely delighted be working for the 

Forest Service and is eager to become a fully 

contributing member of the Gunnison Rang-

er District team.  

Sara Miller, the one smiling, Wild-

life Biologist, Gunnison R.D. 

Suzie Parker, grown-up human on 

right, Wildlife Biologist, Gunnison 

R.D., pictured with her family. 

Melvin Woody, mouth closed, Fish-

eries Biologist, S.O. 

Erik Freels, synthetic brown coat, 

Wildlife Biologist, Grand Valley 

R.D. 

Suzie has lived in Gunnison since 1992.  She is 
originally from upstate NY and moved west to 

attend Colorado State University in 

1987.  Recently, Suzie completed her graduate 
program at Oregon State University, receiving 

a Graduate Certificate in Wildlife Management.  

She has 22-years of seasonal employment 
experience for various federal agencies includ-

ing U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Man-

agement, U.S. Geological Survey, and the 
National Park Service. As seasonal Forest 

Service employee in Gunnison, Suzie enjoyed 

working in and integrating with several differ-
ent program areas: range, fire, roads, timber, 

and currently wildlife. Suzie brings excellent 

botanical skills and expertise in vegetation/
habitat monitoring protocols which will benefit 

the wildlife program and the Forest tremen-

dously. Suzie is excited and eager to begin her 

permanent position as a Wildlife Biologist.  

Melvin Woody is a new Fisheries 

Biologist working in the Supervisor’s 

Office in Delta.  Originally from West 

Virginia he attended WVU and upon 

graduation he worked as a Forestry 

Tech for the BLM in Butte, MT.  

Returning to WV he acted as an 

Assistant Land Manager for Coastal 

Lumber Company.  After serving in 

the Army for seven years he complet-

ed M.S. in Fisheries Science at Texas 

A&M in 2013.  Melvin worked for 

two seasons as a Fisheries Tech in 

Glacier National Park and the U.S. 

Fish & Wildlife Service where he 

conducted propagation and culture of 

freshwater mussels and Rainbow 

Trout.  Melvin and his wife Rebecca 

live in Cedaredge and are very excited 

to be on the Western Slope. 

Eric Freels was born in Northern Kentucky but 

spent most of his life in Lexington, KY.  He 

received a B.S. in Biology from Southern Wes-

leyan University in 1998 and moved to Colorado 

immediately after graduating.  Eric attended 

Colorado State University for a second bache-

lor’s in Wildlife Biology .  He has worked 

throughout the western U.S. for the Forest Ser-

vice and other agencies for the last 14 years 

gaining experience with a wide variety of wildlife 

and their habitats.   Eric came from the Tres Rios 

Field Office in Dolores, CO. where he was a 

wildlife biologist for the BLM.    Eric enjoys a 

wide variety of outdoor activities, cooking (and 

eating), seeing live music, reading, watching 

Kentucky basketball and traveling.  Some of 

these activities are subject to change after the 

birth of Eric’s first child this coming June!   

Longtime Ecologist, Barry Johnston, Set to Retire 

Barry Johnston, waving something to amuse people in the woods, retired in 2014 

Barry Johnston, Forest Ecologist/Botanist retired in 2014 after 

over 40 years of service.  Barry began as a surveying aid on the 

San Juan National Forest in 1965.  He worked as a botanist in the 

Southwestern Regional Office before moving to the Rocky Moun-

tain Regional Office.  In Region 2, Barry served as a botanist/

ecologist at regional, forest, and district levels.  Barry helped 

Region 2 determine which species warranted attention following 

the development of a draft list of T+E plants under a new amend-

ment to the ESA that added plant protection.  Barry also produced 

numerous assessments for rare and endangered plants and pro-

duced several agency publications 

Barry Johnston’s long Forest Service career has consistently 

demonstrated leadership and excellence in natural resource man-

agement and his commitment to collaboration with stakeholders.  

Barry is not only a top-notch botanist and ecologist, he is a won-

derful human being.  Barry is always willing to help, no matter 

how trivial the job.  His personality, knowledge, patience, and 

positive attitude benefit all who have the pleasure to work with 

him.  He is truly “a gentlemen and a scholar.”  He will be greatly 

missed. 

