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Forest Planning Team
GMUG National Forest
2250 Highway 50
Delta, CO 81416

December 8, 2017
Dear GMUG Planning Team,

Please accept these comments from The Wilderness Society, High Country Conservation Advocates,
Great Old Broads for Wilderness, West Slope Conservation Center, Colorado Mountain Club, Western
Colorado Congress, Sheep Mountain Alliance, Conservation Colorado, Ridgway Ouray Community
Council, Western Environmental Law Center, Defenders of Wildlife, and Rocky Mountain Wild

on the Draft Assessment Report for the Grand Mesa-Uncompahgre-Gunnison (GMUG) National Forest
(NF). These comments address the designated areas and infrastructure chapters, and build upon the
information we submitted in our January 17, 2017 comment letter for consideration and incorporation
in the assessment phase of the plan revision.

I Infrastructure

Overall, the infrastructure chapter addresses the relevant issues. We offer the following comments
specific to roads and trails.

1. Chapter 1, Introduction

Key Issues, Page 1. The report states that the key issues related to infrastructure within the plan area
are “prioritizing maintenance needs for forest facilities and roads in light of significant deferred
maintenance and limited funding, infrastructure resiliency to extreme weather events...” While we
agree that the GMUG will need to develop a strategy for prioritizing maintenance, the key issue is
chronic underfunding and system decay. Prioritizing maintenance is a strategy for addressing this key
issue. We therefore recommend rewording this sentence to say:

“Key issues related to infrastructure with the plan area are chronic underfunding leading to under-
maintained infrastructure, infrastructure resiliency to extreme weather events,...” We would also
recommend adding a sentence that says, “under-maintained infrastructure leads to decay and loss
of roads and damage to adjacent resources.”

2. Chapter 2, Conditions and Trends

Fiscal information. The draft report states that the GMUG NF spends about one million dollars annually
on road maintenance and has a $49 million maintenance backlog (page 5). The report should explain the
significance of these numbers. How much does the GMUG NF need to maintain its roads to standard?

What is the consequence of the annual and long-term shortfall on road system condition and utility, and




adjacent resources? How many roads are operating below their assigned road objective level because of
the fiscal shortfalls? This information is necessary to guide future road system direction and
management in the context of other forest funding priorities and develop a need for change statement.
See pages 40-41 of our January 17, 2017 letter.

Resiliency to new storm patterns. We thank you for identifying this as a key issue. If studies, reports, or
other information exists that sheds light on the current capacity of the GMUG road system to withstand
anticipated future storm patters, please include it in the assessment report. Having this information will
help guide infrastructure management and priorities over the next 20 years. If information does not
exist, the assessment report should identify this as an information gap.

Road use. It would be helpful to provide information on the use of Forest Service roads. Specifically, it
would be useful to know the purpose (e.g., recreation, commercial transport, timber operations) for
vehicle miles traveled for each maintenance level. This information is important for establishing road
management direction and priorities over the next 20 years.

Roads in Colorado Roadless Areas. It would be helpful if the assessment report provided information on
the number and type of roads currently located in upper and lower tier Roadless Areas. This information
is necessary to guide road management direction and priorities over the life of the plan, as well as guide
ecosystem restoration direction and priorities.

3. Chapter 3, Sustainability

Watershed health and roads. The assessment report provides information on the number of stream
crossings in the plan area and the percent of road miles within 100 and 300 feet of a stream, and states
that this infrastructure is particularly vulnerable to more extreme storm events anticipated under future
climate scenarios (draft Infrastructure report at 10-11). The report should also cite existing Forest
Service Watershed Condition Framework data, as suggested in our January 17, 2017 report at page 46.
The Watershed Condition Framework characterizes the health of forest watersheds into three Classes --
Class 1: Properly Functioning, Class 2: Functioning at Risk, or Class 3: Impaired, based on a set of twelve
condition indicators. Indicator #6 is the condition of forest roads and trails and provides an important
measure of the effects of the transportation system on the ecological integrity of aquatic systems. The
indicator is based on four roads- and trails-related attributes: open road density; road maintenance;
proximity to water; and mass wasting. The map attached as Figure 1 depicts those conditions on the
GMUG National Forest.* The map shows that just over half (51%) of the forest’s watersheds are in fair
condition/functioning at risk as a result of transportation infrastructure. Only about 43% of watersheds
are functioning properly, while about 6% of watersheds are in poor condition as a result of roads and
trails.

