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Rio Grande National Forest

CERTIFICATION

The Rio Grande National Forest’s (RGNF or Forest) Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan),
approved on November 7, 1996, is a dynamic and evolving document. Monitoring of the Forest Plan is
essential in evaluating its effectiveness and making necessary adaptive management changes. The Forest
Plan has been amended seven times to date. Overall, the 2012 monitoring and evaluation results indicate
that the management of the Forest is meeting goals, desired conditions, standards and guidelines (S&Gs),
and prescriptive allocations (per 36 CFR 219.12 (k)). Forest specialist reccommendations are as follows:

Monitoring Improvement:

s A screening checklist should be utilized for determining whether to permit recreation events for
compliance with FSM2721.49, FSH 1909.15, 30.3-2 and the terrestrial BA/BE.

e Complete the forest wide monitoring assessment for snags in association with MIS for ponderosa
pine.

o Evaluation of Mehl old growth application to the Forest, new OG criteria most likely needed to
adequately inventory this attribute.

¢ Evaluation of potential conflict b/t off-road vehicles and winter range S&Gs, particularly the
increasing use of snowmobiles.
Complete the forest wide MIS status assessment.
Complete the grid-based MCB program for the forest avian MIS including recognition in Forest
Plan Appendix A.

Forest Plan Updates:

e Terminology in the Forest Plan with respect to the scenic S&Gs should be updated during the
next plan revision.

Future Amendments:

s As noted in the 2010 Conservation Assessment and BE update for the Forest regarding bighorn
sheep, the Forest Plan lacks management direction to deal with this issue. Although the issue is
being dealt with successfully in some cases, debate continues over what is needed to attain
adequate separation b/t domestic sheep and BHS. Recommend a standard for effective separation
be developed for future Forest Plan revision.

I have reviewed the annual monitoring and evaluation report for the RGNF for FY 2012. 1 believe that the
monitoring and evaluation requirements of the Forest Plan have been met and that the decisions in the
Forest Plan are still valid. T have noted and considered the recommendations for the RGNF and, after
further analysis and required public notification and involvement, will implement those that I decide are
appropriate.

Dan S. Dallas Date
b Forest Supervisor
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Rio Grande National Forest

1. Introduction and Status

On November 7, 1996, the Revised Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) for the Rio Grande
National Forest (RGNF or Forest) was approved by Regional Forester Elizabeth Estill. The Forest Plan
establishes the management direction for all future activities to ensure that an interdisciplinary approach is
used to achieve the desired conditions described for all areas of the Forest.

This monitoring and evaluation report is based on the RGNF Monitoring Plan, as described in chapter V of
the Forest Plan for the RGNF. This report is not a list of outputs; rather, it describes conditions of the various
resources on the Forest. The report is key to the concept of adaptive management (the ability to change as -
new information or technology is developed) and is the feedback mechanism for improved resource
management. The information presented in this report will be used to determine if an amendment or revision
of the Forest Plan is needed.

The organization of this report is as follows. First, there is a brief discussion of the status of the Forest Plan
appeals, followed by a discussion of amendments and potential amendments. Next are monitoring
requirements and results, by resource (results are called “State of the Resource™). An appendix provides a
detailed summary of this past year’s monitoring results.

2. Appeals

There are no outstanding appeals to the RGNF Forest Plan at this time.

3. Forest Plan Amendments

Seven Forest Plan amendments have occurred to date. There are also several amendments, corrections, or
other actions that have been recommended. These are outlined below.

Completed Amendments

There have been seven amendments to the Forest Plan to date. A brief description of each amendment is
provided below.

Amendment # 1

Twister Blowdown Management Area Prescription 3.3. This amendment provided a temporary exception
to Management Area (MA) Prescription 3.3. On March 2, 1998, a decision notice was signed that amended
the Forest Plan to allow for timber salvage harvesting on approximately 60 acres within MA Prescription 3.3
(Backcountry) in the Twister Blowdown area. The non-significant amendment changed the “no harvest”
Forest Plan standard in this prescription, so that salvage of blowdown timber could occur to reduce the risk of
bark beetle infestation and spread. The timber harvest was completed and the area is again managed as
Backcountry. Spruce beetle monitoring is continuing in the backcountry area.

Amendment # 2

Wilderness Management Direction. The scope of Forest Plan direction for wilderness management was
limited in the 1996 revised Forest Plan due to ongoing wilderness planning efforts. It was recognized that
population growth in Colorado has affected the amount and type of recreation use within the South San Juan
and the Weminuche Wilderness Areas, the most visited wilderness area in the State. Forest Plan direction
pertaining to the management of recreation use, changes in recreational use patterns, and preservation of the
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wilderness character of these areas, were reviewed. A “limits of acceptable change” analysis; a planning tool
that enables wilderness managers to define acceptable wilderness conditions and then develop standards,
guidelines, indicators, and management actions to meet acceptable conditions; was used to help formulate a
Forest Plan amendment pertaining to wilderness management direction. On August 3, 1998, a decision notice
was signed to:

¢ implement wilderness management goals for the Forest Plan,

o change MA prescription definitions and locations,

¢ add wilderness MA prescription and Forestwide standards and guidelines (S&Gs),

» define thresholds and possible management actions within wilderness when thresholds are exceeded,
» add wilderness monitoring requirements, and

s add wilderness management to the Forest Plan.

This amendment also clarified the stocking of indigenous fish in wilderness. The Forest Plan amendment and
implementation of the wilderness management direction and action items began on October 1, 1998.
(

Amendment # 3

Adjustment of a Botanical Special Interest Area Boundary. On June 18, 1999, a decision notice was
signed approving the adjustment of a special interest area (SIA) boundary. The SIA was originally designed to
protect a sensitive plant (Ripley milkvetch), and the adjustment was made to more accurately reflect the actual
habitat of the plant. Ripley milkvetch generally grows in relatively open ponderosa pine/Arizona fescue
communities (Douglas-fir may also be present and is somewhat co-dominant with ponderosa pine) where
canopy coverage by all trees is less than 25 percent and where the elevation is about 9,200 feet or lower. Due
to the electronic format used when revising the Forest Plan, abundant higher elevation habitat, not specifically
conducive to Ripley milkvetch, was included within the SIA boundary. The analysis to support the non-
significant amendment, done as a part of the November Analysis Area Environmental Assessment (EA),
resulted in reducing the acreage of the botanical SIA from 2,076 acres to 910 acres. The acreage excluded
from the SIA (1,166 acres) was included in a Bighorn Sheep MA Prescription (5.42). The location of the
botanical SIA is to the west of Fox Creek, in the Hicks Canyon area, on the Conejos Peak Ranger District.

Amendment # 4

Timber Suitability Amendment. On March 2, 2000, a decision notice was signed to amend the Forest Plan
to correct suitable timber lands on the RGNF. The non-significant amendment corrected omissions made
between the publication of the draft and final environmental impact statements (EISs) for the revised Forest
Plan. Net adjustments of acres to the suitable timber land base result in an 8.3 percent increase in suitable
lands, which was determined to not be a significant change. The amendment became effective upon
completion of the consultation process with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) regarding the adequacy
of the Forest Plan biological assessment and evaluation.

Amendment # 5

Management Indicator Species (MIS) Amendment. A decision notice for a non-significant amendment to
the Forest Plan was signed on October 24, 2003, which designated nine MIS, and added or modified the
associated S&Gs and monitoring and evaluation strategy in the Forest Plan.

Amendment # 6

Baca Mountain Tract. This amendment addressed the ownership and jurisdictional changes due to Public
Law 106-530, Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve Act of 2000. Portions of the Sangre de Cristo
Wilderness within the RGNF became the Great Sand Dunes Preserve. The RGNF also obtained a portion of
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the Baca Grande Land Grant called the Baca Mountain Tract. This amendment corrected the Forest Plan map
to reflect the new RGNF boundaries and to incorporate the Baca Mountain Tract into the Forest Plan. The
Baca Mountain Tract Amendment to the Forest Plan was analyzed in the Baca Mountain Tract/Camino
Chamisa Environmental Assessment (EA), a joint EA with the Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve.
The Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve, Saguache County, USFWS, and CDOW were cooperating
agencies in this EA. The amendment was completed in November 2009.

Amendment # 7

Southern Rockies Lynx Management Direction Amendment. A non-significant amendment to all the
Forest Plans in Colorado was signed on October 28, 2008, by Rick Cables, Regional Forester. This
amendment added lynx conservation measures through the application of revised S&Gs to the Forest Plan.