GMUG Fish and Wildlife Program Welcomes New Specialists in 2014 



2014: significant accomplishments on the Grand 

Valley R.D., despite transition 

The Grand Valley Ranger District (GVRD) wildlife 

program successfully helped plan and implement 

multiple habitat improvement projects in 2014.  

This work was accomplished even though the pro-

gram was going through a transition period when 

Julie Grode, the wildlife biologist for many years, 

retired at the end of 2013. The work was carried 

forward by the dedicated staff here on the GMUG 

NF, and in particular Luke Holguin, who detailed 

in as the wildlife program lead for most of FY 

2014.   

The multiple projects completed in 2014 consisted 

of mechanical mastication treatments and pre-

scribed fires.  These treatments were implemented 

in order to improve wildlife habitat across the Dis-

trict, particularly for big game species.  The habitat 

improvement treatments are intended to create veg-

etative age-class diversity, initiate new growth of 

grasses and forbs and to reduce the threat of cata-

strophic wildfires.   In total, the GVRD successful-

ly implemented habitat improvement projects on 

1,394 acres in 2014.  

In addition to these projects, the GVRD wildlife 

program continued to participate and strengthen 

partnerships and collaborative efforts across the 

District.  This included working with the Colorado 

Parks and Wildlife HPP program, as well as other 

organizations such as the Rocky Mountain Elk 

Foundation.  These relationships will continue to 

grow as landscape level habitat restoration treat-

ments and collaborations with various partners be-

come more of a focus for the GVRD wildlife pro-

gram.   

Examples of these efforts in the coming year in-

clude a 700 acre hydro-axe mastication project and 

a continuation of prescribed burns on the Uncom-

pahgre Plateau.  Both of these efforts will improve 

wildlife habitat on the Plateau.  Multiple survey 

efforts are also planned in support of planned tim-

ber harvest activities and other proposed projects 

across the forest.   

Survey and monitoring efforts for 2015 include, but 

are not limited to, surveys for Northern goshawks, 

boreal owls, American martens and boreal 

toads.  Additionally, vegetative data collection ef-

forts will begin in designated critical habitat for the 

Gunnison sage-grouse.  All in all, it will be a busy 

and productive year for the GVRD wildlife pro-

gram!  

A member of the Grand Valley Fuels Team monitoring a fire 

line during a burn.  Photo: Grand Valley Fuels Team. 

Vegetative growth three months following a controlled burn.  

Photo: Grand Valley Fuels Team. 

Underburning in a Ponderosa Pine stand. Photo: Grand 

Valley Fuels Team 



In 2014 Matt Vasquez, with help of agency employees and volunteers, 

continued the Flat Tops wetland development project .  The purpose of 

the project is to enhance resilience of riparian and wet meadow habi-

tats within sagebrush in the Gunnison Basin to benefit Gunnison sage

-grouse.  This project also benefits neo-tropical migratory birds, mule 

deer, elk, amphibians, and livestock.    This project is part of the Gun-

nison Basin Climate Change Working Group effort to build resiliency 

into riparian areas and wet meadows within the sagebrush ecosystem .  

The Flat Tops project is a collaborative effort with The Nature Con-

servancy, Colorado Parks and Wildlife, Colorado Natural Heritage 

Program, NRCS, BLM, Western State Colorado University, and pri-

vate landowners.  This project builds upon restoration work completed 

in 2012 and 2013 and will continue in 2015.   

Project objectives are 1. Disperse flows more widely across floodplain 

surfaces; 2. Stabilize eroded wet meadow soils to control head-cutting 

and reduce gully expansion; 3. Expand the size, extent and distribu-

tion of riparian/wetland sites; and 4. Increase health, vigor and density 

of riparian/wetland vegetation.  

In order to determine the efficacy of the work being done Vasquez es-

tablished permanent monitoring plots to measure vegetation struc-

ture, document plant species composition, and examine geomorphologi-

cal responses.  Pre-treatment data were collected, and the plots will be 

monitored annually to quantify vegetation and geomorphology re-

sponse post-treatment for at least a 10-year period.   

