
Ecological Restoration Implementation Strategy 
Stanislaus National Forest

“We are not responsible for this or that resource;  
we are responsible for the forest as a whole.” 

Aldo Leopold

Where We’ve Been

Aldo Leopold’s words above beautifully describe the 
path the Stanislaus National Forest (NF) has been 

on for many years. Thousands of acres have received 
ecological restoration treatments (mechanical thin-
ning, shredding, etc.) and several more thousand have 
had prescribed burns or wildfires used to restore the 
natural fire regime to the forest. For years, we have ap-
proached our projects on a landscape level, allowing us 
to complete much meadow, aspen, road, noxious weed, 
recreation, and trail enhancement work while creating 
thousands of acres of resilient forest. 

The Stanislaus NF always strives to restore a process, 
not a condition at a single point in time, which is why 
small non-commercial log removal is a part of all our 
timber sales, and prescribed burning always follows 
these mechanical treatments within a few years. The 
Forest has been very efficient at restoring acres, but one 
major need is funding to complete follow-up prescribed 
burning every seven years or so in these areas recover-
ing from years of fire exclusion. 

Ecological Restoration projects using collaborative 
groups have been going on since the 1990’s here and 
the recent emphasis placed on this process by the 
Washington and Regional Offices has only further 
encouraged us to accelerate this approach to land and 
resource management. In 1997, two very different 
groups formed on the Stanislaus National Forest: Our 

Back Yard or OBY was created by a group of concerned 
citizens to help determine the desired condition after 
the 1973 Granite Fire, which was replanted into a suc-
cessful plantation, but was in need of the next step. 

Out of this collaboration and vision, Granite became 
one of the first Stewardship projects in the nation and 
thousands of acres were thinned for fuels reduction 
and fire protection, 7 million board feet were taken to 
nearby mills, roads were decommissioned, and mead-
ows restored. At about the same time, the Pinecrest 
Pathways Future Search Conference brought together 
47 community members to create vision statements for 
the Pinecrest Recreation Area. This information would 
be used a few years later as the basis for the relicens-
ing of the dam and for recreation improvements in the 
area.

In addition to a history of strong collaborative groups, 
the Stanislaus NF is fortunate to have several wood 
processing facilities including a large timber mill, a 
fencing plant, two biomass (small log) power plants, a 
shavings processor, and a landscaping bark plant. These 
facilities and our ability to continually provide mate-
rial to them is a critical means for us to meet the triple 
bottom-line of sustaining a resilient forest, supporting 
local communities, and enhancing local economies, 
while providing a unique and special place in the 
world.
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Three Rivers, Three Stories: Tales of Collaboration
The Stanislaus National Forest 
is uniquely positioned to provide 
clean water and air, spectacular vis-
tas, diverse recreation experiences, 
remote wilderness opportunities, 
interpretive programs and historic 
sites, timber and other products to 
local mills, and jobs for our com-
munity. The Mokelumne and Tu-
olumne Rivers provide the drinking 
water to over 4 million people in the San Francisco 
and East Bay areas, and other smaller water districts 
use water from the Stanislaus River and its tributaries. 
As the collection and storage area for the water used 
by millions of downstream users, the Forest relies on 
meadows to store and slowly release that water. These 
“sponges” are water retention areas and filters as well as 
critical habitat for many special plant and animal spe-
cies. The oxygen produced from the millions of trees 
on the Forest and the carbon each tree has sequestered 
and continues to uptake each year helps to mediate 
climate change (see attached tree diagram). Recreation 
on the Forest exceeds 1.8 million visitors a year, run-
ning the gamut from thousands of people on a lake 
boating, fishing or sunbathing, to fishing a creek in the 
remote backcountry. The three Wilderness areas on the 
Forest offer pristine experiences and opportunities for 
solitude. Outdoor recreation experiences are endless on 
the Stanislaus NF.