Status of Previous Recommendations: Potential Forest Plan
Amendments, Administrative Corrections, or Other Actions

+ There were several recommendations for changing the wording of some of the silvicultural guidelines
and for changing monitoring requirements for fish and birds in the Forest Plan. These were addressed
in the MIS amendment discussed above.

o There have been recommendations for correcting mapping errors in the inventoried roadless area
(IRA) boundaries. IRA mapping errors were identified in the Forest Roads Analysis Report (2004)
and documented in the RGNF Colorado Roadless Review Taskforce Briefing Paper and presentation
dated June 7, 2006, and the Colorado Roadless Rule DEIS.

e The Forest continues to suffer from catastrophic, epidemic-level insect infestations. The Forest
continues to assess forest health and may propose changes to the Forest Plan to allow for vegetation
treatments where necessary.

o The Forest needs to assess the Forest Plan recreation standard which dictates recreational stay
duration limits to make the standard consistent with other forests in the region.

¢ The Village at Wolf Creek access analysis identified the need to change the scenic integrity objective
(S10) at the Wolf Creek Ski Area to make it compatible with the existing visual situation which has
been highly modified due to the ski area development, Highway 160 and its improvements, and the
Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) maintenance facilities. There was also a
recommendation to update the desired condition statement for the ski area. These items will be
addressed when the next NEPA analysis for ski area development is completed.

o The Forest recently conducted an analysis to assess Forest Plan consistency with the 2005 Travel
Management Rule. The analysis concluded that the Forest Plan, including the afternoon ATV big
game retrieval direction, is in compliance with the 2005 Travel Management Rule and no changes to
the Forest Plan are needed.

e Arecommendation has been made to incorporate current terminology and definitions for wildland fire
and prescribed fire management policy and implementation into the Forest Plan. This may be
addressed as an administrative correction to the Forest Plan in the future.

e Arecommendation has been made to update the Scenic Resources standards and guidelines
terminology. This might be accomplished through an administrative correction or during Forest Plan
revision.

» The Forest continues to update the motor vehicle use maps. Future travel management planning may
propose changes to the Forest Plan.

e A recommendation has been made to conduct a management indicator species (MIS) status
assessment for avian species, mule deer, and elk to determine if changes are needed in monitoring.
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* Arecommendation has been made to update the Forest Plan biological evaluation for wildlife to
reflect the current Regional Forester’s sensitive species list.

4. Monitoring Requirements and State of the Resource

introduction

Monitoring and evaluation criteria are based on national policies, regional monitoring emphasis items,
interdisciplinary team concepts, and legal and other policy requirements. The monitoring and evaluation
program asks the fundamental questions, “How are things working?”’ and “What needs to be changed?” The
purpose of the monitoring program is to establish a basis for periodic determination and evaluation of the
effects of management practices (36 CFR 219.11(d)). The criteria include the following;

¢  Goals, objectives, and desired conditions identified in the Forest Plan,
¢ Forest management direction,

e land suitability,

» MA prescriptions, as well as the Forestwide and MA-specific S&Gs,
e the monitoring plan, and

e congressional recommendations.

Annual monitoring goals can be described in the annual monitoring operation plan detailing monitoring
expected to be completed in the upcoming year. Chapter V of the Forest Plan outlines the monitoring task,
precision, frequency, reporting method, and the responsible party.

Three types of monitoring are described for Forest management:

¢ Implementation Monitoring. This includes periodic monitoring of project activities to determine if
they have been designed and carried out in compliance with Forest Plan direction and management
requirements.

e Effectiveness Monitoring. This level of monitoring is used to determine if management activities are
effective in achieving the desired future condition described for each of the various management
areas.

e Validation Monitoring. This level of monitoring is used to determine whether the initial data,
assumptions, and coefficients used in the development of the Forest Plan are correct, or if there is a
better way to meet goals and objectives and desired future conditions.

The monitoring and evaluation report focuses primarily on implementation and effectiveness monitoring. It
also addresses validation monitoring which involves more of a long-term analysis.

FY 2012 Monitoring and Evaluation by Resource

This section (1) briefly synopsizes the minimum level of monitoring identified for each resource component
of the monitoring plan (under “Monitoring Requirements” subheading); and (2) summarizes FY 2012
monitoring results for each resource component (under “State of the Resource” subheading). More detail on
monitoring requirements is included in the Forest Plan (chapter V, pages V-4 through V-16).

Note that Forest monitoring efforts are focused on meeting these requirements; however, the amount of
monitoring accomplished for each element is a function of available funding.
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Monitoring Requirements

Maintaining air quality at a level adequate for protection and use of National Forest System resources is
required by 36 CFR 219.27(a)(12). To accomplish air quality monitoring, a number of techniques will be
employed. For instance, visibility data are available from the National Park Service, which monitors visibility
at the Great Sand Dunes National Park. Surveys conducted at the same time in all four wilderness areas on the
RGNF and Great Sand Dunes National Park have identified the lakes most sensitive to changes in acidity;
these have been selected for long-term trend monitoring. Regional protocols and the Forest Air Quality-
Monitoring Plan stipulate that these lakes should be monitored three times per summer to be most effective.

State of the Resource

Air quality for the Forest is excellent and remains an outstanding feature that people come to enjoy. Long
visual distances enhance beautiful scenery. Some impacts occur from prescribed burning or wildfire, but are
quickly dissipated by stable atmospheric conditions. Regional haze diminishes visibility in some areas, but
visual distances remain among the best in the country. Prescribed burn operations did not occur in 2012 due
to a state wide ban on prescribed burning activities. Some pile burning occurred in fall/winter of 2011-2012.

In the summer of 2012, samples were collected from eight sensitive high-elevation lakes at established long-
term sampling sites. Lake visibility and particulate data are useful in modeling to predict impacts from
proposed facilities that could impact air quality. These data are also used to prescribe pollution control
technology for new major poliuting facilities. No additional information is available from lichen monitoring.

Monitoring Requirements

Watershed health is a primary focus of the Forest Service, so particular emphasis will be placed on
monitoring. Water resource monitoring will include evaluation of how well streams have been protected
(including stream banks, shorelines, and wetlands), and how well erosion and flood hazards have been
minimized. Watershed disturbance monitoring is expected to:

¢ Identify disturbances from past, present, and proposed activities;

¢ Relate severity of disturbances to an equivalent roaded area;

o Compare total disturbance to a concern level, to measure relative risk; and

e Vary the concern level, based on existing information and experienced resource managers.

Monitoring and evaluation of stream health, water quality, and riparian conditions will be included in
watershed assessments. Watershed assessments are to be completed on at least one stream and riparian area
per analysis area for each EA project involving land disturbance. Monitoring of streams identified as “at risk”
within watersheds will occur, and be reported in, watershed assessment sections of appropriate EAs.
Monitoring to evaluate improvement over time of six streams identified as damaged in the monitoring plan
will be reported based on long-term assessments (two streams will be evaluated sach year).

State of the Resource

Watershed disturbance is highest in areas of past timber harvest activities. Areas of low precipitation, such as
the Saguache Ranger District, can tolerate more watershed disturbance before stream health begins to be
impacted. The location of disturbances and how they are mitigated seem to be the more important criteria for
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protection of stream health. Forest S&Gs and design criteria to protect stream and soil health have proven
effective in recent timber NEPA documents in regard to the spruce beetle epidemic.

The spruce beetle epidemic continued on the RGNF in 2012 and is reducing live basal area in watersheds
forest wide. Approximately 381,000 acres of spruce stands have been impacted to date. These losses are
likely resulting in minor to moderate increases in total runoff and peak flows. However, direct impacts to
channel stability or slope erosion from these effects were not noted during field evaluations. Research has
shown healthy streams with stable banks can accommodate these moderate changes in stream flow dynamics.
In the coming years, excessive woody debris from falling trees could present problems at culverts and cause
erosion of roads at these stream crossings.

Stream health on range allotments in Carnero Creek and Table Mesa were evaluated and varied from robust
to at-risk in more highly utilized areas. Stream health was determined by comparing channel conditions to a
similar “reference stream” that represents expected conditions. This comparison is either made visually or by
using bank stability and other measurements. Pebble counts were conducted in 3 location along the Middle
Fork Carnero Creek as part of a long term monitoring project associated with the range allotment in that
location. Isolated areas of hoof alteration were noted at several locations. These problems were noted mainty
in small open meadows where drainages are narrow. Livestock missed during pasture cleaning contribute to
these impacts. Range specialists have made and will continue to make adjustments to address these impacts to
avoid excessive concentration of animals in sensitive riparian areas.