Restoration techniques included grade control structures , flow disper-

sal structures  and headcut control structures. All structures were 

made of rock.  Site conditions influenced the types of restoration tech-

niques used.   

FY2014 Accomplishments:  The team built a total of 75 structures 

at two project sites benefitting 1.5 stream miles and improving approx-

imately 180 acres of terrestrial habitat, including wet meadows, inter-

mittent streams, riparian areas, and meadow-sagebrush transitional 

habitat.  Total project costs are estimated to be about $50,000.   

Prescribed burning was completed as part of the Los Pinos Burn Project and as part of the 

Myers Prescribed Burn Project. Total broadcast burning accomplished was 1,874 acres.  

The primary objectives were to enhance the quality and quantity of mule deer and elk forage 

on winter and transitional ranges in several Game Management Units within the Upper 

Gunnison Basin. We also used prescribed fire as a tool to reduce the build-up of fuels, open 

travel corridors, improve food resources for mule deer and elk, and stimulate aspen regenera-

tion. Prescribed fire proved to be a relatively low-cost and efficient method for habitat manip-

ulation, simulating a natural post-treatment condition.   

These projects were supported financially by external partners including Rocky Mountain Elk 

Foundation ($20,000) and Colorado Parks and Wildlife (Big Game Auction and Raffle Funds; 

$20,000).   

As part of the Cochetopa Habitat and Wildlife Improvement project supported by Rocky 

Mountain Elk Foundation, we accomplished 46 miles of system and non-system (illegal user-

created routes) road decommissioning benefitting 14,720 acres of big game habitat (elk, deer, 

moose, and pronghorn).  Closure methods included subsurface soil ripping to eliminate soil 

compaction, seeding with a native seed mix, barrier placement (rocks, down trees, slash), and 

signing.    

Gunnison District Continued to Develop Wetlands in the Flat 

Tops Area 

Fuels and Travel Management Still Priorities on the Gunnison District 

The Flat Tops area near Gunnison. Photo: Matt Vasquez 

Assembling a grade control structure (above) and a 

salamander (below) observed in a pond created last 

year. Photos: Matt Vasquez 

Maintaining open, park-like stands of Ponderosa 

Pine through controlled buring. Photo: Matt 

Vasquez. 



The GMUG National Forest entered into a 

stewardship agreement with the Mule Deer 

Foundation.  This is the first agreement of its 

kind in Region 2.  A stewardship agreement 

is designed to provide services and treat-

ments in exchange for timber goods with a 

non-government entity like the Mule Deer 

Foundation.  Treatments in conjunction with 

the stewardship agreement included a hydro 

axe treatment in Mule Deer Winter Range, 

marking of 800 acres of timber to prepare for 

sale, and harvest of 50 acres of ponderosa 

pine.  The agreement will bring partner funds 

to increase the amount of treatments the For-

est Service can do. 

During 2014 the Forest treated nearly 350 

acres of Pinon-Juniper which is considered 

mule deer winter range in the agreement area.  

Additional acres of habitat improvement will 

be added during the lifetime of the agreement 

as funding becomes available. 

During the summer of 2014 Brady Barkemeyer and Jaidyn Gardner 

and their teacher/mentor, Michelle Barkemeyer from Norwood High 

School were selected to participate in the GMUG’s Apprenticeship in 

Science and Engineering.  The students were supervised by wildlife 

biologists, Luke Holguin and Curtis Keetch.  During their first three 

weeks the students shadowed different resource specialists in the 

field.  Later the students worked hard in gathering data in the field, 

analyzing the data, and presenting their findings to the Forest Service 

and their peers.   