While road density information is incorporated into the Watershed Condition Framework indicator #6,
understanding the spatial distribution of road density in and of itself is important. It is an important
indicator of watershed and wildlife habitat condition.? The assessment report should describe road
densities throughout the forest and identify where they exceed accepted ecological thresholds. This
information is necessary to guide road management direction and priorities over the life of the plan. See

1 The relevant data can be found at http://www.fs.fed.us/publications/watershed/excel WCC attribute info.xlsx.
2 See GMUG National Forest, Final Travel Analysis Report, at 5-6 (September 30, 2015 (“GMUG TAP”). See our
January 17, 2017 letter at 46.



http://www.fs.fed.us/publications/watershed/excel_WCC_attribute_info.xlsx

the discussion on ecological thresholds for road density on pages 7-9 of Appendix 4 of our January 17,
2017 letter.

Cross-reference to Other Chapters. Other chapters discuss the impact of roads on resources. It would
be helpful to reference specific sections from other chapters that shed light on the sustainability of the
road system. For example,

e Draft Assessment on Aquatics and Riparian Ecosystems. Pages 15-17 describe the impact of
roads and trails on watershed condition, and show that most watersheds within aquatic
ecosystems are functioning at risk from roads and trails, stating, “Of the anthropogenic stressors
[to agquatic ecosystems] evaluated individually, roads and trails have the greatest impact by far.”
Page 23 provides a concise summary of the impact of roads and trails on aquatic systems.

e Draft assessment on Terrestrial Ecosystems. Pages 14-15 describe the relative impact of roads
and trails on terrestrial ecosystems.

4. Chapter 4, Current Forest Plan and its Issues in the Broader Landscape
The chapter identifies two needs for change related to the current road system (page 15):

e Consider updating management objectives related to annual minimum targets for
construction/reconstruction. The revised forest plan needs to reflect current agency policy
related to the Travel Management Rule (36 CFR 212) to maintain a minimum road system.

e Consider plan direction relative to locating, relocating or prioritizing the reinforcement of
existing infrastructure vulnerable because of climate change. Is existing 100-year floodplain
sufficient?

These are important and we thank you for identifying them. Given the clear direction in the Travel
Management Rule to identify the necessary minimum road system needed and unneeded roads for
decommissioning or conversion?, we recommend that you make the first bullet more explicit about this
responsibility by modifying it as follows:

e Consider updating managementobjectives plan components related to annual minimum targets
for construction/reconstruction/decommissioning. The revised forest plan needs to reflect
current agency policy related to the Travel Management Rule (36 CFR 212) to identify and
maintain a minimum road system.

And add this additional item:

e Thereis a need to identify and decommission (or convert to trails) unneeded roads. Roads
should be prioritized using ecological and fiscal criteria.

1. Designations

Chapter 1, Introduction

336 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1) and (2)



Key Issues. This section summarizes the key issues for existing designated areas but does not discuss key
issues related to the “potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas.” Since evaluating

“potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas” is a requirement of the planning rule?,

it would make sense to raise relevant key issues relevant to that exploration. We therefore recommend

that you add to this section the following language that reflects the public input detailed in pages 2-3:

Places with special values, purposes, or resources that are currently undesignated. Areas with
wilderness characteristics and ecological importance may benefit from future designation.
Existing Research Natural Areas may be insufficient to meet the purpose of the RNA system and
may require supplementation. Places with unique resources or purpose that are not currently
recognized may benefit from recognition and specific management direction to sustain the
unique resources and values. Legislative and community driven land protection proposals to
designate additional places in the GMUG exist.

Summary of Public Input. Overall, the summary seems comprehensive. The eighth bullet says:

“Consider expanding current designated areas or recommending new designated areas. Specific
comments included: Identifying a specific area of research associated with the Rocky Mountain
Biological Laboratory;”

We would ask that you modify this bullet to reflect the fact that we identified a number of places
deserving designation in our January 17, 2017 letter. We recommend incorporating the following
modified paragraph into the final report:

“Consider expanding current designated areas or recommending new designated areas. Specific
comments included: Identifying a specific area of research associated with the Rocky Mountain

Biological Laboratory; areas included in the San Juan Wilderness Legislation; areas identified by

the GMUG in the draft 2007 land and resource management plan; and other areas identified in

citizens proposals submitted for consideration during the previous plan revision process.”

Chapter 2. Conditions and Trends.