The forest did not have a hydrologist on staff for the majority of the year and as a result stream and watershed
health monitoring suffered as staff was not available to cover this part of monitoring,

Monitoring Requirements

The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) requires the RGNF Forest Plan to provide for the diversity of
plant and animal communities based on the suitability and capability of the specific land area in order to meet
overall multiple-use objectives (16 U.S.C. 1604(g)(3X(B). NFMA is implemented through the regulations at
36 CFR 219.19 and 36 CFR 219.27(a)(6), which require management of habitat in order to maintain species
viability in the planning area (i.e., the RGNF). Thus, the Forest has a duty to harmonize multiple-use
objectives with providing a reasonable certainty for species viability.

To determine if the Forest Plan is meeting this objective, the Forest uses several monitoring tools. Forest
specialists will monitor those species and/or habitats about which there are some questions as to their
potential viability. Species monitored are found on the threatened and endangered list, the Regional sensitive
species list. For plants, species monitored are found on the Colorado Natural Heritage Program's list of
species of special concern and significant plant communities. MIS are being monitored beginning in 2004.

Monitoring will occur at two different scales. The “fine-filter” scale will focus on particular plant and
wildlife species that generally occupy distinct habitats which cannot be accurately monitored at the landscape
level. MIS were specifically selected as one tool to help evaluate diversity and species viability Forestwide.
The rest of the fine-filter work is specific to the known location(s) of the particular plant or animal. The
intent of the fine-filter work is to track the species' population trends over time. The “coarse-filter” work
focuses on tracking the changes in gross habitat conditions (such as cover type and structural changes).

To ensure that the Forest is meeting this objective, four attributes have been selected for monitoring
vegetation because they capture the key components of vegetation diversity. Two of them involve tracking
changes in the amount, quantity, and pattern of the vegetation that may appear over the life of the Plan. The
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third is a validation of the reference work and landscape-scale tools. The final attribute is a progress report on
the gathering of data for the Forest's old-growth inventory/reconnaissance.

MIS will also be used to monitor the Forest’s objective for providing for and maintaining diversity and to
assess species viability. Project-level MIS analyses will address species viability within the context of the
entire Forest. MIS analysis at the project level focuses on habitat and its availability and occupancy to
support a minimum number of reproductive individuals that are well-distributed so that interactions can occur
within the planning area (i.e., at the Forest level). MIS data collected at the project-level is a key component
for assessing the relationship between the Forest-level MIS population trends and habitat changes. MIS
analysis at the Forest level focuses on population trend data for the selected MIS, which is the appropriate
level for biological populations and the cumulative effects to habitat across the Forest. A multitude of
information can be used for MIS monitoring which makes possible the evaluation of diversity in terms of its
prior and present condition (36 CFR 219.26).

State of the Resource

Ecology Program. The ecology program was responsible for the plant-related items in the Biodiversity
section of the Monitoring Plan; they were: (1) fine-filter assessment of plant species (e.g. Astragalus ripleyi;
and other special status plants), and (2) coarse-filter assessment of habitat (landtype association status, special
status plant communities, and oid growth). The ecology program was also responsible for making a
determination of whether the biodiversity-related goals, desired conditions, S&Gs, and prescription
allocations (per 36 CFR 219.12 (k)) were being met or were still appropriate.

A brief assessment of each of these topics follows (additional detail is provided in the appendix). Information
on some items associated with these goals was not as robust as previous years due to the retirement of the
Forest Ecologist/Botanist and the vacancy associated with that program through FY12. Specifically,
information on sensitive plant communities and old growth sampling was reduced or not collected. However,
based on the information collected in previous years the Forest appears to be generally meeting the goals,
desired conditions, and S&Gs for the ecology resource as intended in the revised Forest Plan, Based on
monitoring this past year, there is nothing to indicate that a change in MA prescription allocation is needed
relative to the ecology resource. However, botanical and ecological plant community expertise is lacking and
should be noted as a critical need to refill through hiring.

The field research work for Astragalus ripleyi was completed by FY 2011. No new information concerning
this species was collected or needed in FY12. Results indicate that the population demographics for this
species are primarily influenced by seasonal moisture availability. Furthermore, research shows that livestock
grazing does not reduce Astragalus ripleyi population viability, at least in the short term. The
recommendation is to avoid season-long grazing and to incorporate rotation- grazmg schemes so that this
species is not grazed at the same time of year every year.

There were no specific site visits made to any Forest sensitive plant species sites in FY12. General botanical
surveys continued for project-level support. No new special status plants were found during FY12.

Updated vegetation data based on FS VEG are regularly being used for project-level analysis work, However,
the on-going spruce beetle epidemic continues to reduce the live Engelmann spruce component in the
spruce/fir zone, Ultimately, updated cover type mapping is recommended in the subalpine zone.

No CNHP plant communities of special interest were visited in FY12. Previous years’ visits to sites including
1) Salix monticola / Calamagrostis canadensis; 2) Salix geyeriana /Calamagrostis canadensis; and 3) Alnus
incana / Cornus sericea suggests that all CNHP plant communities of special interest are stable with no
apparent threats identified.
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No old-growth inventories were completed in FY12. Based on previous years’ efforts, however, old growth
(Mehl 1992) on the RGNF appears to remain uncommon, On the Divide and Conejos Peak Ranger Districts,
old growth appears to be limited due to a lack of patchiness, lack of structural diversity, and/or net
productivity being too high. Because the Mehl criteria are biased toward more productive sites, the Saguache
Ranger District appears to generally lack the productive capability to meet the Mehl old-growth descriptions.
Based on current information, it does not appear that the Mehl (1992) definition for old growth is applicable
to the Forest for defining and mapping areas that may be important as older forest type communities for
wildlife habitat or other values. Additional work on redefining old growth for all forest cover types is
recommended for the Forest.

On-going monitoring did not show a need for change in the biodiversity items in 36 CFR 219.12 (k).

Wildlife Program. The Wildlife Program is responsible for the terrestrial wildlife-related items in the
“Biodiversity” section of the Monitoring Plan. This includes some aquatic or semi-aquatic species such as
amphibians. These responsibilities also include a determination of whether the biodiversity-related goals,
desired conditions, S&Gs, and prescription allocations (36 CFR 219.12 (k)) are being met or are still
appropriate.

The Forest contains a variety of habitats that support approximately 196 species of birds, 69 species of
mammals, and 15 species of amphibians/reptiles. Sustainability of this diverse resource is primarily related to
the maintenance of a desired vegetative condition, or combination of conditions, that provide the habitat
requirements for specific species or groups of species (Regional Objective 2 of the Forest Plan). For some
species, however, viability is tied to geologic or physical features such as rock cliffs (e.g., peregrine falcon),
talus (e.g., pika), waterfalls (e.g., black swift), caves or mines (e.g., Townsend’s big-eared bat), or specific
structural attributes such as snags (e.g., 63 wildlife species in Colorado) or high concentrations of downed
wood (e.g., Canada lynx denning habitat). Evaluation of habitat conditions across the Forest are primarily
limited to support funding assaciated with timber sales, range allotment management plan revisions, and other
project activities that provide an opportunity for both coarse- and fine-scale assessments. Proposed
management activities are evaluated for effects on wildlife and their habitats commensurate to the risk
associated with the activity, with large-scale activities often accompanied by site-specific surveys and/or
habitat evaluations for some species. For groups such as threatened, endangered, and sensitive species (TES),
specific survey and management direction are applied as directed in Forest Service Manual 2670. Based on
the outcome of the evaluation, conservation measures intended to provide for species viability and habitat
sustainability are incorporated, as appropriate. Project-level monitoring is intended to complement the
additional monitoring efforts accomplished for species and/or species groups of particular interest as directed
in Table V-1 from Chapter 5 (Monitoring) of the Forest Pian.

The RGNF is primarily comprised of high-elevation spruce-fir forest and aspen (53 and 20 percent of the
plant community types, respectively) and thus has a high conservation responsibility for species associated
with these forest types. In 2012, natural disturbance events associated with bark beetles continued to be the
primary influence on habitat conditions in spruce-fir, especially in older stands. Based on aerial flight data,
well over 275,000 acres of spruce forest on the RGNF now exhibits high levels of spruce beetle activity.
While bark beetle outbreaks of this scale are known to have occurred historically in the Southern Rockies, it is
likely that this event will have detectable positive effects on habitat for some species (e.g., woodpeckers) and
negative effects on others (e.g., canopy-dwelling birds). In fact, in June 2011 the American three-toed
woodpecker was formally removed from the sensitive species list for Region 2 because of population
increases in response to bark beetle outbreaks.

