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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 IDENTIFYING INFORMATION         
BACKGROUND:  
Within the Grand Junction and Uncompahgre Field Offices (including the McInnis Canyons 
NCA, the Dominguez-Escalante NCA, and the Gunnison Gorge NCA) there are currently five 
bighorn sheep herds.  The Black Ridge herd occupies an area south of the Colorado River from 
Colorado National Monument west into Utah.  The Dominguez Canyon herd occupies an area 
west of the Gunnison River from Roubidueu Creek in the Uncompahgre Field Office north to 
Bangs Canyon in the Grand Field Office.  The Gunnison Gorge herd occupies areas including the 
Gunnison Gorge Wilderness Area in the Uncompahgre Field Office.  The Little Bookcliffs herd 
occupies an area north of the Colorado River Concentrated in Main, Coal, Spring and 
Cottonwood Canyons within the Grand Junction Field Office. The Battlement Mesa herd 
occupies an area north of the towns of Colbran and Molina along the south side of Battlement 
Mesa within the Grand Junction Field Office.  All of these herds were reintroduced by Colorado 
Parks and Wildlife (CPW) during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s except the Battlement Mesa herd.  
The Black Ridge and Dominguez herds are desert bighorns and the rest of the herds are Rocky 
Mountain bighorns. 
Each of the five herds faces unique challenges, in addition to challenges they share. For example, 
in the early 2000’s the Dominguez Canyon population experienced a Pasteruella pneumonia die 
off, with coughing bighorns observed, minimal lamb recruitment, and adult bighorns found dead. 
This disease may be transmitted from domestic livestock to bighorns (e.g. see references in 
Clifford et al 2009). In 2011 a population estimate for this herd was 160 animals throughout the 
unit. One of the most significant current threats to this population is the possibility of infectious 
disease (primarily pasteurellosis) which can be passed from domestic sheep and goats to 
bighorns. There is potential for interactions between bighorns and domestic animals within the 
Dominguez-Escalante NCA. 
 
CPW periodically conducts research to better understand the nature of bighorn sheep populations 
including but not limited to; interactions with domestic livestock, habitat selection and use, 
general population information, and population dynamics. CPW Bighorn Sheep monitoring 
includes capturing and collaring bighorn sheep using a variety of methods including helicopters 
or drop nets. In these studies sheep may be captured and collared across the entire ranges of the 
herds.  CPW may also use temporary installments, for example cameras and trail counters, inside 
these areas for research associated with Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn Sheep.   
 
The Black Ridge herd has been studied with the use of radio collars that were placed on sheep 
through the use of helicopters and net guns, with important information being gathered about 
population dynamics (including a much earlier lambing period than previously thought).   
 
Outside of wilderness, this type of research is categorically excluded.  See 43 CFR 46.210.c: “(e) 
Nondestructive data collection, inventory (including field, aerial, and satellite surveying and 
mapping), study, research, and monitoring activities”.  Generally, this type of research is also 
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categorically excluded inside of wilderness study areas (WSAs) where no extraordinary 
circumstances exist and where the activity clearly satisfies the non-impairment standard. 
 
In accordance to BLM policy, inside wilderness areas, this type of research activity has to be 
analyzed with an environmental assessment or environmental impact statement (BLM Manual 
6340).  The Wilderness Act prohibits both the landing of aircraft and the placement of 
installations (GPS collars, cameras, and trail counters) inside wilderness unless these actions are 
the minimum necessary for the administration of the wilderness.  This EA, along with a 
Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG), have been prepared by the BLM to analyze 
the effects of authorizing landing aircraft, and installing GPS collars, cameras, and trail counters 
inside wilderness areas for the purposes of CPW research.  
 
Due to the different requirements for environmental review, this EA has been prepared by the 
BLM to analyze the effects of authorizing landing aircraft, and installing GPS collars, cameras, 
and trail counters inside both wilderness areas and WSAs for the purposes of CPW research.  A 
Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG) has also been prepared and attached to 
evaluate whether these research activities are the minimum necessary for administration of the 
Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness, Gunnison Gorge Wilderness, and Dominguez Canyon 
Wilderness 
 
PROJECT NAME:  Colorado Parks and Wildlife Bighorn Sheep Study 
 
PLANNING UNITS:  Grand Junction Field Office (GJFO), Dominguez-Escalante National 
Conservation Area (NCA), McInnis Canyons NCA, Uncompahgre Field Office (UFO), 
Gunnison Gorge NCA 
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1.3  PURPOSE AND NEED          

Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) is proposing to conduct activities in wilderness areas 
(Dominguez Canyon, Black Ridge, Gunnison Gorge) that are generally prohibited by the 
Wilderness Act. The CPW proposal is to land a helicopter for the purpose of putting GPS 
collars on Bighorn Sheep to gather data about sheep movement patterns and to place trail 
counters and cameras inside wilderness areas to monitor sheep.  Sheep would be captured 
inside wilderness areas potentially using a helicopter.  The Wilderness Act prohibits both the 
landing of aircraft and the placement of installations (GPS collars, trail counters, and 
cameras) inside wilderness unless these uses are the minimum requirement necessary for the 
administration of the wilderness. 
 
CPW is also proposing to conduct these activities inside WSAs.  Generally, these activities 
(landing aircraft and placing temporary installations) are not prohibited inside of WSAs if 
the use is determined to be temporary and there is no new surface disturbance.  
 
It is necessary for CPW to monitor Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn Sheep populations 
to better understand demographic parameters, to maintain self-sustaining, huntable herds, 
determine limiting factors of the herds, and understand effective methods of improving 
viability of herds (e.g. habitat treatments, predator control/management, disease management 
and/or other efforts). 
 
The purpose of this action is to evaluate actions within wilderness areas and WSAs for the 
purpose of necessary CPW research on Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn Sheep 
populations. The need for this action is that CPW is proposing uses that are prohibited inside 
wilderness areas and to determine whether these uses meet the non-impairment standard 
inside WSAs. 
 

1.4  PUBLIC PARTICIPATION           

1.4.1 Public Scoping:  Scoping, by posting this project on the Grand Junction Field Office 
NEPA website, was the primary mechanism used by the BLM to invite public involvement. In 
addition the Wilderness society and Colorado Parks and Wildlife were contacted. 
 
 1.4.2 Internal Scoping: Maps of the project and description of the proposed action were 
distributed to the GJFO Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) and discussed at IDT meetings.  The GJFO 
and UFO IDTs reviewed the EA.   
 
1.4.3 Issues Identified:   
 
Internal scoping identified both the use of an aircraft for capturing bighorn sheep and the 
installation of the GPS collars, cameras and trail counters as prohibited acts inside the 
Wilderness Areas and need to be analyzed to determine if they are necessary for the protection of 
wilderness character.   
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1.5  DECISION TO BE MADE          

The BLM would decide whether to authorize prohibited acts for the purpose of CPW Bighorn 
Sheep research within Wilderness Areas. This EA will analyze the effects on resources inside the 
wilderness from a decision to authorize the prohibited acts of landing aircraft and installing GPS 
collars, cameras and trail counters in the wilderness.  
 
The BLM may choose to:  a) authorize projects with modifications/mitigation, as stated in the 
EA, b) not authorize prohibited acts in the wilderness, c) authorize as proposed.   
 

CHAPTER 2 - PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES 
 

2.1  INTRODUCTION                                               

 
CPW’s research to monitor bighorn sheep populations is an example of the long-standing 
cooperation between the BLM and CPW to manage wildlife and habitat.  In accordance with 
BLM Manual 6340, the BLM uses the Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG) to 
evaluate whether the use of helicopters and installing the collars, cameras, and trail counters is 
the minimum necessary for the administration of wilderness.  The determination that these 
prohibited acts are necessary inside the wilderness is based on the importance of the bighorn 
sheep as a wilderness value, and the use of wilderness areas by bighorn sheep herds.  Since 
wilderness areas and WSAs comprises a large part of the overall bighorn sheep range, capturing 
and collaring sheep in the wilderness is necessary to ensure adequate information is collected 
about the entire bighorn population, and that bighorn sheep that utilize wilderness areas and 
WSAs would be adequately represented in population studies. Information gathered through 
CPW’s monitoring program provides important information about the health of sheep 
populations and habitat use. Since the installation of the cameras and trail counters are to monitor 
bighorn sheep and potential interactions with other resources inside wilderness areas and WSAs, 
the use of cameras and trail counters may be necessary inside wilderness areas and WSAs.   
 