The students studied the effects to birds and red-squirrels from forest 

management and restoration work.  The students gathered baseline 

data in spruce/fir and mixed conifer habitat types.  The data gathering 

involved collecting count data of birds and red squirrels using visual 

and auditory cues.  They used the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory 

protocol for collecting these data.  Surveys were conducted in recently 

restored areas, areas where restoration work will occur in the near 

future, and a control area where no planned restoration work will oc-

cur.  One perk for the students was camping out on the Uncompahgre 

Plateau at Columbine Campground.  Camping was necessary as the 

students began birding thirty minutes before sunrise but not before hot 

chocolate.  The monitoring will continue into the future in an attempt 

to capture population trends as a result of forest management.  Next 

summer the students will incorporate small mammals into their data 

gathering using remote cameras.   

Stewardship Agreement Facilitates Veg Treatments in Big 

Game Habitat on the Norwood-Ouray Ranger Districts 

Students Look at Logging, Bird Communities During Summer 

Apprenticeship 

Hydro-Ax Grinds up Juniper in Sage Brush Habitat 

Photo: Curtis Keetch 

Norwood H.S. students Barkemeyer (left) and Gardner 

collecting bird count data (above) and sampling non-native 

Brook Trout (below). Photos: Michelle Barkemeyer 



Paonia Wildlife Staff Focuses on Gunnison Travel 

Implementation 

Paonia’s wildlife program in FY14 was focused on completing 

implementation of the Gunnison Travel decision on the District.  

By the end of FY13, the district had closed 105 miles of mostly 

user-created motorized routes and was about 70% done with 

identifying, mapping, documenting, signing, and closing routes 

across the unit.   The areas completed in 2014 wrapped up the 

majority of work to be done, and focused on the Minnesota Creek/

Dry Fork, Thousand-acre Flats/Thompson Creek, and the Kebler 

Pass corridor.  The Dry Fork area had been planned for last, as a 

substantial portion of it is being mined by the West Elk Mine/

Mountain Coal Company, whose construction of temporary roads 

and methane drainage well pads has overridden the existing un-

classified route network in the area.  The District coordinated 

signage, gating, and some rehabilitation work with the mine dur-

ing the summer specifically for travel management reasons. 

Ken Vargo and Paul Kimpling were the primary producers of the 

field work this year.  Ken has been with the district since Gun-

nison Travel implementation began in the spring of 2011, while 

Paul was a new hire for 2014.  Ken is also a Forest Protection 

Officer and he and Dennis Garrison spent many days patrolling 

during hunting season to ensure compliance with new rules.  By 

the end of the season, the crew had closed off 63 routes totaling 

22.4 miles, effectively improving habitat on more than 7,000 

acres of the district.  In the four years of implementation, the 

District has closed 289 routes totaling nearly 130 miles, identi-

fied more than 130 administrative needs routes totaling 86 miles, 

and corrected numerous other minor issues located during the 

field work (see table below). As of the end of FY14, about 95% of 

the mapping, documentation, and level 1 decommissioning had 

been completed across the District, although new routes were 

found during the hunting season, and higher level decommission-

ing work will be needed on numerous routes in the future. 

As part of the implementation, several more information kiosks 

were constructed across the District, and the contents of those 

and previous kiosks maintained throughout the year.  Additional-

ly, road signage and directional signage was corrected and re-

placed as needed across the district.  During implementation, as 

in past years, the crew documented a variety of things encoun-

tered during field visits, including mapping all dispersed 

campsites, wildlife sightings, noxious weeds, erosion issues, cul-

verts, infrastructure, and law enforcement issues.  

Most of the other Paonia wildlife work was done in passing dur-

ing travel implementation.  Projects included monitoring of gos-

hawk nests near timber sales, monitoring of purple martin nest-

ing sites in timber sale areas, monitoring of wildlife use near pre-

vious natural gas projects, and documentation of leopard frogs 

across the District.  