Timber salvage sales continue to be planned and/or implemented across the Forest in response to the bark
beetle mortality. The overall acreage trend in salvage sales in response to the mortality has increased several-
fold and is expected to continue into the future, suggesting that implementation and effectiveness monitoring
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of design criteria and S&Gs for the wildlife resource as associated with salvage may also be increasing in
importance. The increase in salvage sale activities in the spruce-fir zone, in concert with the rapid change in
tree canopy conditions, suggests that additional information may be warranted to assess habitat conditions for
several species of conservation concern. For example, additional understory information may be important to
assess where salvage treatments should be focused to protect and/or promote cover needs for snowshoe hare,
which is the primary winter prey species for Canada lynx. As reported in 2011, a need has also been
identified to determine how to assess understory regeneration on a landscape-scale, and if a correlation exists
between summer and winter understory cover measurements in local spruce/fir types. Overall, all available
information suggests that FY 2012 salvage sales successfully incorporated conservation measures during the
planning and implementation phases. Post-sale monitoring for wildlife purposes occurred on at least two
timber sale areas in 2012. The qualitative data gathered from the November TS on the Conejos Peak RD and
the Baldy TS on the Divide RD suggests that the applicable wildlife S&Gs reviewed were successfully
implemented. '

Past iterations regarding riparian habitat concerns as related to the potential livestock influences continued
with the adoption of a willow-browse evaluation technique that might help to answer questions regarding
desired conditions for riparian-associated wildlife species, particularly MIS birds. The wildlife program
continued sampling using this technique in FY12. There are several recent environmental analyses that
contain provisions for adaptive riparian habitat improvement. This suggests that increased monitoring of the
assumptions associated with adaptive management principles will be important in future years and may
require additional time and funding. A shift in NFVW funding allocations could be useful to help meet these
needs. Currently, rangeland conditions and trends are primarily assessed during grazing permit administration
and program review, and the ability of wildlife staff to assess if conditions for wildlife species (e.g., MIS) are
being met in important habitats, such as willow-riparian habitats, remains limited. Continued efforts to work
on assessing Wildlife Standard 21 and to some degree, Wildlife Standard 20, is encouraged between range and
wildlife staff. One district also reports additional resolution is needed on whether the current range utilization
standard provides adequate protection for riparian habitat attributes for wildlife. Additional interdisciplinary
discussion regarding Riparian Guideline 6 and 8 may be beneficial to the Forest goals and objectives for
riparian habitat management. In 2012, the Forest wildlife program contributed substantial efforts towards
potential conflicts between domestic sheep and native bighorn sheep through analysis, field inventory efforts,
monitoring and an annual interagency ground count. One district began initial field work in the Snow
Mesa/Table Mountain area, which is a previously unknown conflict area reported for FY11. On one
allotment, domestic sheep were not aliowed to graze until an adequate risk analysis and NEPA decision can be
completed. This and other allotment areas will continue to be worked on in FY13 to adequately reduce and/or
eliminate the risk of potential conflict between domestic and bighorn sheep. A NEPA decision on a primary
conflict allotment in the Fisher Mountain area of the Divide RD is expected in FY13.

In 2012, the wildlife program conducted habitat improvement projects on 7,925 acres of National Forest
System land. Examples of these projects include wetland enclosure, beaver reintroductions, well and
watering trough developments, bat gate installation, road closures and barricades, and wildlife interpretation
signs. The Forest Be Bear Aware program also took significant steps forward by purchasing and placing bear
resistant containers in several developed campgrounds. Partnership contributions remained a critical
component for completing priority projects within the wildlife program, with approximately $265,000 of
partnership funding and/or in-kind support reported. Habitat improvement projects were targeted at big game
species, bear-human interactions, bats, bighorn sheep, and riparian and lake habitats.

There were no changes to the Region 2 Regional Forester’s sensitive species list in FY12. Inventories and/or
population monitoring for TES species were primarily related to project activities such as timber sales,
although increased accomplishments under the Forest Monitoring and Inventory (NFIM) program were also
reported, particularly regarding species such as bighomn sheep. In 2012, data input into the Natural Resource
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Inventory System (NRIS) wildlife database increased slightly, primarily on one ranger district, The 2012
efforts indicate that improvement still needs to occur in regards to utilizing the new NRIS database. This is a
critical need for the Forest to address wildlife-related inventory and status questions in the future.

There were no changes to the Forest lynx habitat map in FY12. Baseline conditions were updated
numerically based on project influences. Analysis for proposed projects and management activities continued
to utilize the Programmatic Consultation Agreement (i.e., lynx screens) and are reported to the USFWS in an
annual report. The Forest also completed and reported monitoring information associated with the use of
exemptions and exceptions for the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment. There was no specific monitoring for
lynx or other furbearers of concern conducted locally by the Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) in FY12.
Although a vast overstory canopy change is occurring due to spruce beetles, lynx continue to be occasionally
observed and are suspected to be using suitable habitat as expected. Anecdotal information regarding
snowshoe hare and red squirrel suggests that these primary and secondary prey species continue to be present
as expected.

No survey information for southwestern willow flycatcher was reported in 2012. To date, the Forest has
surveyed approximately 81-85% of the potential habitat on the Forest at all elevation gradients while locating
only one individual early-season flycatcher near the lower Forest boundary adjacent toc BLM lands. The
Forest continues to believe that that this species should be removed from our Unit Species List for evaluating
habitat and species effects as associated with project activities. In November of 2012, the habitat
conservation plan (HCP) for the southwestern willow flycatcher in the San Luis Valley was signed and
implemented. The HCP does not involve any Forest lands. Critical habitat for the species remains proposed
in the San Luis Valley; however, none of the proposed area occurs on Forest lands.

In 2012, the Forest continued to contribute funds to and cooperate with adjacent Forests, the BLM, USFWS,
Western State College, and other partners in conducting population and habitat monitoring for the endangered
Uncompahgre fritillary butterfly (UFB). Surveys in 2012 did not confirm any new UFB populations and
ongoing qualitative monitoring of the 11 confirmed populations indicated population persistence at only 9 of
the colonies. Both sites where presence could not be confirmed (Pole Creek Mountain and Machin Lake)
occur on the Forest. Persistence was not documented at the Machin Lake sub-colony of Canon Diablo for the
fifth year in a row raising concerns about extirpation from this site. The populations at three sites on an
adjacent Forest continued to be quantitatively sampled using previously placed transects to produce estimates
of population size. The Machin Lake colony area on the Forest reported to have experienced impacts from
livestock trampling in 2007 again displayed no evidence of livestock impacts in 2012. There were no
Mexican spotted owl surveys conducted on Forest land in 2012, and surveys were also limited on adjacent
BLM lands. To date, the presence of this species remains unconfirmed on the Forest or in the San Luis Valley
area.

Unlike previous years, the number of biological evaluations completed in FY 2012 was not available due to
complications with the Wildlife. Fish, and Rare Plant (WFRP) database; however, it is expected that the
Forest completed approximately 70 biological evaluations/assessments for TES species as usual. There were
no requests for concurrence from the USFWS for project determinations and no formal consultations. The
current status of the Forest’s T&E species is detailed in the annual reports produced for each species and in
the WFRP database. There were no new additions to the Forest list of candidate species in 2012.

Surveys and/or monitoring for sensitive raptor species occurred on all ranger districts in 2012. These
included species such as flammulated owls, northern goshawks, golden eagles, and prairie and peregrine
falcons. For some focal species such as northern goshawks, however, only two of the districts completed
inventories. In total, the districts surveyed 7 of at least 21 known goshawk territories. One new alternate nest
sites was located within a known territory and was the only active site documented in 2012. Efforts on other
key raptor species are reported in the Appendix.
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In 2012, the Forest was included in the Dual Frame Random Sites Occupancy modeling and survey effort for
boreal toads developed by CPW’s Southwest Region. Five sites on the Forest that had not been previously
surveyed for boreal toads were included in this effort. These include three sites on the Divide RD (Beaver
Creek, East Ute Creek, and Red Mountain Creek), One site on the Conejos Peak RD (Adams Creek), and one
site on the Saguache RD (MF Saguache Creek). Although all but Saguache Creek were considered robust
sites that could support the species, no boreal toads were located. Follow-up surveys and testing for chytrid
fungus were recommended. Boreal toad monitoring was also completed by the Divide RD at all five known
and/or historic boreal toad sites, with occupancy documented at 4 of the 5 sites. A small habitat improvement
project to create additional breeding habitat was completed at the Goose Lake site on the Divide RD. The
CPW also provided monitoring and/or status reports for game species such as elk, mule deer, pronghorn, and
bighorn sheep. Information was not reported for species such as bats in 2012 due to the reorganization of the
Bats/Inactive Mines Project previously associated with the CPW and now coordinated by the Colorado
Natural Heritage Program. After being detected in the eastern U.S. in the winter of 200708, white-nosed
syndrome in bats remained a key issue in 2012. Forest Service Region 2 continued a region-wide closure of
all caves and mines, with access by humans limited to a managed permit system and strict decontamination
protocols. As of this writing, white-nosed syndrome has not yet been detected in Region 2 or Colorado and
the Forest is actively participating in efforts to prevent and detect it.

