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The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Moab Fire District boundary encompasses a unique and diverse 
array of geologic layers and vegetative communities.  Three significant river corridors (Colorado, Green, 
and San Juan), several primary tributaries, many perennial streams, and vital riparian areas are located 
in each of the three field offices of the Moab Fire District (Moab, Monticello, and Price).  Without 
exception, all of these waterways contain one or several types of invasive plant species including 
tamarisk and Russian olive and noxious weeds such as Russian knapweed.   
 
 A distinctive challenge for the BLM Moab Field office is that the Colorado riverway and the surrounding 
area have become a destination each year for millions of recreationists, many of whom camp at 
developed BLM recreation facilities along the waterways.  BLM-maintained 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 facilities, has gradually impeded recreational access to water, and has dramatically 
changed the visual aesthetic along the river corridor.  In addition, existing developed and undeveloped 
camping areas surrounded by and continually encroached upon by invasives are at high risk from fire.  
Recreationists who visit the river corridors each year are also unwittingly contributing to the spread of 
Russian knapweed, which is spread readily by attaching to vehicle undercarriages. 
 
Tamarisk (Tamarix spp.), also known as 
salt cedar, is a deciduous shrub-like tree 
that originated in central Asia and was 
introduced as an ornamental 
landscaping plant early in the 
nineteenth century in the western 
United States.  By the mid-мфллΩǎΣ 
tamarisk populations 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 gradually narrow and flooding 
increases, which can impact critical fish 
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habitat and degrade native plant habitat.  Tamarisk not only uses groundwater needed by native 
cottonwood and willow but also increases surface soil salinity by depositing excess salts from 
groundwater, effectively inhibiting native plant germination. 
 
The Russian olive 
(Elaeagnus 
augustifolia) trees 
that are interspersed 
with tamarisk along 
the Colorado River 
are also native to 
southern Europe and 
to central and 
western Asia and may 
alter native riparian 
dynamics in several 
ways.  Native pioneer 
species such as cottonwood and willows are generally shade intolerant and are not adept at voluntary 
establishment within dense vegetation.   When Russian olive moves into a native riparian area, it 
establishes itself beneath the canopy of native trees and self-replaces until it becomes dominant.  
Russian olive is also better adapted than many other tree species to alkaline or saline soils, and 
frequently establishes on flood-disturbed sites which are also optimal for cottonwood seedlings. 

 
Russian Knapweed (Acroptilon repens) is a perennial plant of the 
aster (sunflower) family with an extensive root system that may 
extend to a depth of 23 feet.  Russian knapweed is common along 
roadsides and riverbanks, and typically invades disturbed areas, 
forming dense single-species stands.  Once established, Russian 
knapweed uses a combination of aggressive shoots and 
allelopathic 
chemicals to 
spread outward 
into previously 

undisturbed areas.  Allelophathic chemicals alter 
surrounding soils, effectively inhibiting the growth of 
other plants.  A native to Eurasia, Russian Knapweed was 
introduced into North America in the early 1900s and has 
spread to most of the western United States.  The weed 
is generally avoided by grazing animals due to its bitter 
taste, although it is poisonous to horses and can cause a 
neurological disorder called chewing disease. 
 
Fuels treatment projects address a long-term goal of 
restoration with an immediate emphasis on hazardous 
fuels removal due to the magnitude of invasives along 
the riverways.   Some studies show that the dense 
structure of tamarisk and Russian olive stands may 
actually be better at carrying fire than native vegetation.  
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Both invasives contribute to increased vertical canopy density, creating volatile fuel ladders that 
increase the likelihood of wildfire spread and impacts from high intensity heat.  Tamarisk leaf litter also 
increases the frequency and intensity of fire and leaf litter has accumulated for many years wherever 
the tamarisk is found.  Human-caused fire incidents along the riverway have multiplied as a result of the 
huge increase in tourism the last fifteen years. 

 
There have been several projects in the last 
decade directed at reducing the number of 
invasive plants in critical areas.  Selecting a 
control method that will be effective can be 
difficult in places that contain significant 
numbers of desirable shrubs and trees.  In 
addition, much of the fuel reduction along 
the riverway is adjacent to campgrounds, 
which necessitates consideration of 
aesthetics when planning a treatment. 

 
Cutting trunks and stems close to the ground followed 
immediately by application of an herbicide to the cut 
stems has proven to be effective in reducing tamarisk 
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 piled and burned, but exact 
conditions are necessary during burning to prevent 
scorching and burning of adjacent vegetation.  There are 
several types of mechanical devices that can be utilized to 
chop, shred, or masticate vegetation including a bullhog, roller chopper, 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 remains on the ground.  Excessive 
debris may necessitate further treatment such as prescribed burning, to reduce fuel loading. 
 
 In 1998, the Moab Field Office prepared an environmental assessment and issued a decision approving 
the cutting, burning, roller chopping, and herbicide treatment of noxious and invasive plant species 
along the Colorado, Green and Dolores rivers and in several riparian camping areas.  A biological 
assessment was prepared to analyze potential effects to threatened and endangered fish and bird 
species from treatment activities.  Informal Section 7 consultation was initiated with the U. S. Fish and 
²ƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƴƻ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΦ  The Moab Fire 
District proceeded to treat several areas along the riverways, commensurate with funding and 
personnel resources. 
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