2.2  ALTERNATIVES ANALYZED IN DETAIL       

2.2.1 Alternative A: Proposed Action 

The BLM would authorize CPW to use aircraft, radio collars, trail counters, and hidden 
cameras within the Black Ridge Canyons, Gunnison Gorge, and Dominguez Canyon 
Wilderness areas and within the Little Bookcliffs, Camel Back, and Sewemup Mesa WSAs 
for research purposes on Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn sheep populations, with 
mitigation measures. These actions would allow CPW personnel to get detailed information 
on habitat use, seasonal use areas, survival, and behavior of bighorn populations. Bighorns 
may be trapped through a variety of methods including drop netting in easily accessible areas 
large enough for a net, darting in accessible areas not suitable for drop nets, and helicopter 
net-gunning in areas remote and inaccessible to the aforementioned capture methods.  
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Mitigation would include conducting trapping and collaring activities outside of the 
wilderness areas and WSAs whenever possible and limiting the time that installations would 
be left in a wilderness areas and WSAs.  
 
Trapping and collaring activities would be conducted outside of the wilderness areas and 
WSAs whenever possible. This would be accomplished by first surveying/flying areas 
outside the wilderness areas and WSAs, and then surveying/flying areas within the 
wilderness areas and WSAs looking for bighorns that can be safely captured. Scheduling for 
helicopters can be dependent on weather, helicopter availability and maintenance, and 
bighorn behavior. Safety of personnel and sheep will have to be considered in all operations. 
However, flights for capturing and collaring sheep would be kept at a minimum necessary 
per year.  In each wilderness area and WSA, helicopter flights would be limited to no more 
than six 1 day flights per year.  Scheduling and conducting flights will be entirely the 
responsibility of CPW. 
 
Trail counters and cameras would be placed within wilderness areas and WSAs as needed to 
accomplish research objectives. No more than a total of 10 trail counters and cameras combined 
would be placed inside any single wilderness area or WSA at one time. No ground disturbance 
would result from camera and counter placement. Cameras and trail counters would be hidden in 
rocks or vegetation.  Cameras and counters would be left out for no longer than five years at a 
time. 
 
Design Features 
 
Cultural resources will likely be present in the areas where CPW is working.  Care should be 
taken not to entrap animals or fire darts at sensitive cultural resources locations such as near rock 
art or historic structures and corrals as misfires or animal movement could negatively impact 
cultural resources.  Trail cameras and counters should not be installed in cultural resource 
locations.  In addition to the above recommendations, standard cultural resources stipulations 
will be applied to protect known and unknown cultural resources in the area. 
 
Cultural Standard Stipulations: All persons in the area who are associated with this project shall 
be informed that any person who, without a permit, injures, destroys, excavates, appropriates or 
removes any historic or prehistoric ruin, artifact, object of antiquity, Native American remains, 
Native American cultural item, or archaeological resources on public lands is subject to arrest 
and penalty of law (16 USC 433, 16 USC 470, 18 USC 641, 18 USC 1170, and 18 USC 1361).  
Strict adherence to the confidentiality of information concerning the nature and location of 
archeological resources would be required of the proponent and all of their subcontractors 
(Archaeological Resource Protection Act, 16 U.S.C. 470hh) 
 
Inadvertent Discovery: The National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) [16 USC 470s., 36 CFR 
800.13], as amended, requires that if newly discovered historic or archaeological materials or 
other cultural resources are identified during the Proposed Action implementation, work in that 
area would stop and the BLM Authorized Officer (AO) must be notified immediately.  Within 
five working days the AO will determine the actions that would ensure in place preservation is 
not necessary). 
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The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) [25 USC 3001 et seq., 
43 CFR 10.4] requires that if inadvertent discovery of Native American Human Remains or 
Objects of Cultural Patrimony occurs, any activity would cease in the area of discovery, a 
reasonable effort made to protect the item(s) discovered, and immediate notice be made to the 
BLM Authorized Officer, as well as the appropriate Native American group(s) (IV.C.2).  Notice 
may be followed by a 30-day delay (NAGPRA Section 3(d)). 

The BLM would relocate activities to avoid the expense of mitigation and delays associated 
with new discovery described above.  This may change the final acres of the implementation 
and require bilateral agreement of the implementation contract.  The BLM authorized officer 
would provide technical and procedural guidelines for redesign of the project area.  Upon 
verification from the BLM authorized officer that the required mitigation has been 
completed, the operator would be allowed to resume implementation. 
 
Impacts to sheep should be mitigated by Colorado Parks and Wildlife’s standard operating 
procedures and best management practices. Helicopter flights should not occur between April 1 
and August 15 to avoid impacting nesting raptors.  
 
As part of annual reports, CPW would report prohibited acts within Wilderness to the BLM, 
including any helicopter landings within Wilderness Areas, dates of installations and type and 
number of installations within Wilderness Areas.  
 
Wild Horses:  In the event a helicopter is used within the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range 
efforts should be made to avoid any wild horses in the area to prevent stress and harassment.  If 
bighorn sheep are located near wild horses at the time of trapping the pilot of the helicopter 
should make an attempt to move the wild horses away.  When moving the wild horses the 
helicopter should be at a distance that creates movement of the horses but not in a threatening 
manner that would cause stress.   
 
If horseback riders are in the area of trapping the helicopter should remain at a distance that 
would not startle the horseback rider or their horse. 
 

2.2.2  No Action Alternative (Alternative B) 

The BLM would not authorize CPW to land a helicopter and install trail counters and cameras 
within wilderness areas or WSAs for research purposes on Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn 
sheep populations. CPW personnel would get information on habitat use, seasonal use areas, 
survival, and behavior of bighorn sheep, but sample sizes may be small and sub-groups of sheep 
that use wilderness areas or WSAs may not be included in studies. No trail counters would be 
installed inside wilderness areas or WSAs to monitor sheep interaction with other resources. 
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2.4  PLAN CONFORMANCE REVIEW        

PLAN CONFORMANCE REVIEW:  The Proposed Action is subject to and has been reviewed 
for conformance with the following plan (43 CFR 1610.5, BLM 1617.3):   
  

Name of Plan:  GRAND JUNCTION Resource Management Plan 
 
Date Approved: JANUARY, 1987  

 
Decision Number/Page:  2-42 
 
Decision Language:  “Manage wildlife habitat to approximate a natural distribution, 
number and interaction of indigenous fish and wildlife. Allow hunting, fishing, and 
incidental trapping (where it is not the trapper’s sole source of livelihood). Maintain 
suitable habitat for bighorn sheep in the Black Ridge Canyons and Dominguez Canyon 
areas. Maintain woody riparian habitat to favor the tallest plant species native to each site 
while promoting diversity in plant heights and species. Provide habitat for increasing the 
deer herd in the Dominguez Canyon area from 10 to 30 per square mile.” 
 
Name of Plan:  Resource Management Plan and Record of Decision for the Colorado 
Canyons National Conservation Area and Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness 
 
Date Approved: September 2004  

 
Decision Number/Page:  2-15 
 
Decision Language:  “A detailed inventory of fish and wildlife will continue to be 
developed, and the CCNCA will be managed to maintain the existing species. The BL, in 
cooperation with the Colorado National Monument whenever feasible, will, work with 
the appropriate wildlife management agencies, including CDOW and the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, to monitor fish and wildlife and provide information to agency 
management for actively responding when an impact threshold has been approached.” 
 
Name of Plan:  Uncompahgre Basin Resource Management Plan  

  
 Date Approved: JULY, 1989  
 

Decision Number/Page:  10 
 
Decision Language: “Wildlife habitat monitoring studies will be established and/or 
maintained on all crucial winter ranges.” 
 
Name of Plan: Grand Junction Resource Area Final Wilderness Environmental Impact 
Statement 
Date Approved: November, 1989 
 
Decision Number/Page: 2-71 
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Decision Language: “Desert bighorn sheep distribution, number, age, and sex ratios 
would be monitored annually. Range trend would be estimated with the livestock grazing 
studies. The Colorado Division of Wildlife (CDOW) would be allowed continued 
administrative vehicular access, subject to reasonable regulation, to peripheral areas with 
the WSA at the mouth of Dominguez Creek, and at Wagon Park, subject to reasonable 
regulation.” 
 