Survey and monitoring efforts for MIS were again conducted in 2012 on a Forest-wide scale and at the project
level in conjunction with some land use activities. In 2012, the Forest continued to provide extra funding to
the Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBOQ) in regards to the State-wide avian monitoring efforts using
the grid-based monitoring design established in 2008. The program continued to incorporate the entire Bird
Conservation Region (BCR 16) so that inferences could be made at larger and more appropriate scales. From
2008-2010, the Forest was contained within one forest stratum. The stratum was split into three strata prior to
the 2011 field season. The new stratification by elevation allows for adjusting sampling intensity to target
MIS on the Forest. In 2012, 23 of 24 grid-based sites were monitored within three sampling strata sampled
under the new Integrated Monitoring in Bird Conservation Regions (IMBCR) effort. These included 8 of 8
grids in the high-elevation strata, 6 of 6 grids in the mid-elevation strata, and 9 of 10 grids in the low-
elevation strata. The Forest did not monitor any of the 15 supplemental MIS transects that were established in
2004 under the original Monitoring Colorado Birds (MCB) program, which have been replaced by the grid
transects. Based on the IMBCR report for the 2012 survey effort, 81 avian species were detected on the
Forest. Species detected include three Region 2 sensitive species, two USFWS birds of conservation concern,
and five of six of our avian MIS. With the additional sampling strata and the increase in sample grids from 10
to 25, the monitoring effort now appears adequate to detect desired population trends on all six avian MIS
species. However, the regional office provided funding support for some of the additional grid samples, and
the Forest should explore additional annual funding to the IMBCR Program to maintain these results.

Monitoring data for mammalian MIS (mule deer and elk) populations for 2012 was again furnished by the
CPW. Based on CPW’s 1991-2012 population model, one of the four deer DAUs on the Forest meets
population objectives, one exceeds, and two remain slightly below objectives. Overall mule deer numbers on
the Forest meet the mean population objective established by CPW. For several years previous, mule deer
populations had remained consistently below objectives and the Forest conducted meetings with the CPW to
determine if habitat might be a factor. The change in mule deer population objectives, established in 2010,
now represent more realistic and achievable population objectives based on available habitat. Based on
CPW’s 1991-2012 population model for elk, all four elk DAUs vary from about 8-26% above population
objective. Overall elk numbers on the Forest now exceed mean population objectives by approximately 19
percent, which is a decrease over previous years but may warrant additional attention in some local game
management units where potential habitat impacts and conflicts with domestic livestock use may be
occurring. The Forest is actively assisting CPW is an elk-collaring program in GMU 80 to help assess the
population model being used and the distribution and movement of elk.
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Because of key changes in some MIS programs (e.g., Monitoring Colorado Birds Program), lack of habitat
information for some species, and population patterns of others (e.g., elk), it is recommended that the Forest-
wide MIS status assessment intended for completion in FY 13 become a priority work item in FY 13-14. This
assessment has not been completed to date and remains a need to determine what, if any, changes are needed
to improve the MIS program. The status assessment recommended for MIS should also include the following
items: '

Review and update of the Forest Avian Monitoring Protocol (2005) to incorporate the new IMBCR sampling
design and analyze the current sampling effort for sufficiency; improve habitat monitoring and reporting for
some avian MIS, especially riparian-willow species that may be influenced by program activities; and

Review big game population status to determine if additional efforts are desired to manage elk populations,
assess potential travel management impacts, and to assess what efforts could be conducted to improve habitat
conditions, if needed, to better maintain mule deer populations.

In 2012, all ranger districts were successful at providing Forest Plan monitoring information for the wildlife
resource. However, district responses varied and suggest that both Forest-level and project implementation
monitoring would benefit from increased emphasis. The Forest wildlife biologist will continue to work with
the ranger districts to emphasize the importance of the Forest monitoring program. Continued efforts to assess
and improve Forest Plan implementation and effectiveness monitoring are recommended, particularly in
regards to potential range influences on riparian-willow habitat goals and bark beetle/forest management
influences on Forest MIS birds.

Overall, the Forest appears to be meeting the goals and desired conditions for the wildlife resource as
intended in the amended Forest Plan. Conservation measures and Forest Plan S&Gs appear to be
incorporated into project planning as appropriate.

Fisheries Program. The desired condition for biodiversity is to maintain viable populations of native and
desired nonnative species. The following is a summary of the state of the fisheries resource on the RGNF.

An average snow pack on the Forest resulted in good stream flows with good-to-excellent fishing reported on
most streams and reservoirs. Fish management activities conducted in 2012 include: sportfish and native fish
inventories; sportfish/native fish stockings; habitat evaluations; and a stream culvert replacement. Some of
these activities were completed in partnership with BLM and Colorado Parks and Wildlife.

Sport fishing is a major activity on the Forest. The Forest offers a variety of fishing opportunities ranging
from high mountain lakes and streams, to rivers and reservoirs. CPW maintains an active hatchery program
supporting recreational fishing on the Forest and stocks a variety of native and desirable nonnative fish
species. Stocked fish include rainbow trout, brown trout, brook trout, Snake River cutthroat trout, kokanee
salmon, and splake. Approximately 350,000 nonnative trout were stocked into Forest lakes and streams this
year. Fish inventories on the Forest using electrofishing was conducted on eight streams. Results from these
inventories confirmed stable populations of desirable nonnative trout species and a self-sustaining native fish
population in Cascade Creek.

Native fish management and restoration is a high priority on the Forest. Management activities completed in
2012 for native fish include population monitoring and evaluation, wilderness stockings, stream crossing
inventories and culvert replacement, and stream habitat assessment. Approximately 85,000 fingerling Rio
Grande cutthroat trout were stocked into Forest lakes and streams in 2012.

Rio Grande cutthroat trout are currently found in 57 streams and 62 lakes/reservoirs on the Forest, totaling
approximately 350 stream miles and 1,900 surface acres, respectively. Rio Grande cutthroat trout populations
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are divided into three categories based upon genetic purity: core populations (greater than 99 percent pure),
conservation populations (greater than 90 percent pure), and recreation populations (Rio Grande cutthroat
trout coexisting with nonnative trout species). Of the 57 streams, 30 of the streams and 3 lakes are considered
core or conservation populations and 27 streams and 59 lakes/reservoirs are considered recreation
populations. The number of Rio Grande cutthroat trout recreation populations remains fairly constant on the
Forest because they are maintained with CPW hatchery stockings.

Eight streams on the Forest support small, introduced Rio Grande sucker populations. Only one viable
population of Rio Grande chub is known to exist on the Forest and it is a small population located in the
Alamosa River between Silver Lakes and Terrace Reservoir. A supplemental stocking of approximately
17,060 3-inch Rio Grande suckers were released in 3 streams on the Saguache Ranger District and 1 stream
on the Divide Ranger District.

Extremely low stream flows during the period from 2001 through 2003, and competition with nonnative
species, appear to have had some impact on native fish distribution and abundance on the Forest. Impacts
range from less than desirable population parameters, to increased populations of nonnative species, to entire
loss of populations. The Forest-wide abundance and distribution of Rio Grande cutthroat trout appear to be
stable, although the USFWS listed them in 2008 as a candidate species with a listing priority number 9. This
determination was based primarily on impacts from nonnative trout and relatively short occupied stream
lengths (not from impacts from Forest-related activities or projects). Self-sustaining nonnative trout
populations are widespread throughout the perennial streams across the Forest. Habitat concerns appear to be
site specific and not an overali threat to trout populations across the Forest; although some sections of Middle
Fork Carnero Creek (native trout fishery) and Road Canyon Reservoir (nonnative fishery) are ¢xperiencing .
degraded conditions that appear to be impacting trout density and biomass.

The information available for the fishery resources on the Forest suggests that when properly implemented,
the amended Forest Plan direction, desired conditions, and S&Gs, are effective in protecting biodiversity.
Therefore, no changes to Forest Plan direction, desired conditions, or S&Gs are warranted at this time.
However, fishery resources should continue to be evaluated to determine any need for change.

Monitoring Requirements

Hazard potential from wildfire will be determined through ocular estimates, fuel transects, onsite inspections,
and/or surveys. Areas determined to have high hazard potential from wildfire and high relative resource value
will be the focus areas for the fuels management program.

