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can put in on their own at designated access spots, but must sign 
up to use BLM camping sites. 

The outfi tters work closely with the BLM to see that the rules are be-
ing followed along the river. “We share the same goals. We want to 
see this river treated right so we can all continue to use and benefi t 
from it,” says Ben Olson, manager of Black Canyon Anglers, one of 
the premier outfi tters in the conservation area. Black Canyon pro-
vides one- to three-day fi shing and rafting expeditions and employs 
22 guides along with staff  at its secluded ranch along the Gunnison. 

Elevating the Experience
“It’s just a ‘friend’ relationship as much as anything,” says Olson 
about working with Mathis and other BLM employees. “Every time 
we see each other, we stop and talk.”

The personal connections built between the government stewards 
of Gunnison Gorge and local residents clearly play a role in the 
public-private partnership that supports the conservation area. 
Jody Brown, a carpenter from the town of Olathe, has volunteered 
for weed control, tree planting, campsite cleanup and many other 
projects. When asked to explain his dedication to Gunnison Gorge, 
he says, “I got a buddy that’s a river ranger, Rooster. We’ve been 
friends 25 years or so. He’s the real deal when it comes to being a 
naturalist.”

“Rooster,” as everyone knows him, is Bruce Barnhardt, a longtime 
BLM employee. The Bureau has only three full-time employees dedi-
cated to the conservation area. Although the agency adds seasonal 
staff  during the summer, volunteers are critical for many projects.

The most recent trail being constructed in the conservation area is 
the 22-mile Sidewinder Trail, which will be open to mountain bikes, 
motorized dirt bikes, equestrians and hikers. A recent trail-building 
day brought helping hands from all the user groups. “We weren’t 
prepared for the number of volunteers that showed up,” Mathis 
says. “They were excited to be helping. They hammered out about 
two and half miles of trail in no time.”

Members of the Colorado Plateau Mountain Bike Trail Associa-
tion have been involved in clearing and maintaining several trails, 
including the Sidewinder. Bill Harris, an association board 

GUNNISON GORGE NATIONAL 
CONSERVATION AREA AT A GLANCE:

■  Nearly 63,000 acres on Colorado’s 
Western Slope.

■  Includes a 17,784-acre wilderness 
area.

■  Roughly 90,000 visitors annually.
■  Gold Medal trout fi shing.
■  Challenging whitewater, and 

scenic fl at water boating.
■  Popular with four-wheelers and 

dirt-bike riders.
■  Equestrian, hiking and biking trails.

THE GUNNISON GORGE 
FRIENDS NETWORK:

■  Provided 3,000 volunteer hours 
last year.

■  Includes off-road, fi shing, hiking, 
equestrian and other user groups, 
along with outfi tters, guides, 
landowners and other local volunteers.

■  Builds, maintains and monitors trails. 
■  Participates in environmental education, 

safety, and resource protection and 
enhancement efforts.

■  Among the volunteers are members 
of local and national environmental 
groups, including the Audubon 
Society, the Wilderness Society and 
the Colorado Environmental Coalition, 
and sporting groups; they assist 
with landscape-level planning and 
improvement projects such as efforts to 
enhance protection of sensitive species 
like the Gunnison sage grouse.

BLM site for Gunnison Gorge NCA:
http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/nca/ggnca.html 

National Landscape Conservation System:
www.blm.gov/nlcs
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member, had just returned from an evening trail-building session when he spoke about 
why he volunteers on Gunnison Gorge.  “I just view it as a chance to give back,” he says. 
“This evening out there we had a sunset that just knocked your socks off. It’s a great place 
to go for a ride. We need to maintain that and make sure it’s protected and respected.”

The Western Slope 4-Wheelers are one of several off-terrain vehicle groups active in the 
conservation area, where the group has adopted the Wave and Eagle roads and helps  
police them. Ken Emory, land use officer for the group, says it’s just part of being good 
stewards of lands the four-wheelers enjoy. But it’s clear the group’s dedication goes be-
yond self-interest. “Whatever Karen (Tucker) needs,” Emory says, explaining the organiza-
tion’s approach to volunteering. “If she has an extra project she needs a little help with, 
we try to help out.”

Many organizations take the same approach. Students from Western Wyoming Community 
College have served as scientific investigators and cultural stewards of an important  
rock art site. Equestrian groups volunteer for different projects. Gunnison Gorge and  
Grand Valley Anglers, local chapters of Trout Unlimited, “have assisted on (National  
Park Service) Land and Water Conservation Fund projects, grant applications and  
environmental education projects with local schoolchildren, and they’ve volunteered  
nonstop on rainbow trout recovery efforts in the Gorge with our partner, the Colorado  
Division of Wildlife,” says Tucker.

The conservation area is home to a variety of wildlife, ranging from mountain lions to river 
otters. The river’s rugged sandstone cliffs hold prehistoric petroglyphs and pictograms 
from Native American cultures. Parts of the river are less traveled even in high season, and 
the wilderness area includes backcountry where a sense of untouched nature prevails. 
Even with its growing popularity, the conservation area is still a place where it’s possible 
to escape the rush of modern existence. 

In other parts, it’s also a place where you can enjoy some of the rushes of modern life: 
four-wheeling, riding a dirt bike or mountain bike down a steep trail, fighting a rainbow 
trout at the end of a fishing line, rafting through a churning stream.

Maintaining the balance between the two is the work of the BLM staff and the many  
volunteers they work with. It’s a partnership fed by a shared appreciation of the  
Gunnison Gorge’s natural resources, but perhaps even more importantly, a deeply felt 
sense of community.  “I’ve enjoyed this country most of my life,” says Brown. “I just  
had my first grandson born, and I would like him to enjoy this place as he’s growing up.  
If we don’t give back to it, I just worry it won’t be here for future generations.” n n n 

“This evening out there we had a sunset that just knocked  
your socks off. It’s a great place to go for a ride. We need to 
maintain that and make sure it’s protected and respected.” 

- Bill Harris, member of the  
Colorado Plateau Mountain Bike Trail Association
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