Dennis Garrison installing a route marker. Photo: 

Paul Kimpling 

Sign marking a closed OHV route. Photo: Dennis 

Garrison 

Dan Gray (USFS) inspecting a closed route. Photo: 

Dennis Garrison 

Purple Martin. Photo: Dennis Garrison 



GMUG Fisheries personnel spent three days removing non-

native Brook Trout from Deep Creek (on the Paonia R.D.) as 

part of a multi-year project to protect native Cutthroat Trout 

upstream.  Direct control efforts were necessary to prevent this 

invasive species from moving upstream where native Cutthroat 

Trout reside.  In the last five years the Fisheries staff along 

with our partners, Bear Ranch and Colorado Parks and Wild-

life, have worked to secure the Cutthroat Trout population.  In 

three days of electrofishing we removed over 300 non-native 

Brook Trout.  Bear Ranch was instrumental in the success of 

the electrofishing work due to recent improvements to their 

water diversion infrastructure.  Large sections of Deep Creek 

were dry in July and August, drastically limiting the amount of 

habitat available to Brook Trout.  This year’s work concluded 

with Environmental DNA sampling to locate remaining Brook 

Trout in the stream.  The team will return in 2015 to remove 

any remaining invaders using chemical or physical means. 

Matt Dare and Lisa Kurian, Hydrologist on loan 

from USFS Region 6, electrofishing in Deep Creek. 

Fisheries Staff Declares War on Brook Trout in Deep Creek 

Engineers George Goehl and Kate Doran 

evaluating a crossing on a tributary to Terror 

Creek. 

Photo: Matt Dare 

Two months later the crossing was im-

proved through an integrated effort by 

Engineering and Fisheries 

Photo: Matt Dare 

New Road Crossings Highlight Integration, Improve Watershed Health 

Engineering and Fisheries staffs collabo-

rated on the rehabilitation of two road-

stream crossings in the Terror Creek wa-

tershed, north of Paonia, Colorado.   One 

crossing, required reconstruction after the 

original low-water ford began to fail two 

years ago.  Native Cutthroat Trout in this 

stream may have become isolated up-

stream if nothing was done to fix the cross-

ing.  A second low-water ford (see pictures) 

was improved by the installation of con-

crete planks in the stream bed.  Both pro-

jects will reduce sedimentation and im-

prove overall health in the watershed. 

Both installations were performed by the 

GMUG Road Crew. 

Watershed Program Fulfills Commitment to Monitor Construction Projects 

In 2014 the GMUG Watershed program was responsible for 

seven post-project Best Management Practices  (BMP) eval-

uations.  Lisa Kurian, an acting Hydrologist, visited projects 

around the Forest during the summer in order to determine 

if the BMPs that were supposed to be included in various 

projects from boat launches and campgrounds to instream 

barriers to protect native fish.  The results were mixed: 

there several construction sites looked fine while at others it 

was clear BMPs were not implemented.  Post-project moni-

toring is essential to understanding where and how BMPs 

are successful as well as documenting “lessons learned” re-

garding construction activities on Forest lands. Diversion structure installed by water 

users on Deep Creek 
Erosion at a boat launch 

on the Taylor River 
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Our Partners are integral to the  success of these projects! 
We gratefully recognize and acknowledge our many partners whose  

contributions and efforts are invaluable to us in successfully fulfilling our 

mission. 

WFRP Program Expenditures FY 2014 

Program area Fish and Aquatics 
Terrestrial  

Wildlife 

Ecology and Rare 

Plants 

Inventory and 

Monitoring 
Total 

Appropriated funds 

(Core) 

  $230,000  $628,000 $85,000  $72,000   $1,015,000 

Internal partner-

ships (Integrated) 

  $50,000 $355,000 $0 $0      $406,000 

External  

partnerships 

  $27,500    $86,500 $0 $10,000      $114,000 

        Grand total $1,525,000 

WFRP Program Accomplishments FY 2014 

Program area Fish and Aquatics 
Terrestrial  

Wildlife 

Ecology and Rare 

Plants 

Inventory and 

Monitoring 

Appropriated funds (Core) 21 stream miles 

257 lake acres 

 15,000 acres -- 

25,000 acres inventoried 

13 species 

7 Forest Plan monitoring ques-

tions addressed  

Internal partnerships 

(Integrated) 

5 stream miles 8,500 acres   

External partnerships 6 stream miles 2,057 acres   

T+E species tasks accom-

plished 

1 1 1 