State of the Resource

The fuels resource can best be represented as a component of Forest health. In FY 2012, areas within fire
regime 1 (high frequency/low severity) and fire regime 3 (medium frequency/mixed severity) and in condition
class 2 or 3 were identified, evaluated, and planned for treatment. Due to Regional/State constraints on
prescribed fire implementation as a result of the Lower North Fork incident, the Forest fuels program only
treated approximately 680 acres of hazardous fuels with prescribed fire. An additional 147 acres were treated
mechanically, 107 of which were WUI acres. Mechanical treatments address the lack of appropriate burn
windows, alleviate concerns for burn projects near developments, and maintain the focus on key point #3 of
the National Fire Plan. Pianning and implementation in these areas has addressed the silvicultural and fuel
hazard mitigation objectives. Approximately 2,150 additional acres received secondary fuels treatment,
primarily through the timber sale program and forest health projects.
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On-going fuels/forest health surveys and evaluations continue to provide land managers with valuable insight
into the state of the resource as it relates to the potential for wildland fires to create unacceptable resource
impacts. Though some areas have been identified as having the potential for unacceptable resource impacts,
the Forest Plan provides adequate direction and needs no significant changes in fire and fuels management.

The February 13, 2009, document “Guidance for Implementation of Federal Wildland Fire Management
Policy” and the April 9, 2009, WO memo “Updated Guidance for Implementation of Federal Wildland Fire
Management Policy” have been incorporated into the Forest’s program. There are still some terminology
changes that may need to be addressed regarding terms used in the Forest Plan.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring will be reported based on the results of routine inspections of all facilities, including dams,
facilities, drinking water, road bridges, trail bridges, and Forest development roads.

State of the Resource

Monitoring, based on the results of routine inspections of all facilities listed above, indicates the RGNF is
unable to meet general infrastructure maintenance due to lack of personnel and funding.

The RGNF completed a focused effort on dams. As a result, warning systems are being installed on Million
Reservoir. In addition, general maintenance work has been completed on 3 other dams.

Current forest plan standards and guidelines are sufficient to meet the needs for general infrastructure.

Monitoring Requirements

This monitoring objective is focused on meeting the intent of the National Heaith and Safety Codes and
Occupational Safety and Health Administration guidelines.

State of the Resource

The intent of the National Health and Safety Codes and Occupational Safety and Health Administration
guidelines were met through monthly safety sessions and daily tailgate sessions. Forest plan standards and
guidelines remain adequate.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring is based on the condition evaluation for heritage resources discovered during project proposal
evaluations or during or after the implementation of the project. In addition, monitoring of selected significant
heritage resources, also known as priority heritage assets, not associated with specific project proposals will
be implemented and reported. Priority Heritage Asset condition assessments are required under the Heritage
Program Managed to Standard (HPMS) Guidelines. Consultation efforts with recognized American Indian
Tribes and Nations demonstrating concern for areas of cultural importance will also be monitored and
reported.
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State of the Resource

The monitoring of several completed projects where heritage resource sites were identified for protection
indicates that protective measures were adequate. A few notable projects initiated by the Heritage program
warrant mention

Monitoring of the River Springs CCC Work Station (SCN794), a PHA, in 2010 revealed a serious problem
with ice dams forming on the Ranger’s House that was causing water damage to interior walls. It was also
noted that the exterior paint and trim on all the buiidings was peeling profusely. To address the impacts,
ARRA funding was secured to replace interior dry wall and install heat tape on the roof. Monitoring in 2011
revealed that the water leakage was still occurring in one of the interior rooms. To address the problem, the
“heat tape was installed higher on the roof and more insulation was placed in the attic. The River Springs Work
center was monitored in the spring of 2012 to determine the effectiveness of the work. There are new cracks
and peels in the ranger house living room ceiling once again; suggesting the earlier fix is not working,
Heritage Staff will need to meet with the District to find a lasting fix.

In 2011, the Creede Clay Mine SML329 (PHA) was restored per the Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for
Historic Preservation in partnership with Historicorps and with the aid of ARRA funding. In 2012, Heritage
staff worked with the District and Forest law enforcement to establish a Special Closure order around the
mine to prevent the public from accessing the site. A barrier fence was also constructed using a local youth
corps, to deter entry into the site. It appears that the public is honoring these measures.

In 2012, a well and pipeline were proposed near the eligible Tracy Canyon Site (5SH193), also a PHA. The
prehistoric open camp consists of at least 9 thermal features that are eroding into an active gully also near a
popular hunter's camp and FSR 850. Late Archaic and Late Prehistoric projectile points have come from the
site along with ceramics, and according to the earlist site form, basketry. Heritage staff tested the site to
determine the presence or absence of buried cultural materila and to establish a site boundary in relation to the
proposed infrastructure. A dispute arose when it was discovered that the well and weil and water storage
facility would also include a watering trough. The latter was never listed in the original project proposal and
would likely result in an adverse effect to the site by drawing and trailing wild and domestic ungulates across
it. With the help of District Ranger Jim Pitts and permittee George Whitten, a compromise was devised
wherein the watering trough would be located off site.

In 2012, the Pole Creek Cabin (5SH2383) was designated as a Priority Heritage Asset. The site was not
adequately recorded in 2005, did not take into account its significance and failed to include several other
structures in what appears to be a habitation/mining complex. In 2012, Heritage staff took Venetta Ackerson
(80) and her son, Victor Sickles to the cabin to gather information about her family that mined in the area in
the 1920s through the 1950s.Ms. Ackerson also supplied photos. Her family’s cabin is in good condition and
we discussed how Mr. Sickles might help in stabilizing it. In FY 14 the site will be fully recorded and re-
evaluated as eligible to the SHPO.

In addition to the PHAs mentioned above, monitoring also occurred at the following PHA locations: the Black
Mountain Folsom site (SHNSS5), the Dog Mountain petroglyph site (SRN330), the English Valley Folsom Site
(SRN1028), the Ivy Creek Prehistoric Site (SML#633) and the Bunker Site (55H614).

The monitoring of heritage resources not associated with a specific project and that have the potential to be
vandalized will continue to be monitored in compliance with established S&Gs. A review of project-level
heritage resource inventory reports for FY 2012 indicates that projects with the potential to impact heritage
resources are being inventoried and protective measures are adequate. These occurred during the North Tracy
Canyon Well project, the Willow Lake Trailhead Improvements, Fischer/Ivy/Goose Range Allotment
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Analyses, Divide and Saguache HPP Wells and Pipeline projects, Black Mesa Vegetation Management, and
the Bighorn/Stateline Fuels Reduction project, to name a few.

In 2012, repatriation and reburial was completed for four sets of culturally unidentifiable human remains from
the RGNF that were previously housed at the Anasazi Heritage Museum in Dolores, Colorado. The SLV
NAGPRA Inter-tribal and inter-agency working group allowed the Ute Mountain Ute to take possession of the
remains and rebury two sets on RGNF land near the Natural Arch on the Divide RD using the Farm Bill
authority. Because the NPS was not able to rebury the remaining two sets of CUIs, the USFWS agrees to
rebury then on the Alamosa Refuge as close to the east side of the Valley as possible where it was thought
those two sets of remains came from. The Tribes were very satisfied with the outcomes.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring is based on a verification process to determine if the conditions in the Forest Plan are still valid,
and whether oil and gas operations could be allowed on a proposed lease tract. Monitoring of oil and gas will
occur if such activities are developed—to date, no oil and gas development has occurred on the Forest, which
is well below the potential level analyzed in the Forest Plan. Monitoring of locatable minerals will be reported
based on the inspection and enforcement of operation plans to assure compliance with the Forest Plan.

State of the Resource

The minerals monitoring program requires the Forest to validate leasing activities as well as S&Gs. There
was no oil and gas leasing or development on the Forest in 2012. The Rio Grande National Forest approved
one plan of operations for exploration and received numerous notices of intent for mining activities. In
addition, reclamation was completed on two of the three units. Reclamation activities from mineral
exploration conducted in previous years were monitored.

The continued monitoring of the reclamation associated with the two approved plans of operations from 2009
will be ongoing for muitiple years following the cessation of operations. Surface disturbing activities
associated with the one approved locatable minerals exploration ptan from 2010 inciude road maintenance
and construction, as well as, drill pad construction have been inspected and monitored periodically for
operating plan conformance and compliance. Issues associated with the exploration activities have been
minimal and the operation is in compliance with regulations and the Forest Plan.

