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Special Recreation Permits for Non-motorized Competitive Events 
in the Rí o Grande del Norte National Monument 

DOI-BLM-NM-F020-2014-0001-EA 

Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.1 Background 
The BLM Taos Field Office is considering the authorization of three Special Recreation Permits (SRPs) 
for non-motorized competitive events in developed recreation areas of the R²o Grande del Norte National 
Monument on a year-by-year basis.  Applications have been submitted to the BLM for SRPs for two trail 
running races and an endurance mountain bike race on designated roads and trails within the national 
monument.  The events are proposed to occur on the existing road and trail system and staging areas 
within the Wild Rivers, Guadalupe Mountain, and the Taos Valley Overlook zones of the Rio Grande 
Gorge Recreation Area.  See attached event location maps in Appendix A. 

The proposed events are consistent with management prescriptions in the 2012 Taos Resource 
Management Plan (RMP), which established these zones for special recreation management.  However, 
the Taos Field Office formally initiated a new management planning process in 2014 for the monument, 
which will amend the Taos RMP.  The decision whether or not to authorize permits of this nature, 
therefore, would be in the interim while management planning for the monument is ongoing and cannot 
establish a precedent or limit alternatives in the monument planning process.    

Any authorization of the competitive events based on this analysis will be granted year-by-year at least 
until the monument plan is complete, and, therefore, any opportunity for the competitive events is subject 
to change upon the approval of a monument plan, anticipated in 2016.  In this manner, the BLM 
maintains full discretion to grant or deny SRP applications in accordance with an approved monument 
plan. 

1.2 Purpose and Need for Action 
The purpose of this action is to provide opportunities for non-motorized competitive events on the BLMôs 
developed network of trails within the R²o Grande del Norte National Monument.  The BLM needs to 
respond to applications for SRPs in accordance with its land use planning decisions, policies, and the 
provisions of the Presidential Proclamation which established the monument.  The BLM must also 
exercise its discretion to issue or deny permits for organized groups, commercial use, and competitive 
events involving recreation activities on public lands in accordance with 43 CFR 2932 and BLM Manual 
2930-1.    

SRPs require an analysis of impacts in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  
The Taos Field Office has not previously issued permits for any competitive events within the monument, 
and an analysis is needed in the interim while comprehensive monument planning is ongoing to evaluate 
the potential resource impacts of authorizing these events.  However, as indicated, any decision made in 
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response to the applications would not establish a precedent for future decisions in the monument plan or 
affect the BLMôs discretion to make such decisions.  

1.3 Land Use Plan Conformance 
Issuing SRPs for competitive events in the Taos Valley Overlook, the Guadalupe Mountain, and the Wild 
Rivers zones of the Rio Grande Gorge Special Recreation Management Area is consistent with the 2012 
Taos Resource Management Plan (RMP).  Relevant recreation program objectives are to provide exercise 
close to home, high quality recreation opportunities and experiences, and issue special recreation permits 
in an equitable manner for specific recreation uses of public lands and related waters as a means to 
provide for private and commercial recreation use.    

It is also important to note that the proposed events must be consistent, first and foremost, with the 
purposes of the Presidential Proclamation which designated the R²o Grande del Norte National 
Monument.  A determination on their consistency with the proclamation, however, is reserved for the 
Decision Record to be prepared in considerations of the impacts analysis presented in this EA.   

In addition, the Proposed Action would meet the objectives of the New Mexico Statewide Comprehensive 
Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP).  One of the priorities of the SCORP, completed in 2010, is to enhance 
economic vitality by continuing to promote outdoor recreation events, programs, and facilities that attract 
day travelers and overnight visitation by creating partnerships with businesses such as convention and 
visitor bureaus, recreation equipment vendors, and guide services. 