Name of Plan:  Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area Resource Management Plan 
and Record of Decision  
 
Date Approved: NOVEMBER 2004  

 
Decision Number/Page:  2-18 
 

Decision Language:  “The BLM will continue to work with CDOW (now CPW) to 
manage and maintain a bighorn sheep herd within the Gorge. In the event that the 
existing population of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis canadensis) is 
determined to be expired, BLM will work with CDOW to determine the feasibility of 
introducing desert bighorn sheep (Ovis Canadensis spp.) (There are concerns with the 
planning area regarding potential disease transfer to bighorn sheep from domestic sheep 
that occupy the same, or immediately adjacent, lands. Current guidelines (BLM 1998f) 
for the management of bighorn sheep habitat suggest that at least nine miles of separation 
are needed between occupied bighorn sheep habitat and domestic sheep. Within the 
NCA, that situation is not attainable because of the presence of domestic sheep on private 
lands surrounding the NCA).” 
 

In January 1997, the Colorado State Office of the BLM approved the Standards for Public Land 
Health and amended all RMPs in the State.  Standards describe the conditions needed to sustain 
public land health and apply to all uses of public lands.   
 

Standard 1:  Upland soils exhibit infiltration and permeability rates that are appropriate to soil 
type, climate, land form, and geologic processes.  

Standard 2:  Riparian systems associated with both running and standing water function 
properly and have the ability to recover from major disturbance such as fire, severe grazing, 
or 100-year floods.  

Standard 3:  Healthy, productive plant and animal communities of native and other desirable 
species are maintained at viable population levels commensurate with the species and 
habitat’s potential.  

Standard 4:  Special status, threatened and endangered species (federal and state), and other 
plants and animals officially designated by the BLM, and their habitats are maintained or 
enhanced by sustaining healthy, native plant and animal communities.  
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Standard 5: The water quality of all water bodies, including ground water where applicable, 
located on or influenced by BLM lands will achieve or exceed the Water Quality Standards 
established by the State of Colorado.  

 
Because standards exist for each of these five categories, a finding must be made for each of 
them in an environmental analysis.  These findings are located in Chapter 3 of this document. 
 
Name of Plan:  Resource Management Plan and Record of Decision for the Colorado Canyons 
National Conservation Area and Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness  
  
Date Approved: September, 2004  
 
Decision Number/Page:  2-16 

 
Decision Language: “The BLM, in cooperation with the Colorado National Monument whenever 
feasible will work with appropriate wildlife management agencies, including CDOW (CPW) and 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to monitor the Special Status Species and provide information 
to agency management for actively responding when an impact threshold has been approached. 
These thresholds will be defined for each species. Nonetheless, unanticipated conditions will also 
be evaluated for management action.” 
 

CHAPTER 3 - AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND EFFECTS 
 

3.1  INTRODUCTION           

This section provides a description of the human and natural environmental resources that could 
be affected by the Proposed Action and presents comparative analyses of the direct, indirect and 
cumulative effects on the affected environment stemming from the implementation of the actions 
under the Proposed Action and other alternatives analyzed. 
 
This EA draws upon information compiled in the Grand Junction Resource Area RMP (BLM 
1987), the Uncompahgre Basin Resource Management Plan (BLM 1989), the Resource 
Management Plan and Record of Decision for the Colorado Canyons National Conservation 
Area and Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness (BLM 2004), the Grand Junction Resource Area 
Final Wilderness Environmental Impact Statement (BLM 1989), the Interim Management Policy 
for the Dominguez-Escalante National Conservation Area and Dominguez Canyon Wilderness 
and the Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area Resource Management Plan and Record of 
Decision (BLM 2004). 
 

3.1.1 Elements Not Affected 
The following elements, identified as not being present or not affected will not be brought 
forward for additional analysis:  Air Quality and Climate Change; Soils; Geological and 
Minerals resources; Vegetation, Forestry; Invasive and Non-native species; Wetlands/Riparian 
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Zones; Paleontological; Visual Resources; Social/Economic; Transportation and Access; 
Hazardous or Solid Wastes; Land Tenure, ROW, Other Uses; Fire/Fuels. 
 
Water Quality – Water resources are unlikely to be impacted with implementation of the 
proposed action.  The primary concern would be from spills or leaks of fuel and/or engine 
coolants and lubricants during maintenance and refueling operations.  Conducting refueling and 
maintenance to the aircraft should be done in upland settings away from perennial water sources 
and outside of flood-prone areas to mitigate impacts to water resources. 
 
Migratory Birds – Low flying helicopters may disturb nesting raptors in the area; therefore 
helicopter flights should be completed before April 1 and after August 15 to avoid nesting 
impacts.   
 
Other Important Wildlife Habitat – Terrestrial wildlife occurring in the area of capture may 
experience temporary increased stress levels, however these impacts are expected to be minimal 
and are not expected to impact the survival or reproduction of individuals.   
 
Cultural or Historical – No impact as stipulated. 
 
Tribal& American Indian Religious Concerns – No impacts as stipulated (see above). 
 
Special Designations (ACEC, SMAs, WSR) – Big and Little Dominguez Creeks and Rose Creek 
are eligible Wild and Scenic streams.  The proposed activities would not alter the free-flowing 
nature or the outstandingly remarkable values. 
 
Range Management – the proposed activities would not alter permitted livestock grazing 
activities  
 
 
3.1.2 Past, Present, Reasonably Foreseeable Actions 
NEPA requires federal agencies to consider the cumulative effects of proposals under their 
review. Cumulative effects are defined in the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) 
regulations 40 CFR §1508.7 as “…the impact on the environment that results from the 
incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable 
actions regardless of what agency…or person undertakes such other actions.” The CEQ states 
that the “cumulative effects analyses should be conducted on the scale of human communities, 
landscapes, watersheds, or airsheds” using the concept of “project impact zone” or more simply 
put, the area that might be affected by the proposed action.   
 
The area that may be affected by this project includes the Dominguez-Escalante National 
Conservation Area (NCA), McInnis Canyons NCA, the Gunnison Gorge NCA parts of the Grand 
Junction Field Office and parts of the Uncompahgre Field Office. In general, with increasing 
population, increasing recreation use is expected in all of these areas, especially the newly 
designated Dominguez-Escalante NCA. Increasing recreation may put increased pressure on 
bighorn habitat, and increase human/bighorn encounters. Additionally, cattle grazing may affect 
bighorn habitat, as can domestic sheep grazing. Interactions between domestic sheep and bighorn 
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sheep may also allow disease transfer. By authorizing the prohibited acts in wilderness and 
wilderness study areas, CPW will perform the most complete research and managers will have 
the most rigorous information for managing bighorn populations and habitat and can better 
mitigate these pressures. In addition, this knowledge will add to other similar projects, for 
example studies on the MCNCA bighorn herd in progress. 
 
3.2 Potentially Impacted Resources 
 

Table 1– Potentially Impacted Resources 
 

Resources 
Not 
Present On 
Location 

No Impact
Potentially 
Impacted 

Effects 
sufficientl
y 
analyzed/ 
mitigated 
in 
previous 
NEPA 
document 
or 
proposed 
action?  

BLM 
Evaluator 
Initial & 
Date 

Comments 

PHYSICAL RESOURCES 

Air and Climate    Y  N  
ND 

2/11/13 
 

Water (surface & subsurface, floodplains)    
Y  N  ND 

2/11/13 
See 
comments 

Soils    
Y  N  ND 

2/11/13 
 

Geological/Mineral Resources    
Y  N  DSG 

2/4/13 
 

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 

Special Status Plants 
  

 
Y  N  NGH 

2/5/13 
See 
comments 

Special Status Wildlife 
  

 
Y  N  NGH 

2/5/13 
See 
comments 

Migratory Birds 
  

 
Y  N  NGH 

2/5/13 
 

Other Important Wildlife Habitat 
  

 
Y  N  NGH 

2/5/13 
 

Vegetation, Forestry 
  

 
Y  N  NGH 

2/5/13 
 

Invasive, Non-native Species    Y  N  MT 2/4/13  

Wetlands/Riparian Zones 
  

 
Y  N  CS 

2/19/13 
 

HERITAGE RESOURCES AND HUMAN ENV.  
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Table 1– Potentially Impacted Resources 
 

Resources 
Not 
Present On 
Location 

No Impact
Potentially 
Impacted 

Effects 
sufficientl
y 
analyzed/ 
mitigated 
in 
previous 
NEPA 
document 
or 
proposed 
action?  

BLM 
Evaluator 
Initial & 
Date 

Comments 

Cultural or Historical 
 

  
Y  N  

ALR 
2/11/13 

No impacts if 
stipulations 
are followed.

