
Where do I go for more 
information? 
The Bridgeport and Carson Ranger Districts 
have no formally designated mineral or fossil 
collecting areas. The Ranger Station Visitors 
Area has several publications for sale, which 
describe geology and rocks. Rock shops and 
area bookstores in Reno, Sparks and Virginia 
City may provide information and references 
about rockhounding. The University of Nevada, 
Reno, has an excellent assortment of reports that 
address minerals and rocks across Nevada. 

The best way to ensure a bright future for 
recreational prospecting, rockhounding, and 
fossil collecting on public lands is to comply 
with state and federal regulations. Start by 
bringing your questions or concerns to the 
geologist or minerals administrator for the 
Bridgeport Ranger District. He/she can answer 
your questions and provide additional 
information 
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General Guidelines for Prospecting on the 
Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, 

Bridgeport and Carson Ranger Districts 
   

If your 
operation: You will need: From: 

Will cause little or  
no surface 
disturbance (e.g., 
gold panning, fossil 
hunting and 
rockhounding). 

No permit – 
(Exceptions: Some 
restrictions may apply. 
Check with local 
ranger district.) 

Forest 
Service  

Uses a small sluice  
or rocker box. 

To file a Notice of 
Intent - contact the 
local ranger district 

Forest 
Service 

Uses a suction  
dredge with up to  
a 4” (Nevada) or 6” 
(California) suction 
hose  

To file a Notice of 
Intent - contact the 
local ranger district. 
Dredging Permit Bond 
may be required 

 Forest 
Service 
NDOW* 
or 
CDF&G* 

Uses motorized 
earthmoving 
equipment 

An approved Plan of 
operation - contact the 
local ranger district. 
Bond would be 
required 

Forest 
Service 

     
Depending on location, land ownership, and scope of 
operations, additional agencies may be involved in your 
operation and additional permits required. 
     
Bridgeport Ranger District (760) 932-7070 
Carson Ranger District (775) 882-2766 
* California Department of Fish & Game (916) 358-2900 
* Nevada Department of Wildlife (775) 684-4368 

 

Recreational Prospecting, 
Rockhounding and Fossil 

Hunting 
  

Bridgeport & Carson 
Ranger Districts 

Humboldt-Toiyabe 
National Forest 

Your National Forest is a great place to 
experience a wide range of recreational 
opportunities. Prospecting, rockhounding, and 
fossil hunting are among the many outdoor 
pursuits visitors enjoy on the Humboldt-Toiyabe 
National Forest, administered by the U.S.D.A. 
Forest Service. 

What are prospecting, rockhounding, and 
fossil hunting? 

Rockhounding involves the search for small 
quantities of rocks, gems, or other geologic 
materials that can be collected for personal use 
or enjoyment. 

Prospecting is searching for valuable minerals 
such as gold or silver. This may entail collecting 
hand samples of mineralized rock, gold panning, 
using metal detectors and operating small sluices 
or suction dredges. 

Forest Service mining regulations listed in the 
36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 228A 
governs prospecting activities. 

Fossil hunting is the search for fossils such as 
petrified wood and a small amount of common 
invertebrate fossils (fossils from animals which 
do not have an internal skeleton) and plant 
fossils. You may collect small amounts for 
personal use, not commercial use. 



It is unlawful for you to collect vertebrate fossils 
(those fossils from animals with internal 
skeletons, e.g., dinosaurs, mammals).  

Any sale or commercial use of fossils found on 
lands administered by the Forest Service 
requires a permit. 

Be aware that it is illegal to collect any artifacts 
(evidence of human activity), both historic and 
prehistoric, on state or national forest lands. 
Historic artifacts consist of such items as old 
(over 100 years old) bottles, cans, bricks, etc. 
Prehistoric artifacts are associated with Native 
Americans, including arrowheads, stone 
implements, bowls and human remains. 

When is a permit required for my 
activities? 

Prospecting, rockhounding or invertebrate/ plant 
fossil hunting usually does not require a permit 
when there is little or no disturbance to the 
environment. However, you should contact the 
local district ranger if your activity will create 
significant disturbance to the environment, such 
as: 

 Using explosives 
 Using power equipment for excavation 
 Driving vehicles off public roads or trails 
 Clearing or removing vegetation 
 Storing petroleum products or other 
     hazardous or flammable material 
 Camping in one place for more than 14 days 

Based on the information you provide, you may 
need to submit a mining plan of operation or 
obtain other permits. 

Forest users should be sensitive to how their 
activities affect the environment. Rockhounds 
and prospectors need to carefully refill and 
revegetate any excavation, no matter how small. 

Water quality and fish habitat are critical 
concerns on national forests, so activities in or 
near streams must be handled with special care 
and in some cases are prohibited. When in 
doubt, contact the local District Ranger. 

If you plan this activity on a repeat basis, you 
should contact the local District Ranger. 

Is all national forest land available for 
prospecting? 

NO. Some areas may be set aside, even from 
non-commercial activities. Examples include 
areas designated as: 

 Wild and Scenic River corridors 
 Historical or archeological sites 
 Campgrounds 
 Wilderness Areas 
 Administrative sites 
 Environmentally sensitive areas 
 Areas not available for mineral development 

Where mining claims exist, you should not work 
without the owner’s permission. Claimants have 
rights to valuable mineral deposits on those 
sites. It's always a good idea to check with the 
local Bureau of Land Management to identify 
areas closed to mining. Claim information can 
also be found at www.blm.gov/1r2000. 

Are there any special restrictions that 
apply to suction dredging? 

Yes, you must have a permit from the Forest 
Service to do any suction dredging on National 
Forest System lands. You must also have a 
permit from the state Department of Fish and 
Game (California) or the Department of Wildlife 
(Nevada). Other agency approvals must be 
obtained in certain circumstances. These permits 
require fees and are subject to certain 
restrictions. For example, you are not permitted 
to use a suction hose with an inside hose 
diameter greater than six inches in California (4” 

in Nevada). Certain California counties within 
the Carson Ranger District have restrictions on 
times of year that suction dredging can be 
carried out (between the fourth Saturday in May 
through October 15th). Mono County, California 
does not permit suction dredging in any streams, 
lakes or rivers. 

Besides applying to the state agencies, you must 
notify the local district Ranger of your proposed 
activity and provide a copy of the approved, paid 
permit. State permits and Forest Service 
concurrence must be obtained before you 
operate, so schedule paperwork well in advance 
of dredging. Check with the local ranger station 
for a copy of the requirements relating to suction 
dredging and timelines. 

Where are fossils found? 
Fossils are usually found in sedimentary rocks 
and vary in abundance across the forest 
depending on location. Few fossils are found 
along the Eastern Sierra Front due to the wide 
extent of volcanic and granitics igneous rocks 
exposed on the surface. What sedimentary rocks 
exist are often metamorphosed, or are of 
volcanic origin. Neither provides a good 
environment for fossil preservation.  

Other geologic interests on the districts involve 
cave exploring and boulder and rock climbing. 
For safety reasons, do NOT go into abandoned 
mines. 


