The Colorado River Corridor -- A Decade of Fuels Treatment
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TheBureau of Land Management (BLMdab Fire Districboundary enompasses unique and diverse
array of geologic layers and vegetato@mmunities. Three significant river corridg€olorado, Green,
and SarJuan) several primary tributariespany perennial streams, andkal riparian areasre located
in each of the three field offices of theddb FHre District (Moab, Monticello, and Prige Without
exception, all of these waterways contain one or several types of invasive plant species including
tamarisk and Russian olive and noxious weeds suchssaR knapweed

Adistinctive challengéor the BLM MoabField office ighat the Colorado riverway and the surrounding
area hae becomea destination each year for millions of recreationists, many of whom camp at
developedBLM recreation facilitiealong the waterwaysBLMmaintained campgrounds were designed
to provide a scenic camping experience close to recreation activity areas. Along the Colorado and its
tributaries, the dense concentration of tamarisk and Russian olive has limited the space available in
which to provide facilitieshas gradually impedeacreational access to water, and hdramatically
changed the visual aesthetic along the river corridoraddition, existing developed and undeveloped
camping areas surrounded by and continually encroached upon by invasives are at high risk from fire.
Recreationistawvho visit the river corridors each year are also unwittingly contributing to the spread of
Russian knapweed, whiéghspread readilypy attaching tovehicle undercarriages.

Tamarisi( Tamarixspp), also known as
salt cedarjs a deciduous shrulike tree
that originated in central Asia and was
introduced as an ornamental
landscaping planearly in the

nineteenth century in the western
United States. Bythemid don n Qa >
tamarisk populéions were widely
established in riparian corridors
throughout the west. Because tamarisk
stands develop into dense thickets
sediment accumulates in their extensive
root systems and promotes further
tamarisk growth. River and stream
channels graduallgarrow andflooding
increaseswhich can impact critical fish
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habitat and degrade native plant habitat. Tamarisk not only ugesindwater needed byative
cottonwood and willowbut also increases surface soil salinity by depositing excess salts from
grourdwater, effectivelyinhibiting native plant germination.

The Russian olive
(Elaeagnus
augustifolia)trees
that are interspersed
with tamariskalong
the Colorado River
are alsonative to
southern Europe and
to central and
western Asiand may
alter native riparian
dynamics in several
ways. Native pioneer

Invasive Plants Line the Colorado River, Moab Field Office

species such as cottonwood and willows are generally shade intolerant and are not adept at voluntary
establishment within dense vegetatiorWhen Russianlive moves into a native riparian area, it
establishes itself beneath the canopy of native trees andrsplfaces untilt becomes dominant.

Russian olive is also better adapted than many other tree species to alkaline or saline soils, and
frequentlyestablishes on floodlisturbed sitesvhich arealsooptimal for cottonwoodseedlings

Russian Knapweed

undisturbed areasAllelophathic chemicals alter
surroundingsoils effectively inhibitngthe growth of
other plants. A native to Eurasia, Russian Knapweed was
introduced into North America in thearly 1900sandhas
spread to most of the western United StateBhe weed

is generally avoided by grazing animals due to its bitter
taste, althoughit is poisonous to horses and can cause a
neurological disorder called chewing disease

Fuels treatmentprojectsaddressalongterm goal of
restoration withan immediate emphasis dmzardous
fuels removabue to the magnitude of invasives along
the riverways Some studies show thahé dense
structure oftamarisk and Russiaslive stands may

Russian Knapwedgdcroptilon repes)is a perennial plant of the
aster (sunflower) familyith an exensive root systenthat may
extendto a depth of 23 feet Russian knapweeid common along
roadsidesandriverbanksandtypically invades disturbed areas,
forming dense singlspecies stands. Once established, Russian
knapweed uses a combination afgressiveshoots and

allelopathic

chenicals to T
spread outward | o 7

into previously o S /o e

actuallybe better atcarrnyingfire than native vegetation. Q. s
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Both invasivesontribute to increased vertical canopy density, creating volatile fuel ladtiets
increa® the likelihoodof wildfire spread andmpactsfrom high intensity hear Tamarisk leaf littealso
increasathe frequency and intensity of firand leaf litter has accumulated for many years wherever
the tamarisk is found. Humataused ire incidentsalong the riverway hae multiplied as a result of the
huge increase itourism the last fifteen years

There have been several projedtsthe last
decadedirected at reducing the number of
invasiveplantsin critical areas.Selecting a
control method that will be effective can be
difficult in placesthat contain significant
numbers of desirable shrubs and treds.
addition, much of the fuel reduction along
the riverway is adjacent to campgrounds,
which necessitates consideration of
aesthetts when planning a treatment.

Cutting trunks and stems close to the ground followed
immediately by application ain herbicide to the cut
stems has proan to be effective in reducingmarisk

and Russian olive with little or no effect to surrounding
vegetation. However, in the dense thickets along the
riverway a concurrent problem with cutting can be the
resulting piles and piles of dead and down fuel.
Branches and stems can be piad burned, but exact
conditions are necessary duringrning to prevent
scorching andburning of adjacent vegetation. There are
several types of mechanical devices that can be utilized to

chop, shred, or masticate vegetation including a bullhog, rolepper, mower, and hydroaxe. These
types of machines can be effective in easily accessible areas where slopes are not too great, although
after a section of tamarisk has been cut a thick layer of wood mulch reroaitie ground. Excessive
debris may neessitatefurther treatment such as prescribed burnirig reducefuel loading.
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In 1998 the Moab Field Office preparezh environmental assessmeandissueda decisiorapprovng

the cutting burning, roller chopping, and herle treatment of noxious ad invasiveplant species

along the Colorado, Green and Dolores rivard in several ripariacamping areasA biological

assessment was prepared to analyze potential effects to threatened and endangered fish and bird

species from treatment activitiednformal Section 7 consultation was initiated with the&) Fish and
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District proceeded to treat several areas along the riverways, commensurate witméuadd

personnel resources.