Paleontological 
 

  
Y  N  DSG2/4/1

3 
 

Tribal& American Indian
Religious Concerns 

 
  

Y  N  
ALR 

2/11/13 

No impacts if 
stipulations 
are followed.

Visual Resources 
 

  
Y  N  AW 

2/12/13 
 

Social/Economic 
 

  
Y  N  CE 

3/29/13 
 

Transportation and Access 
 

  
Y  N  AW 

2/12/13 
 

Wastes, Hazardous or Solid 
 

  
Y  N  AEK 

2/4/13 
 

LAND RESOURCES 

Recreation 
  

 
Y  N  

AW 
2/12/13 

See 
Wilderness 
comments 

Special Designations (ACEC, SMAs,
WSR) 

  
 

Y  N  AW 
2/12/13 

 

Wilderness & Wilderness
Characteristics 

  
 

Y  N  AW 
2/12/13 

See 
comments 

Range Management 
  

 
Y  N  JRD 

10/21/13 
 

Wild Horse and Burros 
  

 
Y  N  JRD 

10/21/13 
See 
comments 

Land Tenure, ROW, Other Uses 
  

 
Y  N  RBL 

2/19/13 
 

Fire/Fuels    Y  N  JP 2/5/13  
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3.2.1 Wildlife (includes fish, aquatic and terrestrial) (includes a finding on Standard 3) 

Current Conditions:  Currently there is limited knowledge about this population of bighorn 
sheep. The proposed action will give managers more information about the bighorn sheep herd. 
Land health standards are generally being met in most of these areas. A study is ongoing in the 
Black Ridge wilderness and is providing useful information for management of the herd of 
Desert Bighorn sheep that utilize that area. CPW has proposed to begin a similar study for the 
herd that utilizes the Dominguez Wilderness and Camel Back WSA. 
 
 Alternative A: Proposed Action  

Direct and Indirect Effects:  
Management would benefit from improved knowledge about bighorn sheep population 
dynamics and habitat use. Bighorn would be impacted through capture; however CPW 
standard operating procedures should mitigate these impacts adequately. Low flying 
helicopters may disturb nesting raptors in the area; therefore helicopter flights should not 
be conducted between April 1 and August 15 to avoid impacts to nesting raptors. 

 
Cumulative Effects:  Similar actions have occurred in the Desert Bighorn Sheep Herd 
that occupies McInnis Canyons NCA. Information gained from this project may be able 
to be compared to previously collected data on neighboring herds. Management would 
have the best information for decision making with regard to bighorn sheep. 
 

Protective/Mitigation Measures: Impacts to sheep should be mitigated by Colorado Parks and 
Wildlife’s standard operating procedures and best management practices. Helicopter flights 
should not occur between April 1 and August 15 to avoid impacting nesting raptors.  
 
Alternative B: No Action 

Direct and Indirect Effects: Management would have limited information about bighorn 
populations and habitat use which would limit the effectiveness of population and habitat 
management. 
 
Cumulative Effects: Similar actions have occurred in the Desert Bighorn Sheep Herd that 
occupies McInnis Canyons NCA. Management would have limited information for 
decision making with regard to bighorn sheep in other areas. 

	

	

	

	
 

3.2.2  LAND RESOURCES                                                                    
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Wilderness  
Current Conditions:  This project is within the Dominguez Canyon, Black Ridge Canyons, and 
Gunnison Gorge Wilderness areas.  The Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 
(FLPMA) and the Wilderness Act (16 U.S.C. 1131–1136) direct the BLM to manage wilderness 
areas for the public’s use and enjoyment in a manner that will leave these areas unimpaired for 
future use and enjoyment as wilderness by providing for protection of those areas and the 
preservation of their wilderness character. The BLM accomplishes its wilderness management 
goals by taking actions to preserve the four primary qualities of wilderness character: 
untrammeled, natural, undeveloped, and outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and 
unconfined recreation. Untrammeled means the wilderness is free from human control and 
manipulation.  Naturalness in the wilderness is defined by the ecological health of the biological 
resources.  Undeveloped means the wilderness retains its primitive character with little or no 
evidence of modern human development.  Outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive 
and unconfined recreation in the wilderness is measured by either the sights or sounds of others 
or the opportunity to participate in non-motorized or non-mechanized recreation.  There is 
inherent conflict between some or all of these qualities, leading the BLM to make management 
decisions that may lead to trade-offs between them.   
 
 Alternative A (Proposed Action)  

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Authorizing CPW to use a helicopter to capture 
bighorns and place collars on animals and install cameras and trail counters would impact 
the naturalness characteristic, the undeveloped characteristic, and the opportunities 
characteristic.  Under this alternative the undeveloped nature of the wilderness would be 
degraded by the installation of the collars, cameras, and trail counters.  The opportunity 
for solitude would be impacted by the sights and sounds of the helicopter and CPW 
personnel conducting capture activities.  On the other hand, the information CPW would 
collect about bighorn sheep movements would protect the naturalness of the wilderness.  
The data collected would confirm whether the bighorn sheep that utilize wilderness 
interact with domestic sheep outside wilderness and are therefore at higher risk for 
disease transmission.  The cameras and trail counters would be removed after five years 
of data collection and the collars are designed to automatically fall off the animals before 
the battery dies, allowing easier retrieval.  As such, the impacts to the undeveloped 
characteristic would be short-term (3 – 5 years).  The impact to opportunities would also 
be short-term (the duration of the capture operations).  The data collected would provide 
long-term protection to the bighorn sheep, and therefore the naturalness characteristic of 
the wilderness. 

 
Alternative B (No Action) 

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Not authorizing CPW to use helicopters to capture 
bighorn sheep or to install collars, cameras, and trail counters inside the wilderness would 
have impacts to the naturalness characteristic, the undeveloped characteristic, and the 
opportunities characteristic.  Under the Alternative C, the undeveloped characteristic 
would be protected.  No collars, cameras, or trail counters (developments) would be 
placed inside the wilderness.  The opportunity for solitude would also be protected.  
There would be no aircraft or capturing activities that would create additional sights and 
sounds of other human activity.  Conversely, naturalness would not be protected.  The 
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bighorn sheep are a key indicator species that are monitored to determine the ecological 
health of these wilderness areas.  Additionally, there is a risk of disease transmission 
from domestic sheep outside wilderness to the bighorn sheep populations both inside and 
outside wilderness.  Not authorizing CPW to use helicopters and place installations inside 
the wilderness would result in minimal or no data about the bighorn sheep that utilize 
wilderness.   

 
 
Wilderness Study Areas 
Current Conditions:  The proposed project is within the Sewemup Mesa, Little Bookcliffs and 
Camel Back WSAs.  As directed by the Federal Land Management and Policy Act, the BLM 
evaluated these areas for wilderness characteristics.   

Wilderness characteristics include adequate size, natural appearance, outstanding 
opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation, and may also include 
supplemental values.  Adequate size in most cases means a roadless area greater than 5,000 
acres.  Natural appearance means appearing to a casual observer to have been influenced by 
natural processes and not by human activity.  Solitude is the absence of the sights or sounds of 
others.  Primitive recreational activities are non-motorized and non-mechanized, and unconfined 
recreation implies a minimum of management presence and regulation.  Supplemental values 
include archaeology, geology, paleontology and other scientific or historical values.   

The inventory identified wilderness characteristics in all three areas, and designated them 
as WSAs.  It is the BLM’s policy to manage Wilderness Study Areas in a manner that does not 
impair the area’s wilderness characteristics until Congress either designates the area as 
wilderness or releases the area for other management consideration.  Two criteria are used to 
determine if a proposal inside a WSA would impair wilderness characteristics: 1) the use or 
facility is temporary and 2) the use or facility will not create new surface disturbance. 
The wilderness characteristics in the Camel Back and Little Bookcliffs have changed since the 
areas were designated as WSAs.  In the Camel Back WSA, the recent Dry Fork Travel 
Management Plan (BLM 2009) closed adjacent routes to motorized use.  In the Little Bookcliffs 
WSA the route in Main Canyon was closed to motorized use in 2006.  In both areas, 
opportunities for solitude were improved as a result of these management decisions. 
 