Adjacent designated areas. This section should include a description of adjacent areas managed by
other entities (e.g., BLM, Rio Grande National Forest, White River National Forest) that are designated or
proposed for designation. This information is necessary to inform opportunities to improve landscape-
scale connectivity and conservation. Figure 2, which we provided in our January 17, 2017 letter, is a map
depicting the location of Colorado Roadless Areas (CRA) on the GMUG NF in relationship to CRAs on the
adjacent/proximal national forests, adjacent/proximal BLM lands with wilderness characteristics, and
designated and recommended wilderness areas.®

436 C.F.R. § 219.6(b)

5 Forest Service directives require inclusion in the wilderness inventory of unroaded acres that are contiguous to
another forest’s or agency’s roadless or wilderness-quality lands. FSH 1909.12, ch. 70, § 71.21(2) (wilderness
inventory to include areas of less than 5,000 acres that are “contiguous to an existing wilderness, primitive areas,
administratively recommended wilderness, or wilderness inventories of other Federal ownership”). This holds true
for roadless areas that straddle the GMUG boundary to BLM roadless lands, as well as to lands administered by
another forest. For instance, the roadless lands administered by the GMUG and San Juan National Forests for the



Climate Change. The assessment should identify conditions and trends related to climate change.

Land Status Changes. Changes in on-the-ground conditions and land status (e.g., the acquisition of
37,000 acres of inholdings) since 1983 have resulted in a substantially different land base in specific
locations such as along Hwy 550 (e.g., the Bear Creek area and Hayden Mountain Area). The assessment
report should note this and that these changes potentially open up new opportunities to designate
tracts with special values.

Chapter 3. Sustainability.

In addition to the brief discussion of economic and social impacts of wilderness and other natural areas,
we recommend that you provide information on the benefits of protected areas and roadless areas
related to water quality and quantity, nature-based recreation, and species protection. We recommend
inclusion of the following language:

The best available scientific information documents the numerous ecological benefits and
services provided by roadless and other undeveloped natural areas. These areas play a key role
in conserving biodiversity (Loucks et al. 2003). They enhance the representation of different
ecosystems, thereby preserving refugia for species (Dietz et al. 2015). They facilitate connectivity
(Belote et al. 2016; Loucks et al. 2003). They provide high-quality or undisturbed water, soil, and
air resources (Anderson et al. 2012; DellaSala et al. 2011). And they serve as ecological baselines
to facilitate better understanding of our impacts to other landscapes and as reference areas for
ecological restoration (Arcese and Sinclair 1997). Land management plans are required to
provide for these and other ecological services. 36 C.F.R. §§ 219.8-219.9. In addition,
undeveloped natural areas provide important social services, including unsurpassed recreational
and scenic opportunities, and places to connect with nature and spirit.

Information from this subsection should be cross-referenced and incorporated into the assessment of
potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas and other relevant assessment report
chapters (e.g., recreation, ecosystem services, ecological integrity).

Chapter 5. Potential Need and Opportunity. We thank you for providing a good overview of potential
need and opportunity for additional designated areas. We offer the following comments on the section
for your consideration.

Potential Research Natural Areas. The draft report explains that in 1993, the GMUG with the assistance
of the Colorado Natural Heritage Program identified 12 high quality areas of cover types or plant
associations, including those with especially unique or under-represented types with minimal conflicts
with existing uses. In 2003, the GMUG then reviewed the 12 areas according to criteria in FSM 4063 and
remapped them to remove portions that did not meet the criteria. In 2006, as part of a prior revision
attempt, the GMUG carried forward only three of the 12 for consideration in the proposed plan. While
this summary is helpful, we would benefit from additional information. Specifically, the draft report
needs to explain if the inventory of potential research natural areas that is now decades old is outdated
or still viable and why, especially now that climate change is a consideration; 2) and why only three of

Columbine Lake/Lookout Peak area are less than 5,000 acres respectively. The entire area, however, exceeds 5,000
acres in size.



the 12 inventoried areas were carried forward into the proposed plan. The final report should also
provide information on the nine areas that were not carried forward.

Representation of ecosystems in designated areas. Thank you for including a discussion of
representation of ecosystems in protected areas. Conservation biologists have reached the conclusion
that maintaining biodiversity is more likely when a certain minimum percentage of all naturally
occurring ecosystems are rigorously protected. Dietz et al (2015) adopted the IUCN figure of 20% as a
reasonable protection threshold.

The discussion on page 43 of the draft designations chapter states that 81% of alpine ecosystems are in
designated areas and most ecosystems have about half of their area in designated areas (page 43). It
refers to an analysis presented in the draft terrestrial ecosystems chapter that defined designated areas
as wilderness areas, legislated areas, special interest area, research natural areas, and roadless areas.
This analysis provides insight into the representation of ecosystems that would occur if the
administratively designated areas (e.g., roadless areas) were rigorously protected — for instance, as
wilderness. Colorado Roadless Areas do not enjoy permanent protection, and allow some intrusive
management activities.

