Land, Water and People

Firewood Gathering

By Kirby Self

There’s a certain crispness to the morning air and many folks are heading to the mountains to gather their firewood for the coming winter.   For your safety and benefit, I want to share some of the rules and regulations for cutting personal use firewood.

The Rio Grande National Forest provides many opportunities for firewood gathering and sells personal use permits for approximately 6,000 cords per year.  To cut firewood for personal use on national forest lands, you must have a Personal Use Firewood Permit, which is available at your local forest service offices for $10.00 per cord (minimum purchase of 2 cords).  

The permit is valid to cut standing dead and/or down trees. Standing trees must be completely dead and have no green needles.  Down trees with green needles may be cut, but be ready to show a forest service officer where you got the tree from if you are checked. Also, green aspen or pinon are sometimes available in designated areas.  
Firewood gathered under a personal use permit may not be resold for profit.  Permits must be properly validated by punching out the month and day on the permit and then attached to the load so that it is visible before transporting.  Trees larger than 7.0 inches diameter at either end must be cut in 6 foot lengths or less. 

Although most of the Forest is open to firewood cutting, there are some areas that are closed to this activity.   For example, Wilderness areas, research natural areas, campgrounds, picnic areas, resorts, recreation management areas, wilderness study areas, administrative sites, timber sales or contract areas posted on the ground, are all closed to wood cutting.   Cutting firewood within 100 feet of stream courses, riparian areas, wet areas and bodies of water is also prohibited.   

Please do not drive off roads in areas closed to motorized vehicles and do not drive on closed roads.  Vehicle travel, unless otherwise posted, is allowed up to 300 feet off an open road as long as resource damage does not occur. 
It is well advised that you read all terms and conditions of the Personal Use Firewood Permit.  The maximum penalty for violation of the terms and conditions of the firewood permit may result in 6 months in prison and/or a $5,000 fine. 
From time to time, the Forest Service will open gated roads to public firewood gathering, and often release timber slash decks for public wood cutting after timber sale contracts end.   

When going to cut firewood, it is important to be safety conscious.  Every year, people are killed by falling trees or severely injured by chainsaws.  With all the dead beetle killed trees in the woods, it is important to constantly be aware of your surroundings, especially on windy days.  Take a buddy along, as he or she can help keep a lookout for other trees in the area that may pose an immediate threat while you are working… and to also help you load the wood.  It is also good practice to let someone know where you are going, and what time you plan to be back.  Please be safe, enjoy your visit to your national forest, and remember to validate your permit before you head home.
Contact your local SLV Public Lands Center office for more information or questions about Personal Use Firewood Cutting.  

Kirby Self is the Supervisory Forester for the Divide Ranger District.  He enjoys spending time fishing, hunting and hiking with his wife and kids when he is not cutting firewood.  
.  