Alternative A (Proposed action) 
   Direct and indirect effects:  Under the proposed action, the BLM would authorize CPW to use 
helicopters to capture bighorn sheep and to place cameras and counters inside the WSAs.  The 
capture activities and the placement of the counters and cameras would not be permanent, and if 
Congress were to designate the area as wilderness, the use could be stopped and the counters and 
cameras could be removed.  The cameras and counters would be hidden in rocks and vegetation 
resulting in no new surface disturbance.  The use of helicopters to capture bighorn sheep would 
not result in new surface disturbance.  As such, there would be no impairment to the wilderness 
characteristics. 
  
Alternative  B (No Action) 
Direct and indirect effects:  Under Alternative B, the BLM would not authorize CPW to use 
helicopters to capture bighorn sheep or to place cameras and counters inside the WSAs.  There 
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would be no permanent use or facility and no new surface disturbance.  As such, there would be 
no impairment to the wilderness characteristics. 

3.2.3 Range Management 

Current Conditions:  Currently there is domestic sheep and cattle grazing in Dominguez 
Wilderness,  Cattle grazing is authorized in the Black Ridge Canyons and Gunnison Gorge 
Wilderness’ and  Camel Back WSA.  There is no livestock grazing authorized in the Sewemup 
WSA and the majority of the Little Bookcliffs WSA.   
 
Proposed Action  
Direct and Indirect Effects: Under the proposed action, domestic sheep may be collared.  This is 
not expected to impact the livestock operation.  
 
Cumulative Effects:  Research results could result in proposed changes to sheep grazing 
operations.  Any proposed changes are remote and speculative at this time, would be analyzed in 
a separate NEPA document, and are therefore outside the scope of this analysis. 
  
  
No Action 
Direct and Indirect Effects: Under No action, no sheep research would be conducted so no 
impacts would occur 
 
Cumulative Effects:  None 

 

3.2.4 Wild Horse and Burro 

Current Conditions:  The proposed action includes trapping and installment of  cameras and 
collars on bighorn sheep in the Little Bookcliffs WSA.  The majority of the WSA lies within the 
boundaries of the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range (LBCWHR).  The primary use by 
bighorn sheep at this time is in lower Coal and Main Canyons.  Several bands of wild horses 
winter in these canyons as well as some bands occupy these areas year round.  Prior to 2013 
helicopters were used to gather wild horses in the LBCWHR.  Wild horses that were present 
during these gathers are familiar with helicopter activity which primarily involved the movement 
of wild horses to trap sites.  Although this movement occurred for a short time and at a suitable 
and humane pace it did involve some stress to the wild horses.  A substantial number of hikers 
and horseback riders visit these lower canyons to view wild horses since the area is easily 
assessable from the Coal Canyon Trailhead. 

 
	  
Alternative A (Proposed action) 

Direct and Indirect Effects: Under the proposed action, the BLM would authorize CPW 
to use helicopters to capture bighorn sheep and to place cameras and counters inside the 
WSAs.  Helicopters can startle and cause short term stress to wild horses if flight patterns 
are at a low elevation level as would be the case with the proposed action.  As mentioned 
previously some horses have been exposed to low level flights and responded to the 
helicopter by moving away causing some stress to the animal.  If approached to close or 
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startled by the helicopter the wild horses could be injured from moving across rugged 
terrain to quickly.  To avoid this scenario if wild horses are in the area of any proposed 
activity they should be approached at a distance to slowly move the wild horses away 
from the bighorn sheep. 
 
Helicopter activity can also impact horseback riders in the area.  Most domestic horses 
have not been exposed to helicopters and if exposed will startle and possibly cause injury 
to the horse and/or the rider.  Any horseback rider should be avoided by the helicopter or 
approached slowly allowing the horse and rider to become aware of the activity. 
 
Cumulative Effects:  The proposed action along with other activities primarily visitation 
by hikers and horseback riders does expose the wild horses to human activity.  Although 
the wild horses in the area have become somewhat familiar with human visitation  any 
unfamiliar activity can cause stress.  The activities identified in the proposed action 
would be for a short period of time and at a low frequency. 

 
Alternative  B (No Action) 

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Under Alternative B, the BLM would not authorize CPW to 
use helicopters to capture bighorn sheep or to place cameras and counters inside the WSAs.  
There would be no permanent use or facility and no new surface disturbance.  As such, there 
would be no impact to wild horses.  
 
Cumulative Effects:  There would be no additional impact to wild horses. 
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CHAPTER 4 - CONSULTATION AND COORDINATION 

4.1 LIST OF PREPARERS AND PARTICIPANTS       

 
INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW 

NAME TITLE AREA OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Christina Stark Riparian Coordinator/Project 
Manager 

Riparian andWetlands 

Julia Christiansen Natural Resource Specialist Surface Management and 
Permitting for Oil & Gas 

Alissa Leavitt-
Reynolds 
Natalie Fast 

Archaeologist 
 
Archaeologist 

Cultural Resources, Native 
American Religious Concerns 

Andy Windsor Outdoor Recreation Planner        Access, Transportation, 
Recreation, VRM, Wilderness,  

Edd Franz Outdoor Recreation Planner Recreation, VRM, Wilderness 

Scott Clarke Range Management Specialist Vegetation, Range 

Jacob Martin Range Management Specialist Range, Forestry 

Jim Dollerschell Range Management Specialist Range, Wild Horse & Burro Act 

David Scott Gerwe Geologist Geology, Paleontology 

Alan Kraus Hazardous Materials Specialist Hazardous Materials 

Robin Lacy Realty Specialist Land Tenure/Status, Realty 
Authorizations 

Nikki Hoffman Ecologist T&E Species, Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act, Terrestrial & Aquatic 
Wildlife 

Nikki Hoffman Ecologist Land Health Assessment, Range 
Ecology, Special Status Plant 
Species 

Christina Stark Environmental Coordinator Environmental Justice, Prime & 
Unique Farmlands, 
Environmental Coordinator            

Nate Dieterich Hydrologist Soils, Air Quality, Water Quality,  
Hydrology, Water Rights 

Mark Taber Range Management Specialist Weed Coordinator, Invasive, 
Non-Native Species  

Lathan Johnson Fire Ecologist 
Natural Resource Specialist 

Fire Ecology,  Fuels 
Management 

Melissa Siders Wildlife Biologist, UFO T&E Species, Migratory Birds, 
Terrestrial & Aquatic Wildlife 
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4.2 TRIBES, INDIVIDUALS, ORGANIZATIONS, OR AGENCIES CONSULTED    

 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife 
 
The Wilderness Society 
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UNITED STATES 
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT 
GRAND JUNCTION FIELD OFFICE 

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 
 

Environmental Assessment for the Colorado Parks and Wildlife Bighorn Sheep Study  
DOI-BLM-CO-160 2013-0017-EA 

 
Based on the analysis of potential environmental impacts contained in the attached environmental 
assessment, and considering the significance criteria in 40 CFRS 1508.27, I have determined that the 
Proposed Action would not have a significant effect on the human environment. An environmental impact 
statement is therefore not required.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Bureau of Land Management prepared an Environmental Assessment which analyzed the 
effects of authorizing CPW to use helicopters to capture bighorn sheep, install collars on 
captured sheep, and install cameras and trail counters within the Wilderness and Wilderness 
Study Areas within McInnis Canyons NCA, Dominguez-Escalante NCA, Grand Junction Field 
Office and parts of Uncompahgre Field Office, around Grand Junction and Delta, Colorado.  The 
EA considered a range of two alternatives plus a No Action alternative.   

The EA identified Alternative A as a Proposed Action.  The Proposed Action shall refer to 
Alternative A. 