The Stanislaus River
In 1999, Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) and Tri-Dam 
Project formed the Stanislaus Planning Action Team 
(SPLAT) to recommend resource measures in their li-
censing process for three dams and their adjacent large 
reservoirs which are within or originate on the Forest. 
The Forest Service was also a member of this group 
which held over 100 meetings, all open to the public, 
over a 5 year period. This group and its various sub-

committees lead the way in establishing variIous plans 
and changes to the management of these reservoirs, 
including restoring year round natural flows to im-
prove fisheries and riparian habitats downstream of the 
dams while meeting the business needs of the utility 
companies. The collaborative process is ongoing and 
recreation improvements in the area are just beginning. 
Several million dollars of facility upgrades (all paid for 

Today, the Stanislaus National Forest works with 
three different collaborative groups to help guide the 
management of the Forest and ensure healthy resilient 
lands regardless of ownership. Following is a brief description of each, showing the varied partners with whom 
we work, and each effort’s unique objectives (see the attached map for locations).

Middle Fork Stanislaus River

A man fly fishes the pristine waters of the Middle 
Fork Stanislaus River hoping to catch a trout.
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Mokelumne River  Headwaters: Upper Highland Lake

by PG&E and Tri-Dam) will be invested over the next several years. Projects include the construction of a new 
campground in the Beardsley Canyon area, upgrading all existing campgrounds and day use areas, and restora-
tion of trails. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission license that was issued in conjunction with this effort 
will last for 38 years, making this a critical and long-term process for the Forest, recreational users, the utility 
companies, and their customers whose homes may run on electricity produced in the Stanislaus National Forest.

The Mokelumne River
The Amador Calaveras Consensus 
Group (ACCG) is a collabora-
tive effort of diverse community 
members working to create healthy 
forests and watersheds, fire-safe 
communities, and sustainable local 
economies. The Mokelumne River 
is the source of drinking water 
to the East Bay. The ACCG was 
convened in December, 2008 and 
operates within California’s Ama-
dor and Calaveras counties in and 
adjacent to the Mokelumne River 
watershed. The Forest Service is one 
member of this amazing group of 
community leaders, and was asked 
to join by a local county supervisor. 

Because of this effort, the ACCG 
received one of ten nationwide 
Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program (CFLRP) grants that the Forest Service awarded in January, 
2012. This program provides matching funding for a wide variety of ecological projects including reduced risk of 
uncharacteristically destructive fire and threats to lives and property, restored cultural sites, streams, meadows, 
and enhanced forest vegetation (see attached table for a list of these projects by year). 

A man, his daughter and their dog visit the Highland 
Lakes campground on the Stanislaus NF.
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The Tuolumne River
The Yosemite Stanislaus Solutions (YSS) collabora-
tive group was formed in December, 2010 to assist 
the Stanislaus National Forest in developing restora-
tion plans across the landscape regardless of owner-
ship patterns, in the southern part of the Forest (see 
attached map). The diverse group of stakeholders 
includes federal, state, county, tribal, municipal water 
and power entities, environmental organizations and 
private landowners. The mission of YSS is to restore 
and maintain healthy forests and watersheds, establish 
fire-safe communities, and support a sustainable local 
economy. An example of one critical area within the 
YSS collaborative is Hetch Hetchy Reservoir which 
provides the drinking water to San Francisco residents. 
Approximately one third of the land within the YSS 

boundary burned in 1987 and succeeding years. Since 
then, the majority of this land has been successfully 
reforested, but 25 years later has a high potential to 
burn again due to the thick and contiguous density of 
the plantation trees. 

The Stanislaus National Forest partnered with the 
Sierra Nevada Conservancy (a State Agency) to initiate 
this opportunity where participants can identify, craft, 
and prioritize the elements of restoration. Recognition 
of the importance of maintaining high water qual-
ity to all downstream users is a key component. This 
collaborative process will enable the Stanislaus NF to 
develop a science-based restoration approach that goes 
far beyond what any one group could accomplish on 
its own.