We recommend that the GMUG complement the representation analysis in the terrestrial ecosystem
chapter with a second representation analysis that shows the current representation of ecosystems in
permanently protected designations (e.g., wilderness and Congressionally designated areas like
Roubideau). Together, the two analyses would nicely illustrate the gap between the current
representation of ecosystems in protected areas and the potential representation of ecosystems if
roadless areas were permanently protected. See Appendix 1 of our January 17, 2017 that provides this
second analysis at both the forest and federal scales.

Known important roles for designated areas such as providing habitat or connectivity for species at risk.
Designated areas have historically been viewed through a recreation lens. However, they can play a
crucial role in maintaining biodiversity and connectivity, and protecting habitat of at-risk species, as
discussed above in this letter and in our January 17, 2017 submission (pages 16-18). Scientists have
understood that identifying and protecting species-rich, biodiversity hotspots, wildlife movement
corridors, and other important habitat areas for years is essential for systematic species conservation
planning, especially in the face of climate change (see for guidance: Margules and Pressey 2000; Loucks
et al. 2003; Shriner et al. 2006; Noon et al. 2009; Carroll et al. 2010; Theobald et al. 2012; Dickson et al.
2014; Comer et al. 2015).

While we are pleased that the draft report acknowledges this concept and that more information is
needed on this topic, we think that some information currently exists that should be incorporated into
the final assessment report. This information will inform the identification of additional designated areas
that would enhance biodiversity and protect key species strongholds (i.e., important habitat areas for
federally protected species and Species of Conservation Concern that should be managed primarily for
conservation because of the essential role these places play in contributing to at-risk species recovery
and viability). The assessment should provide sufficient information to help illuminate the types of
designations most appropriate to maintain or restore the ecological conditions in important places for
species at risk. Below are a few examples of information sources that should be incorporated into the
revised assessment.



e The 2006 GMUG Comprehensive Assessment. We were surprised to find that the GMUG’s 2006
Comprehensive Assessment Chapter 4 “Areas of Species Biodiversity Significance--Plants &
Natural Communities of Concern,”® and also “Appendix A—Plant and Natural Communities at
the Subregional Scale”’ did not seem to provide a significant data source for the designations
assessment. The documents provide inventories and maps of Colorado Natural Heritage
Program (CNHP) Potential Conservation Areas (PCAs) on the forests as well as Conservation Sites
identified by The Nature Conservancy.

e Gunnison Basin, Gunnison sage-grouse habitat designations. The GMUG, including parts of the
Gunnison Basin, contain designated critical habitat® for the Gunnison sage-grouse, which is
listed as threatened under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA). Though the critical habitat
designation provides some level of habitat protection via ESA Section 7(a)(2) consultation during
project development. However, the GMUG should assess the opportunity to provide affirmative
protective management prescriptions in a special Gunnison sage-grouse management area to
help fulfill the planning rule’s requirement to contribute to the recovery of threatened and
endangered species under 219.9(b)(1). The GMUG should also consider potential sage-grouse
habitat restoration and recovery areas for inclusion in such a management area. The Gunnison
Basin is also an Audubon Important Bird Area.’

e Colorado Natural Heritage Program (CNHP) Potential Conservation Areas (PCA). CNHP PCAs™®
should be assessed as opportunities for special interest area designation or other management
designations that ensure the protection of the species and natural communities that are found
on these areas. There are 39 PCAs overlapping the forests with “very high biodiversity
significance” and two of “outstanding biodiversity significance.” PCAs serve as a good starting
point for evaluating opportunities to protect at risk species habitat, particularly rare and
otherwise imperiled plants.

e Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) — Species Activity Data. CPW’s Species Activity Data'! GIS
database includes species data for conservation planning such as bighorn sheep, elk, and mule
deer migration corridors; Canada lynx potential habitat; nesting areas for at-risk birds; and
distributions of several at-risk species. These datasets can help identify areas of importance for
the GMUG to consider as designated areas.

6 GMUG 2006 Comprehensive Assessments.
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gmug/landmanagement/planning/?cid=fseprd502008.

7 https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd502045.pdf.

879 Federal Register 69312. Final Rule. Designation of Critical Habitat for the Gunnison sage-grouse.
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2014-11-20/pdf/2014-27113.pdf.