 
Intensity 
 
I have considered the potential intensity/severity of the impacts anticipated from the CPW 
Bighorn Sheep Study Project decision relative to each of the ten areas suggested for 
consideration by the CEQ. With regard to each: 
 
1.  Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse.  This project would have short-term 
adverse impacts on the undeveloped character of the wilderness by installing GPS collars on the 
bighorn sheep and installing cameras and trail counters.  The project would also have short-term 
impacts to opportunities for solitude during the time CPW conducted capture activities. The 
project will have short-term impacts to bighorn sheep, these impacts will be mitigated by 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife standard operating procedures and best management practices.  The 
project would have long-term beneficial impacts to the naturalness of the wilderness by 
providing data that could be used to determine appropriate management of domestic sheep 
outside the wilderness and appropriate recreation management inside the wilderness, as well as 
provide important information for management of bighorn sheep populations and habitat.  None 
of the adverse impacts are significant. 
2.  The degree to which the proposed action affects public health and safety.  The proposed 
action is not expected to impact public health and safety. 
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3.  Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity of historic or cultural 
resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically 
critical areas.   
There are no significant impacts to riparian vegetation, parklands, prime farmlands, wetlands, or 
wild and scenic rivers within the project area.  The project has been modified to avoid impacts to 
cultural and historic resources.  There are no municipal water supplies impacted. 
4.  The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be 
highly controversial.   
The impacts of using aircraft and installing monitoring devices inside a wilderness to protect 
wilderness values are well known and documented in practicing communities.  Therefore the 
environmental effects are not likely to be controversial. 
5.  The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or 
involve unique or unknown risks.   
Within the region, there is a history of using aircraft and installing monitoring devices to protect 
wilderness values.  These activities pose no unique and unknown risks. 
6.  The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant 
effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration.   
Future decisions like this decision will be made on a case-by-case basis and evaluated using 
similar criteria.  The decision is within the scope of the Resource Management Plans and is not 
expected to establish a precedent for future actions. The decision does not represent a decision in 
principle about a future consideration.   
7.  Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but 
cumulatively significant impacts.    
There are no significant cumulative effects on the environment, either when combined with the 
effects created by past and concurrent projects, or when combined with the effects from natural 
changes taking place in the environment or from reasonably foreseeable future projects. 
8.  The degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or 
objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or may cause 
loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historic resources.    
There would be no adverse impacts to the above resources. The project has been modified to 
avoid impacts to cultural and historic resources.   
9.  The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species 
or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under the Endangered Species Act of 
1973.    
No impacts are expected to endangered or threatened species or their designated critical habitats.  
The project has been modified to avoid impacts to threatened and endangered species. 
10.  Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements 
imposed for the protection of the environment.   
This decision complies with other Federal, State, or local laws and requirements imposed for the 
protection of the environment. 
 
 
MITIGATION 
All persons in the area who are associated with this project shall be informed that any person 
who, without a permit, injures, destroys, excavates, appropriates or removes any historic or 
prehistoric ruin, artifact, object of antiquity, Native American remains, Native American cultural 
item, or archaeological resources on public lands is subject to arrest and penalty of law (16 USC 
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UNITED STATES 
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT 
GRAND JUNCTION FIELD OFFICE 

 
DECISION RECORD 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife Bighorn Sheep Study  
DOI-BLM-CO-160-2013-0017-EA 

 
DECISION:  It is my decision to authorize the Proposed Action in part as described in the 
attached EA.  The BLM will authorize CPW to use aircraft, radio collars, trail counters, and 
hidden cameras within the Dominguez Canyon Wilderness area and Camelback WSA.   
 
These actions will allow CPW personnel to get detailed information on habitat use, seasonal 
use areas, survival, and behavior of bighorn populations. Bighorns may be trapped through a 
variety of methods including drop netting in easily accessible areas large enough for a net, 
darting in accessible areas not suitable for drop nets, and helicopter net-gunning in areas 
remote and inaccessible to the aforementioned capture methods.  
 
Mitigation will include conducting trapping and collaring activities outside of the wilderness 
areas and WSAs whenever possible and limiting the time that installations will be left in  
wilderness areas and WSAs.  
 
Trapping and collaring activities will be conducted outside of the wilderness areas and WSAs 
whenever possible. This will be accomplished by first surveying/flying areas outside the 
wilderness areas and WSAs, and then surveying/flying areas within the wilderness areas and 
WSAs looking for bighorns that can be safely captured. Scheduling for helicopters can be 
dependent on weather, helicopter availability and maintenance, and bighorn behavior. Safety 
of personnel and sheep will have to be considered in all operations. However, flights for 
capturing and collaring sheep will be kept at a minimum necessary per year.  In each 
wilderness area and WSA, helicopter flights will be limited to no more than six 1 day flights 
per year.  Scheduling and conducting flights will be entirely the responsibility of CPW. 
 
Trail counters and cameras will be placed within wilderness areas and WSAs as needed to 
accomplish research objectives. No more than a total of 10 trail counters and cameras combined 
will be placed inside any single wilderness area or WSA at one time. No ground disturbance will 
result from camera and counter placement. Cameras and trail counters will be hidden in rocks or 
vegetation.  Cameras and counters will be left out for no longer than five years at a time. 
 
A separate Decision Record would be necessary in order to authorize the proposed action in the 
Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness area and within the Little Bookcliffs, and Sewemup Mesa 
WSAs for research purposes on Desert and Rocky Mountain Bighorn sheep populations. 
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Design Features 
 
Cultural resources will likely be present in the areas where CPW is working.  Care should be 
taken not to entrap animals or fire darts at sensitive cultural resources locations like around rock 
art or historic structures and corrals as misfires or animal movement could negatively impact 
cultural resources.  Trail cameras and counters will not be installed in cultural resource locations.  
In addition to the above requirements, standard cultural resources stipulations will be applied to 
protect known and unknown cultural resources in the area. 
 
Impacts to sheep should be mitigated by Colorado Parks and Wildlife’s standard operating 
procedures and best management practices. Helicopter flights should not occur between April 1 
and August 15 to avoid impacting nesting raptors.  
 
As part of annual reports, CPW will report prohibited acts within Wilderness to the BLM, 
including any helicopter landings within Wilderness Areas, dates of installations and type and 
number of installations within Wilderness Areas.  
 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
Scoping, by posting this project on the Grand Junction Field Office NEPA website, was the 
primary mechanism used by the BLM to invite public involvement. In addition the Wilderness 
society and Colorado Parks and Wildlife were contacted. 
 
The Grand Junction and Uncompahgre field offices completed an Environmental Assessment 
and reached a Finding of No Significant Impact.  
 
 
RATIONALE:  This project is necessary to improve management of the Bighorn sheep, a BLM 
sensitive species and an indicator of naturalness for the wilderness areas. The data collected 
would provide long-term protection to the bighorn sheep, and therefore the naturalness 
characteristic of the wilderness. It is necessary for CPW to monitor Bighorn Sheep populations 
to better understand demographic parameters, to maintain self-sustaining, huntable herds, 
determine limiting factors of the herds, and understand effective methods of improving viability 
of herds (e.g. habitat treatments, predator control/management, disease management and/or other 
efforts).  BLM completed the Minimum Response Decision Guide and determined that the 
proposed action is necessary in the wilderness to manage naturalness (bighorn sheep) and 
provides the minimum action necessary to meet the purpose and need of the project.   
 

PROTEST/APPEALS:  This decision shall take effect immediately upon the date it is signed by 
the Authorized Officer, and shall remain in effect while any appeal is pending unless the Interior 
Board of Land Appeals issues a stay. Any appeal of this decision must follow the procedures set 
forth in 43 CFR Part 4. Within 30 days of the decision, a notice of appeal must be filed in the 
office of the Authorized Officer at Grand Junction Field Office, 2815 H Road, Grand Junction, 
Colorado, 81506. If a statement of reasons for the appeal is not included with the notice, it must 
be filed with the Interior Board of Land Appeals, Office of Hearings and Appeals, U.S. 
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using helicopter net-gunning. For the safety of the sheep and the helicopter crew, it is necessary 
to land a helicopter during capture. Generally, these landings are of short duration and allow the 
crew to step out of the helicopter instead of jumping onto often unstable surfaces. Total surface 
disturbance is minimal and most likely of short duration.   
 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) has proposed monitoring activities for the bighorn sheep 
herd that utilizes the Dominguez Canyon Wilderness and Camel Back WSA.  To conduct the 
monitoring, CPW has proposed putting GPS collars on 20 sheep (8 -10 males and 10-12 females) 
across their range, and across sub-groups within this herd, including 10 to 15 bighorn that could 
be caught within the Wilderness. Female bighorns will provide information on habitat use, while 
collared males will provide information about the most mobile segment of the population and the 
segment that is most likely to interact with domestic sheep. This sample size represents 
approximately 10% of the population and will provide adequate information about this bighorn 
population.  To capture and collar the sheep, they have proposed helicopter net-gunning, which 
could require landing a helicopter in the Wilderness. If possible, domestic sheep will also be 
collared. Additionally, CPW has proposed installing trail counters and cameras to monitor 
human/sheep activity.  Since most human/sheep contact occurs inside the wilderness, it is 
preferred to place the trail counters and cameras inside the wilderness.  
 