Tuolumne River Canyon
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Ecological Restoration on the Stanislaus Today
Indigenous Stewardship, Meadow Restoration:
Prior to the 2001 Darby Fire, archaeological field 
investigations noted that this Meadow contained flora 
and fauna at a magnitude that once sustained one of 
the largest village complexes of Native Americans on 
the Stanislaus National Forest. In the years since the 
fire, the meadow’s functionality and ethno- botanical 
diversity noticeably declined due to post-fire condi-
tions, lack of canopy, invasive species and meadow 
down-cutting. 

This project is working to improve the ethno-botanical 
component through a close partnership with the Me-
Wuk tribe by restoring native plant communities, im-
proving meadow function, and enhancing indigenous 
stewardship opportunities. Most of the work has been 
done by the local Me-Wuk fire crews and the Calaveras 
Healthy Impact Products Solutions crew (CHIPS). 
It is an ongoing partnership with the local tribe and 
a wonderful example of successful collaboration and 
restoration.

Niagara Aspen Restoration:
This project restored approximately 50 acres of aspen community that had been declining due to conifer en-
croachment and fire suppression over the past 100 years. Aspen rely on fire to keep them healthy and resilient 
by killing off the conifers and allowing young vigorous coppices (sprouting seedlings) to become established and 
to continually come into the stands over time. This restoration work is being accomplished through the use of 
volunteer groups and a small timber sale.

Tuolumne Band of Me-Wuk fire crew remove  
encroaching pine trees from a meadow.

Tuolumne Band of  
Me-Wuk fire crew  
accomplishing 
meadow restoration

Miller Unit pre-treatment 
condition; note no young 
aspen

Miller Unit Aspen growth 
ten years later
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Returning Fire to the Landscape:
The Stanislaus National Forest has used prescribed 
burns on thousands of acres over the past 20 years 
as part of our effort to reduce fuels and restore natu-
ral fire regimes to the forest. These photos show one 
example of an area that has been burned twice over the 
past 15 years following a mechanical treatment which 

delivered logs and biomass to our local mills. Fire is an 
integral part of a resilient forest and plays a critical role 
in our ecological restoration program. It reduces fuels 
and destructive fire potential which protects local com-
munities and landscapes, and recycles nutrients into 
the soil which creates fertile seed beds for plants and 
tree seedlings. 

Into the Future:
The Stanislaus National Forest has a multitude of op-
portunities for partners to do work on the Forest that:

 �keeps or increases the Forest’s capacity to recycle the 
precious element of water: capturing and purifying 
it, then releasing it slowly over time to eventually 
provide drinking water, electricity, and irrigation of 
crops for thousands of downstream souls. 

 �actively manages the forest, its trees, grasses, and 
plants. These elements purify the air and moder-
ate the climate of earth, in addition to providing a 
myriad of other things such as homes for animals, 
wood products for human use, and a diversity of 
environs for centuries to come.

 �provides the opportunity – through stunning vistas, 
forests of solitude, streams running with fish, camp-
grounds to touch the earth - for humans to revitalize 
spirit and soul.

Please see the table and accompanying map at the end 
of this chapter for an extensive list of planned ecologi-
cal restoration activities on the Forest for the next five 

fiscal years.

We invite you to bring your vision and mission, and 
explore how it can be realized in partnership with the 
Stanislaus National Forest.

Middle Fork Stanislaus River 

South Beardsley Canyon prior to reintroduction 
of fire

Post fire, first entry in 1998 Post fire, second entry in 2011
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One acre of trees sequesters on 
average the amount of carbon 
dioxide equivalent to that 
produced by a car driving 
26,000 miles

Wildfires produce 
approximately 200% 

more pm10 carbon 
particles than 

prescribed fires

One acre of trees on average 
produces enough oxygen 

for 18 people per day
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