In addition, the reclamation, re-vegetation, and monitoring of abandoned mine sites across the forest
throughout the summer and fall of 2012. In the mineral materials program, the Forest Service administers a
number of in-service, free-use, and commercial common variety mineral operations. All are in compliance
with Forest Plan S&Gs.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring of the location and extent of noxious weeds will be reported based on the evaluation of control
methods on infested areas on the Forest. ‘

State of the Resource

Noxious weeds are a persistent concern on the Forest. Inventories and control were conducted in FY 2012 on
a very limited scale due to a continued lack of NFVW noxious weed budget. Those species that have
increased or have been inventoried more thoroughly are: toadflax, oxeye daisy, short whitetop (also known as

18



Rio Grande National Forest

hoary crest), Canada thistle, black henbane, Russian knapweed, and downy brome (also known as cheatgrass).
The Forest treated approximately 250 acres of noxious weeds in 2012,

Prior to 2010 the Forest Plan noxious weed management objectives were being met, but due to future budget
declines, we probably will not meet the objectives. At this time, there is no need to make changes to the
Forest Plan noxious weed management direction. We completed working with the San Juan National Forest
to update the existing 1996 weed treatment Environmental Assessment (EA) which was a joint effort between
the two forests in 1996. The Sufficiency Determination and Supplemental Information Report was signed
July 17, 2012,

There continues to be an increase in noxious weeds, in particular cheatgrass (downy brome) and black
henbane within the PLC. These and other species will spread rapidly if we are unable to resume an
aggressive treatment program in the very near future.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring of suitable rangelands for condition and trend will be reported based on the information obtained
from the Rocky Mountain Region's Rangeland Analysis and Management Training Guide inventory process.
The information is expected to yield baseline data to determine desired conditions of rangelands. Monitoring
of range suitability will be reported based on determinations made during the development of EAs and
allotment management plans for each allotment. Range utilization will be reported based on the results of
routine field analysis.

State of the Resource

Rangelands are being managed for a variety of seral stages, with most being managed for upper mid-seral to
high-seral status. Continued inventory of rangelands conducted in FY 2009 indicated that while there are a
variety of seral stages found throughout the Forest, there is an imbalance of seral-stage classes with not
enough representation in the upper-seral condition classes. Environmental analyses have been initiated to
identify areas needing improved management and to correct management deficiencies.

The 2012 grazing season began with the Forest and adjacent BLM lands experiencing a below average
rainfall. Across the forest, adjustments for drought were required. In many cases, reductions in use occurred
through reductions in numbers or reductions in season of use. Future reductions are expected to continue as
long as drought conditions persist.

The range program has determined there is a need for a lead in the data management portion of the program
since we are not up to date on several of our required data bases. We have assigned one range conservationist
to take the lead and work with the other offices to help update and maintain the NRIS, Infra, and FACT’s data
bases. This will decrease the individual’s other range-related work, but it is important to remedy several of
the deficiencies we have identified in the range program.

Overall, the Forest Plan objectives for range are being met and no changes or adjustments in the Forest Plan
have been identified.

Monitoring Requirements

Developed Recreation. Developed recreation sites are monitored to assess: (1) visitor expectations, trends,
and customer satisfaction; and (2) quality and safe facilities. Visitor use and expectations will be monitored
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and reported based on customer surveys and/or customer comment cards. Developed recreation site
monitoring will be based on facility condition surveys and hazard inspections. Wolf Creek Ski Area
monitoring will be done through approved summer and winter operating plans. Special uses will be
monitored through permit compliance and evaluations. Developed sites will be monitored for use compared
with projected outputs in the Forest Plan. Developed sites will be evaluated relative to Forest Plan goals and
objectives and S&Gs.

Dispersed Recreation. The Forest will monitor effects of its travel management plan, including all-terrain

- vehicle game retrieval and snowmobile use, during routine summer inspections, winter inspections, and fall
big game hunter patrols. The Forest will monitor trail conditions and trail needs based on trail inventories and
logs. Dispersed recreation will be evaluated relative to Forest Plan goals and objectives and S&Gs.

Unroaded Areas. Monitoring will be reported based on a representative assessment of two backcountry areas
per year. This will include the assessment of motorized and nonmeotorized recreation trail use, levels and type
of use, areas of conflicts, identification of areas of concentrated use, and other resource impacts (biological
and physical). Backcountry areas will be evaluated relative to Forest Plan goals and objectives and S&Gs.

Wild and Scenic Rivers. Monitoring will be reported based on the assessment of resource management
activities that occur within one river corridor every 3 years. River corridors will be evaluated relative to
Forest Plan goals and objectives and S&Gs every 3 years.

Wilderness. Monitoring will be reported based on the evaluation of wilderness management thresholds
(specific indicators) and appropriate management actions to determine if wilderness S&Gs are being met.
Wilderness areas will be evaluated relative to Forest Plan goals and objectives and S&Gs.

State of the Resource

Minimal information was available during the construction of this report. No recommendations or needs for
change for the forest plan were recommended/identified during the course of the year.

Travel Management. The Forest continued to update the INFRA database to accurately reflect previous travel
management decisions in preparation for updated publication of motor vehicle use maps. The ranger districts
are continuing to review and update the maps for the public annually.

All-terrain Vehicle Big Game Retrieval: The Forest continued efforts to monitor ATV big game retrieval in
FY 2012. Informal interviews were conducted with hunters to determine the extent to which they understood
the afternoon big game retrieval policy. No resource impacts were observed as a result of legally retrieving
game. Resource impacts were observed from the use of ATVs on the Forest, but it could not be specifically
attributed to afternoon big game retrieval.

Unroaded Areas: The Governor of Colorado submitted a roadless area petition to the Secretary of Agriculture
in 2007 which was accepted. An EIS and rule proposal was initiated and completed in 2012. The Forest
continues to work to correct errors to the inventoried roadless area boundaries.

Wilderness: Wilderness monitoring took place on the South San Juan and the Weminuche Wilderness area.
Air quality or atmospheric conditions were monitored through the high lake monitoring program. Campsite
inventories occurred as well as encounters and trailhead registration monitoring. Overall, the Forest Plan
recreation and wilderness objectives are being met.

Noxious weeds are addressed in the Chief’s 2007 “Ten Year Wilderness Stewardship Challenge.” The South
San Juan and Weminuche wilderness areas have approved noxious weed treatment plans. These plans were
reviewed to ensure continued compliance with the Chief’s challenge.
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Monitoring Requirements

There is no specific legal requirement to monitor progress on research and information needs. However, the
Forest believes it is wise to identify important needs and to track them in the menitoring report.

State of the Resource

Progress is continuing on (1) Forest roads inventories, (2) collection of faunal occurrence data for inclusion in
the Forest Service corporate database, (3) updating and improving the infrastructure (INFRA) database, and
(4) range condition baseline data. Due to the vacancy associated with our Forest Ecologist/Botanist position,
a monitoring information gap is developing regarding our floral and special plant community responsibilities,
and our forest old growth survey program.

Monitoring Requirements
Monitoring will be reported based on inspections of established research natural areas every 5 years.

State of the Resource

Initial work began on an initial plan to restore fire to the ecosystem in the Hot Creek RNA. Forest inventory,
fuels data, and wildlife baseline information was collected in this RNA in 2012. No additional RNAs were
visited 2012.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring of road construction, closures, and decommissioning will be reported based on routine field
reports.

State of the Resource

Minimal information was available during the construction of this report. No recommendations or needs for
change for the forest plan were recommended/identified during the course of the year. Approximately 198
miles of classified and unclassified roads have been decommissioned since 1996.

Monitoring Requirements

Monitoring of scenic resources will be reported based on a determination of disturbance using photographs,
onsite inspections, and acrial photographs.

State of the Resource

Minimal information was available during the construction of this report.

Forest areas were monitored for scenic resources. In order to obtain scenic resources objectives, a project
should comply with scenic integrity objectives within 2 years after project implementation. These areas will
continue to be monitored for changes.
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There is a need to make changes to the Forest Plan’s scenic resource direction during the next Forest Plan
revision to update the S&Gs.

Monitoring Requirements

The protection of soil productivity is monitored based on the requirements of 36 CFR 219.12(k){2). The
Forest uses several tools for soil monitoring, including the collection and analysis of core soil samples,
erosion modeling, ocular estimates, transects, soil health assessments, investigations, and professional
judgment. Soil health assessments have been completed to determine whether long-term soil productivity and
soil health were maintained or improved. Management actions and effects are evaluated using existing Forest
Plan S&Gs. Soil evaluation techniques were employed on ground-disturbing projects with potential for high
soil-erosion, mass-movement hazards, or other soils concerns.

State of the Resource

The Forest soil resource is monitored through project evaluations and soil health assessments. Soil health is
the assessment of the current soil health condition and its ability to sustain the potential natural community of
vegetation over the long term. The Forest uses the established Forest Plan S&Gs as a basis for evaluation.
The three types of soil health ratings are as follows: (1) properly functioning, (2) at-risk, and (3) impaired.
Properly functioning means that soil physical, biological, and chemical properties are functioning in a manner
that maintains soil productivity. At-risk means that some soil feature has been changed to where there is a
risk of losing productive capacity through erosion, nutrient losses, or loss of surface cover. Impaired means
erosion has been occurring at accelerated rates or there are unmitigated impacts, such as compaction.