The wilderness is part of a larger area mapped by CPW as critical habitat for this herd of desert 
bighorn sheep.  Information about movements, distribution, population abundance, age and sex 
ratios, disease occurrence, predation and potential interaction with livestock is needed to manage 
this herd. Through the use of GPS collars, managers have been able to effectively gather this 
type of information for neighboring herds (e.g. in McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area, 
and Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness). 

In accordance with the 1964 Wilderness Act Sec. 4 (c), landing aircraft (use of helicopters to 
capture bighorns) and installing cameras and trail counters inside of wilderness are prohibited. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes: X No:  
 
Explain: 
The option outside the wilderness would be to capture and collar the bighorn sheep outside 
the wilderness.  The result of this option would likely be an insufficient number of animals 
captured, and therefore the sample size would be too small to provide useful monitoring 
information.  A significant portion of the range of this bighorn sheep herd overlaps with the 
wilderness area, the Dominguez Canyon wilderness area is 32.4% of the overall mapped 
range of the herd. Therefore it is unlikely that the minimum number of bighorn sheep needed 
for a viable study can be collected outside the wilderness. In addition, encountering bighorn 
sheep on the ground (not using aerial surveying) is unlikely. Further, information is needed 
about all sub-groups within the population. If no animals utilizing the wilderness are 
captured, then important information about the movements of these sub-groups will remain 
unknown and affect the ability of managers to make informed management decisions in 
wilderness areas.  
 

A. Describe Options Outside of Wilderness 
 
Is action necessary within wilderness? 
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The herd’s range includes lands inside and outside the Wilderness; however, it is impossible 
to predict where the bighorn sheep will be (inside or outside the wilderness). Not every 
bighorn sheep that is sighted can be safely captured and collared.  Some bighorn sheep may 
be in inaccessible locations, or due to their location there is concern about injuring the animal 
during capture, or injuring personnel.  As such, finding the 20 bighorn sheep that can safely 
be captured outside the wilderness areas is unlikely.  Every effort would be made by CPW to 
capture bighorn sheep outside the wilderness.  That said, to collar the 20 bighorn sheep 
needed for the project to provide adequate monitoring information, bighorn sheep will likely 
have to be captured inside the Wilderness.  Scheduling and conducting flights will be entirely 
the responsibility of CPW. 
 
 
Since the majority of the interaction between bighorn sheep and humans occurs inside the 
wilderness (Dominguez Canyon Wilderness), placing the trail counters and hidden cameras 
outside the wilderness would not result in the desired monitoring information, that is the effects 
of recreation on bighorn sheep distribution. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes: X No:  Not Applicable:     
 
Explain: 
 
Section 4(d)(7) of the 1964 Wilderness Act states: “Nothing in this Act shall be construed as 
affecting the jurisdiction or responsibilities of the several States with respect to wildlife and 
fish…”.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

Yes: X No:  Not Applicable:     
 
Explain: 
 
Appendix B of the report of the Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs of the House of 
Representatives accompanying H.R. 2570 of the 101st Congress (H. Rept. 101-405) states: 
“Helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft over-flights may be used to conduct approved fish and 
wildlife research activities.”  Appendix B further states:  “Capturing and marking of animals, 
radio telemetry, and occasional temporary installations (such as shelters for cameras and 
scientific apparatus and enclosures and exclosures essential for wildlife research or management 
surveys) may be permitted, if they are essential to studies that cannot be accomplished 
elsewhere.” 
 
 

 
 
 

B. Describe Valid Existing Rights or Special Provisions of Wilderness Legislation 
 
Is action necessary to satisfy valid existing rights or a special provision in wilderness legislation 
(the Wilderness Act of 1964 or subsequent wilderness laws) that allows consideration of the 
Section 4(c) prohibited uses?  Cite law and section. 

C. Describe Requirements of Other Legislation 
 
Is action necessary to meet the requirements of other laws? 

D. Describe Other Guidance  
 
Is action necessary to conform to direction contained in agency policy, unit and wilderness 
management plans, species recovery plans, or agreements with tribal, state and local 
governments or other federal agencies? 
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Yes: X No:     Not Applicable:     
 
Explain: 
 
Section 1.6 (C)(21)(ii) of BLM Manual 6340 – Management of Designated Wilderness Areas 
states: “Where a research or management survey requires the use of a prohibited use (e.g. 
motorized equipment, the landing of aircraft, including dropping material from aircraft, or the 
placing of any structure or installation) the BLM, in coordination with the state, using the 
MRDG and subsequent NEPA analysis, has the authority to approve or deny that use.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Untrammeled:   Yes:  No:   X  Not Applicable:        

 
  
Undeveloped:   Yes:  No:   X  Not Applicable:      
 
  
Natural:   Yes: X No:     Not Applicable:      
 
 Explain: 
Bighorn sheep are an iconic animal in the west. Desert bighorn sheep are a BLM sensitive 
species, and as such there are concerns for the status of the species. In addition, bighorn sheep 
are one of the indicators for ecological health of the Wilderness. There are threats to the bighorn 
herd from both domestic sheep and from certain types of human interactions. To protect the 
bighorns, and therefore the naturalness of the wilderness, information collected through the 
proposed monitoring is necessary.   
 
Outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation:  
    

Yes: X No:     Not Applicable:     
 Explain: 
The opportunity to view, and to lesser degree, hunt bighorns inside the wilderness is an 
important part of the wilderness characteristic of primitive recreation.  Hikers and horseback 
riders that visit the wilderness anticipate and appreciate bighorn encounters.  Dominguez Canyon 
Wilderness is regionally known as a place where bighorns can be found and enjoyed.  
Monitoring that protects and/or enhances the sustainability of the herd would protect and 
enhance outstanding opportunities for primitive recreation.  
 
Other unique components that reflect the character of this wilderness: 
    

Yes:  No:    X  Not Applicable:       
 
 

E. Wilderness Character 
 
Is action necessary to preserve one or more of the qualities of wilderness character including: 
untrammeled, undeveloped, natural, outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and 
unconfined type of recreation, or unique components that reflect the character of this wilderness 
area?  
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Recreation:   Yes: X No:  Not Applicable:     
 Explain: 
As noted above, bighorn sheep are an important part of recreation experiences inside the 
wilderness.  Encounters with bighorn sheep enhance visitor’s opportunities for primitive 
recreation. These animals are also important to hunters. 
  
Scenic:   Yes:  No: X Not Applicable:     
 
 
Scientific:   Yes: X No:  Not Applicable:     
 
 Explain: 
As noted above, the sheep are a key indicator species for the naturalness characteristic.  This 
scientific research is necessary to protect this indicator species.  This project will allow important 
information about the movements and population dynamics Desert Bighorns to be collected for 
several years. This will be invaluable information for management and will also further the 
scientific understanding of this species and its habitat use. 
 
Education:   Yes:  No: X Not Applicable:     
 
 
Conservation:  Yes: X No:  Not Applicable:     
 
 Explain: 
As noted above, bighorns can be an indicator species for naturalness.  This monitoring will 
provide necessary information about the condition of the bighorn populations, bighorn habitat 
use, and how humans, domestic livestock, and other resources interactions impact them. 
 
Historical use:  Yes:  No: X  Not Applicable:     
 
 

 

 
   Yes: X No:  More information needed:     
 
 Explain: 
 
CPW’s research to monitor bighorn sheep populations is an example of the long-standing 
cooperation between the BLM and CPW to manage wildlife and habitat.  The determination that 
these prohibited acts are necessary inside wilderness is based on the importance of the bighorn 
sheep as an indicator of naturalness the Dominguez Wilderness area. Since this wilderness area 
comprises a large part of the overall bighorn sheep range, capturing and collaring sheep inside 
this wilderness area is necessary to ensure adequate information is collected about the entire 
bighorn population, and that bighorn sheep that utilize the wilderness would be adequately 
represented in population studies. Information gathered through CPW’s monitoring program 
provides important information about the health of sheep populations and habitat use.  The 
inability to predict where the bighorn sheep will be, combined with the need to ensure bighorns 

Step 1 Decision: Is any administrative action necessary in 
wilderness? 

F. Describe Effects to the Public Purposes of Wilderness 
 
Is action necessary to support one or more of the public purposes for wilderness (as stated in 
Section 4(b) of the Wilderness Act) of recreation, scenic, scientific, education, conservation, and 
historical use? 
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that utilize the wilderness are included in the study sample make it necessary to authorize the use 
of helicopters to capture and collar bighorns inside wilderness and wilderness study area. This 
will help ensure that the safety of the animals and personnel are not compromised. 
 