9 Audubon Society. Gunnison Basin Important Bird Area. http://www.audubon.org/important-bird-areas/gunnison-
basin.

10 Colorado Natural Heritage Program Potential Conservation Areas, Reports:
http://www.cnhp.colostate.edu/download/gis/pca reports.asp and GIS data:
http://www.cnhp.colostate.edu/download/gis.asp.

11 Colorado Parks and Wildlife — Species Activity Data:
http://www.arcgis.com/home/group.html|?id=0e6f9051b06146018038e9a929ab4910#overview.



https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/gmug/landmanagement/planning/?cid=fseprd502008
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd502045.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2014-11-20/pdf/2014-27113.pdf
http://www.audubon.org/important-bird-areas/gunnison-basin
http://www.audubon.org/important-bird-areas/gunnison-basin
http://www.cnhp.colostate.edu/download/gis/pca_reports.asp
http://www.cnhp.colostate.edu/download/gis.asp
http://www.arcgis.com/home/group.html?id=0e6f9051b06146018038e9a929ab4910#overview

e Colorado Parks and Wildlife, Canada Lynx Information.*> CPW has records, including movements
information, from its Canada lynx reintroduction program.

Chapter 6. Potential Need for Plan Changes.

Given the discussion of the potential need and opportunity for additional designated areas in this
chapter of the assessment report and the planning rule’s clear direction in §219.7(c)(2)(v) — (vii), we
were surprised that this section does not include a need for change related to potential additional
designations. To remedy this omission, we recommend the inclusion of the following need for change:

There is a need to consider additional areas for designation including areas suitable for inclusion
in the National Wilderness Preservation System, eligible wild and scenic rivers, and other places
with special character or purpose to protect and connect highly deserving areas and resources,
meet ecological needs for species, and enhance sustainable recreation opportunities.

Thank you very much for considering these comments.

Sincerely,

Vera Smith Matt Reed

Forest Planning and Policy Director Public Lands Director

The Wilderness Society High Country Conservation Advocates
1660 Wynkoop St. #850 PO Box 1066

Denver, CO 80202 Crested Butte, CO 81224

(303) 650-5942 (303) 505-9917

vera smith@tws.org matt@hccacb.org

Robyn Cascade & Laurie Shannon, Co-Leaders
Northern San Juan Chapter/Ridgway, CO
Great Old Broads for Wilderness

c/o PO Box 2924

Durango, CO 81302

(970) 385-9577

northernsanjuanbroadband@gmail.com

Julie Mach

Conservation Director
(303) 996-2764

710 10th Street, Suite 200
Golden, CO 80401
juliemach@cmc.org

Alex Johnson
Executive Director
West Slope Conservation Center

12 Colorado Parks and Wildlife — Lynx Reintroduction Program: http://cpw.state.co.us/learn/Pages/SOC-
LynxResearch.aspx.
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PO Box 1612
Paonia, CO 81428
director@theconservationcenter.org

Alison Gallensky

GIS and IT Director

Rocky Mountain Wild

1536 Wynkoop Street, Suite 900
Denver, CO 80202

(303) 546-0214
alison@rockymountainwild.org

Steve Allerton

President

Western Colorado Congress
124 N 6th St

Grand Junction, CO 81501

Lexi Tuddenham
Executive Director
Sheep Mountain Alliance
PO Box 389

Telluride, CO 81435
970.728.3729

Scott Braden

Wilderness and Public Lands Advocate
Conservation Colorado

546 Main St #404

Grand Junction, CO 81501
scott@conservationco.org

Jim Stephenson

Public Lands Chairman

Ridgway Ouray Community Council
PO Box 272

Ridgway, CO 81432

917-626-5594
jimphoto@montrose.net

Grand Junction Area chapter
Great Old Broads for Wilderness
Sherry Schenk, leader

379 Ridge View Drive

Grand Junction, CO 81507

Shannon Laun
Staff Attorney
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Western Environmental Law Center
1402 Third Ave. Suite 1022

Seattle, WA 98101

Ph: (206) 487-7225
laun@westernlaw.org
www.westernlaw.org

Lauren McCain

Federal Lands Policy Analyst
Defenders of Wildlife

535 16th Street, Suite 310
Denver, CO 80202
720-943-0453
Imccain@defenders.org
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Attachments
Figure 1: Watershed Condition Framework conditions related to roads and trails indicator.

Figure 2: Regional map showing GMUG roadless areas in relationship to roadless areas on the
adjacent/proximal national forests, adjacent/proximal BLM lands with wilderness characteristics, and
designated and recommended wilderness areas.
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