In FY 2012, monitoring for range was completed within the cattle grazing allotments of Carnero, Roaring
Fork, South River, Alamosa and Hot Creek allotments. Monitoring was also completed within the Table Mesa
sheep grazing allotment. Generally soil conditions in range land were acceptable with small areas at risk,
usually associated with riparian corridors. Uplands generally are properly functioning with some trailing
associated compaction.

Harvest units 2 and 6 of the Bennet timber sale, part of the Burro Blowout analysis were assessed for post-
harvest.-soil conditions. Conditions were found to approach forest standard but did not exceed. This was
primarily due to the careful layout of the sale unit and implementation of the sale and associated BMPs by the
timber staff.

Monitoring Requirements
Monitoring will be reported based on on-site inspections of designated special interest areas every 5 years.

State of the Resource
No Special Interest Areas were visited in 2012 and no data was collected concerning this monitoring item.
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Monitoring Requirements

Restocking of final-harvest areas is required by 36 CFR 219.12(k). Monitoring consists of surveys conducted
1, 3, and 5 years after final harvest. First-year surveys are onsite inspections, while surveys after 3 and 5
years are statistically valid plot-inventory exams.

36 CFR 219.12(k) requires that all Forest lands be examined at least once every 10 years to determine if
unsuitable lands have become suitable, or vice versa. Monitoring will also confirm that lands identified as
suitable do, in fact, meet suitability criteria.

36 CFR 219.12(k)(5)(iv) requires the Forest to monitor levels of destructive insects and disease organisms
foilowing management activities. The monitoring of created openings is tied to various legal requirements,
including 36 CFR 219.12(k)(5)(iii) and 36 CFR 219.27(d)(2).

State of the Resource

Forested lands across the Forest are generally assumed to reflect composition, structure, and pattern with a
natural range of variability as described in Appendix A of the Final Environmental Impact Statement for the
1996 Revised Land and Resource Management Plan.

The current insect epidemic affecting forests across the Rocky Mountain Region, including the Rio Grande
National Forest, is not unusual. According to Romme ef al. (2006)" it is not unprecedented to have roughly a
100-year period of low insect activity followed by an extensive insect outbreak. Furthermore, the initiation of
bark beetle outbreaks is often associated with drought, which the Forest experienced in the early 2000s.

Some short-term human influences have affected, and are still affecting, the composition, structure, and
pattern of forested communities, particularly lower-elevation forest cover types that typically experience
higher rates of fire retumn interval disturbance, for example. Human influences can include either management
action, such as timber harvest, or inaction that allows other disturbance factors to dominate across the
landscape.

Onsite field monitoring during the spring-to-fall field season of 2010 occurred primarily within past timber
sale boundaries, or other areas being planned for future timber sales, and are discussed in the following
sections.

Restocking: Reforestation of areas harvested since the mid-1970s, when the Forest changed from mostly
even-aged clearcutting to other regeneration harvest systems, such as two-aged shelterwood and uneven-aged
management systems, have been consistently successful with natural regeneration establishment occurring
from retained seed tree and surrounding seedwalls sources. Artificial planting after clearcutting has also been
consistently successful. The naturally developing annual addition of germinants that commonly develop into
seedlings and then saplings, etc., often referred to as advanced regeneration in more mature stands, continues
to add to stocking levels in most conifer types regardless whether stands were naturally regenerated or
planted. Most conifers begin to develop cones with viable seed by about 20 years of age. The determinant
whether trees establish in these smaller openings or not is largely controlled by available growing space,
competition factors (i.e., sunlight, moisture, and nutrients), and the silvics of the tree itself (i.e., tolerance or
intolerance to shade). Where supplemental stocking has been needed, either to meet species diversity

! Romme, W.H., J. Clement, J. Hicke, D. Kulakowski, L. H. MacDonald, T. Schoennagel, and T. T. Veblen. 20086.
Recent forest insect outbreaks and fire risk in Colorado forests: a brief synthesis of relevant research. Colorado Forest
Restoration Institute, Fort Collins, CO. '
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objectives or the 5-year reforestation timeframe requirement specified in NFMA, artificial planting is
prescribed, planned and implemented. It should be noted that the 5-year timeframe is a legal requirement, not
a biological capability of some tree species whose reforestation timeframes are longer and largely dependent
on “good seed years.”

Recently, only the Million Fire salvage sale has required some artificial planting of locally adapted tree
species to meet adequately stocked conditions, resulting from the landscape-level deforestation caused by the
Million Fire in 2002 that impacted over 11,000 acres.

A recent need has been identified to assess the development and stocking levels of seedlings/saplings within
group selection harvest units across the Forest to ensure they are satisfactorily progressing as prescribed in
silvicultural prescriptions.

Table 1 below lists projects/sales where stocking surveys were needed and/or conducted to assess
reforestation success, whether reforestation was by natural regeneration or artificial planting, as well as the
percent survival by survey-year type. In general, reforestation progress is proceeding as planned. Where
stocking anomalies occur that affect the planned trajectory to certification of reforestation establishment,
appropriate measures (e.g., planting) would be undertaken to ensure stands are adequately stocked within the
5-year reforestation timeframe requirement. Example of anomalies include mortality caused by animal
damage, insects, disease, other disturbance, or other changed conditions such as those resulting from a change
in climate, or wildfire. An assessment of suitable and adequate stocking occurs throughout the life of managed
stands.

Previous stocking survey and survival percent accomplishments is displayed in table 1, along with future
planned surveys.
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Rio Grande Nationai Forest

Harvest Openings and Size of Openings: Harvest openings after the enactment of NFMA in 1976 have been
designed to be less than the 40-acre limit set for the Rocky Mountain Region. Past openings exceeding the 40-
acre limit generally trace back to clearcutting in the 1960s and early 1970s, and prior to enactment of NFMA.
The vast majority of these pre-NFMA harvested areas is adequately stocked with sapling or pole-sized trees
and are no longer determined to be openings.

Past harvest units are periodically inspected during routine silvicultural monitoring surveys to assess stand
development over time and to ensure they remain on planned trajectories to meet desired stand and landscape
conditions outlined in site-specific silvicultural prescriptions and described in the Forest Plan. Any significant
change potentially affecting stand development is brought to the attention of the attending silviculturist for
potential treatment remediation.

Timber Suitability: The Forest amended the Forest Plan in 2000 with amendment #4 to address timber
suitability. The suitability amendment took effect in 2003 after USFWS consultation with the updated Forest
Plan biological assessment. Timber suitability has been, and will continue to be, evaluated during the
landscape and project-level planning phase for all timber sales.

The Del Norte Peak Blowdown Salvage EA Decision Notice was signed in February 2010 and the Rio de los
Pinos FEIS Record of Decision was signed in April 2010. NEPA planning and analysis continued on the
proposed Big Moose Vegetation Project EIS begun in 2008, with a decision expected in March 2011.
Determinations of suitability for these projects were completed in previous years, which allowed the projects
to move forward to the NEPA analysis stage and finally a decision. ANFMA assessment and determination of
suitability was conducted on both the Black Mesa and Cumbres Vegetation Projects in late 2010, both new
starts. NEPA was completed for Black Mesa in FY 2013 and is expected in the first quarter FY 14 for
Cumbres,

Insect and Disease Infestation: Forestry personnel have been actively monitoring insect and disease
activities across the Forest, with the assistance from entomologists and pathologists working out of the
Gunnison Forest Health Protection Service Center in Gunnison, Colorado. While there has been some success
in contro! activities, the overall condition of forest health is declining with serious levels of recent insect
outbreaks, likely related to the extended drought and mild winter temperatures. Additionally, many of the
areas with insect and disease problems occur in the habitat and habitat linkages for the TES Canada tynx.
Control strategies for effectively treating stands negatively impacted by insect and disease populations within
lynx habitat are severely limited.

Recommendations: No major changes need to be made to the Forest Plan. Suggested minor changes in the
Forest Plan include:

¢ Continuing Forestwide assessments of insect and disease infestation should occur to address the
expansion of the current spruce bark beetle epidemic, as well as effects from climate change.

5. Interdisciplinary Monitoring Team Contributors

Theodore “Lary” Floyd, Assistant Fire Management Officer
Randy Ghormley, Wildlife Biologist

Vaughn Thacker, Soil Scientist

Angie Krall, Archaeologist

Jim Jaminet, Fire Management Officer

Barry Wiley, Fisheries Biologist
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