Placing trail counters and hidden cameras inside the wilderness to monitor resource/bighorn 
interactions and use patterns is also necessary since most interactions between bighorns and 
other resource occur inside the wilderness. 

 
If action is necessary, proceed to Step 2 to determine the minimum activity. 
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Step 2: Determine the minimum activity. 
 
Description of Alternatives 
 
For each alternative, describe what methods and techniques will be used, when the activity will take 
place, where the activity will take place, what mitigation measures are necessary, and the general 
effects to the wilderness resource and character. 
 
 
 
 
 
Description:  
 
The BLM would authorize CPW to use aircraft, GPS collars, trail counters, and hidden 
cameras within the Dominguez Canyon Wilderness and Camel Back WSA for research 
purposes on Bighorn sheep, with mitigation measures. Twenty desert bighorn sheep will be 
trapped and collared with GPS collars by CPW personnel to get detailed information on 
habitat use, seasonal use areas, survival, and behavior of the bighorn population. Bighorns 
may be trapped through a variety of methods including drop netting in easily accessible areas 
large enough for a net, darting in accessible areas not suitable for drop nets, and helicopter 
net-gunning in areas remote and inaccessible to the aforementioned capture methods. 
Trapping and collaring will begin as early as early as December 2014 and continue until 20 
animals are collared. 
 
Mitigation would include conducting trapping and collaring activities outside of the 
wilderness whenever possible and limiting the time that installations can be left in the 
wilderness.  
 
Trapping and collaring activities would be conducted outside of the wilderness area 
whenever possible. This would be accomplished by first surveying/flying areas outside the 
wilderness, and then surveying/flying areas within the wilderness looking for bighorns that 
can be safely captured. Scheduling for helicopters can be dependent on weather, helicopter 
availability and maintenance, and bighorn behavior. Safety of personnel and sheep will have 
to be considered in all operations. However, flights for capturing and collaring sheep would 
be kept at a minimum necessary per year (no more than six 1 day flights per year). 
Scheduling and conducting flights will be entirely the responsibility of CPW. 
 
Trail counters and cameras would be placed within the wilderness area as needed to accomplish 
research objectives. No more than a total of 10 trail counters and cameras combined would be 
placed inside the wilderness at one time. No ground disturbance would result from camera and 
counter placement. Cameras and trail counters would be hidden in rocks or vegetation.  Cameras 
and counters would be left out for no longer than five years at a time. 
 
Effects: These actions would allow CPW personnel to get detailed information on habitat 
use, seasonal use areas, survival, and behavior. Wilderness characteristics would be 
minimally impacted. 
 
 
 
 
 
Description:  

Alternative # __A___  

Alternative # __B (No Action)___  
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The BLM would not authorize CPW to land a helicopter and install trail counters and 
cameras within the Dominguez Canyon wilderness area for research purposes on the Desert 
Bighorn sheep population. CPW personnel would get information on habitat use, seasonal 
use areas, survival, and behavior of bighorn sheep, but sample sizes may be small and sub-
groups of sheep that use wilderness and wilderness study areas may not be included in 
studies. No trail counters would be installed inside wilderness areas to monitor sheep 
interaction with other resources.  
 
Effects: This will result in limited information on the desert bighorn sheep population, 
especially subgroups that utilize wilderness areas, and bighorn interactions other resources 
within the wilderness. 
 
 
Wilderness Character 
 Untrammeled 
Under all alternatives, there would be no effects to the untrammeled character of the wilderness. 
 
 Undeveloped 
Inside the wilderness, placing GPS collars on bighorn sheep and installing trail counters and 
cameras would be considered installations under the Wilderness Act.  These would affect the 
undeveloped character of the wilderness.  Additionally, landing a helicopter inside the wilderness 
would also impact the undeveloped character. 
 
Under Alternative A, CPW would first fly over areas outside the wilderness looking for bighorn 
sheep to capture and collar before looking inside the wilderness.  This would increase the chances 
that more sheep would be collared outside the wilderness and that there would be fewer instances 
of the helicopter landing inside the wilderness. 
 
Under Alternative B, CPW personnel would not use helicopters to capture bighorns or place 
cameras or trail counters inside wilderness areas, and would likely have to hike into the 
wilderness and dart animals to collar.  Due to the increased time and effort to find and capture 
sheep with this method, it is likely more animals would be collared outside the wilderness than 
under Alternative A.  No helicopter landings would occur under this alternative.  As such, there 
would be no impact to the undeveloped character from aircraft landings. 
 
Under Alternative A, placing cameras and trail counters inside wilderness areas would degrade 
the undeveloped nature of the wilderness.  Under Alternative B, no cameras or trail counters 
would be authorized.  The result would be no impact to the undeveloped nature of the wilderness. 
 

Natural 
As noted above in the analysis of whether action in the wilderness is necessary, the bighorn 
sheep are an indicator of the ecological health of these wilderness areas.  As such, impacts to 
the natural character would result from actions that either enhance or protect the herd or, 
conversely from actions that threaten the health of the herd. 
 
Under Alternative A, CPW would take actions inside the wilderness to conduct monitoring 
that would inform both CPW and the BLM about the herd.  Information about the movement, 
distribution, and contact with human activity (and other resources) would enhance protective 
management.  Under this alternative, it is likely CPW will be able to capture and collar the 
necessary number of animals to produce valid monitoring data that can be used for 
management. Under Alternative B, not authorizing the use of helicopters, cameras or trail 
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counters could result in collaring too few animals for a viable study, and may also result in 
the subgroup of bighorns that utilize wilderness not being represented in the overall sample. 
 
 Outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of 
recreation 
Impacts to outstanding opportunities for solitude would include increased sights and sound of 
others.  Impacts to outstanding opportunities for primitive and unconfined recreation would 
include enhancement or loss of participation opportunities. 
 
Under Alternative A, impacts to solitude would result from the noise and sighting of the 
helicopter and the associated personnel.  Under Alternative A there would be fewer impacts due to 
the proposed plan of flying areas outside the wilderness to look for animals before flying over the 
wilderness.  As noted in the undeveloped section above, it is likely less sheep would be captured 
and collared inside the wilderness using this strategy; therefore, there would be less flight time 
which would impact solitude. 
 
Under Alternative A, the impacts to opportunities for primitive recreation would be similar. Valid 
monitoring data would be expected under this alternative.  As a result, the management of the 
bighorn sheep would be enhanced and visitor’s opportunities for viewing and, to less degree, 
hunting bighorn sheep would be protected and/or enhanced. 
 
Under Alternative B, the monitoring data is expected to be less valid than under Alternatives A, 
which could limit management and increase threats to the herd.  As a result, visitor opportunities 
for primitive recreation could also be threatened. 
 

Other unique components that reflect the character of this wilderness 
N/A 
 

Heritage and Cultural Resources  
N/A 
       

Maintaining Traditional Skills 
N/A 
    

Special Provisions 
Under alternative A, monitoring activities would not affect the jurisdiction or responsibilities of 
the several States with respect to wildlife and fish.  

 
Safety of Visitors, Personnel, and Contractors  

N/A 
 

Economic and Time Constraints 
Restrictions that limit where and when animals can be captured and collared would result in 
additional cost to CPW. Requirements under Alternative A to fly over areas outside the 
wilderness to look for animals before flying over areas within the wilderness could result in 
additional flight time. Limiting capture techniques under Alternative B to hiking and darting 
without the support of a helicopter would increase the time needed to place collars on the 
necessary number of animals.  The result would be additional cost to the State for personnel 
wages.  
 

Additional Wilderness-specific Comparison Criteria 
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N/A 
 

 
Comparison of Alternatives 
 

 Alternative A Alternative B 
(No Action) 

Untrammelled NA NA
Undeveloped Minimum 

Necessary
Most 

Protective
Natural Most 

Protective
Protective

Solitude  Minimum 
Necessary

Protective

Primitive Recreation Most 
Protective

Protective

Unique components NA NA

WILDERNESS CHARACTER 
Minimum 
Necessary 

Protective 

 
 
 

 Alternative A Alternative B 
(No Action) 

Heritage & Cultural 
Resources 

NA NA 

Maintaining Traditional 
Skills 

NA NA 

Special Provisions Minimum 
Necessary 

Most Impacts 

Safety NA NA 
Economics & Time Minimum 

Necessary 
Most Impacts 

Additional Wilderness 
Criteria 

NA NA 

OTHER CRITERIA SUMMARY 
Minimum 
Necessary 

Most Impacts 

 
  