1.4 Identification of Issues 
The proposal for non-motorized events in the monument was carefully considered during multiple NEPA 
compliance and planning meetings conducted by an interdisciplinary team of BLM resource specialists 
beginning in November 2013.  The Proposed Action and potential alternatives were thoroughly vetted to 
identify relevant issues in preparation for this analysis.   The issues were further refined following public 
comment on this EA. The BLM has determined that the following issues require detailed analysis: 

1.4.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument—Objects and Values  

The Presidential Proclamation designated the monument specifically for identified cultural and historic 
resources, ecological diversity, geologic resources, and wildlife resources as objects to be protected.  Of 
these, the following have the potential to be affected by this action: 

Wildlife Resource: 

 Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Rangeðhow would the Proposed Action and alternatives 
affect wildlife habitat and big game winter range habitat? 

 BLM Sensitive Speciesðhow would the Proposed Action and alternatives affect BLM special 
status species habitat? 

 Migratory Birds and Raptorsðhow would the Proposed Action and alternatives affect breeding, 
roosting and nesting birds?  How would the action affect the habitat that supports a suite of 
obligate bird species?   
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Ecological Diversity: 

 Vegetationðhow would the Proposed Action and alternatives affect the quality and extent of 
native and non-native vegetation within the project area? 

 Soils - What impact would the Proposed Action and alternatives have on the integrity and 
stability of soils within the project area? 

1.4.2 Recreation 

 What are potential benefits to the public of authorizing such permits?  
 What are the potential conflicts with other users on trails, day use sites, or campsites? 

1.5 Issues considered but dismissed from detailed analysis 
Río Grande del Norte National Monument—Other Objects and Values:  No issues regarding cultural 
and historic resources or geologic resources were identified as relevant to this analysis of potential 
impacts.  The use of existing or designated disturbances such as roads, trails, and staging areas would 
eliminate the potential to effect objects and values associated with cultural and historic resources.  Also, 
since no new surface disturbing activities are proposed as part of this action, no geologic feature would be 
impacted. 

Threatened or Endangered Species:  It is determined that there is no habitat or potential habitat for 
species federally listed under the provisions of the Threatened and Endangered Species Act of 1973, as 
amended, within or immediately adjacent to the project area, so there are no such species likely to be 
found in the project area.  Nor is there any designated critical habitat for any such species listed by the US 
Fish and Wildlife Services within the project area.  Therefore, the action would have no effect on 
federally listed species or designated critical habitat. 

Chapter 2:  Description of Alternatives 

2.1 Alternative A:  Proposed Action  
The Proposed Action is to authorize three special recreation permits (SRPs) for non-motorized 
competitive events in developed recreation or concentrated use areas of the R²o Grande del Norte 
National Monument.  These events may be authorized year-by-year, subject to the approval of monument 
planning decisions.  Although races could occur year round, itôs unlikely that anything would be 
scheduled between November through April due to precipitation and unfavorable weather conditions. 

The specific areas proposed for use under the SRPs are the existing authorized road and trail systems 
within three zones of the R²o Grande Gorge Special Recreation Management Area, specifically Wild 
Rivers, Guadalupe Mountain, and Taos Valley Overlook.  (Note:  the Wild Rivers and Guadalupe 
Mountain zones, which are contiguous, are collectively referred to as ñWild Riversò in the remainder of 
this document since the event in this area is proposed predominately in the Wild Rivers zone.) 

Staging for the events at Taos Valley Overlook, including the start and finish line(s), would be located at 
a developed trailhead outside of the monument boundaries.  At the Wild Rivers area, staging would occur 
at or near the Zimmerman Visitors Center.  See attached event location maps in Appendix A. 
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A single trail running event is proposed at the Wild Rivers area, which could include distances of 10 
kilometers (6.2 miles) and/or a half marathon (13.1 miles).  One trail running event of a similar distance 
range and one endurance mountain bike race (up to 12 hours) is proposed at the Taos Valley Overlook 
area.  The proponents would stage events at areas that have been previously approved and used or in 
locations where developed facilities currently exist.  It is assumed that these events could include such 
attractions as food vendors, displays by event sponsors, and/or music. 

The trail running events are expected to occur in the mornings after sunrise.  Some event set-up activities, 
such as flagging or marking the course, would likely occur the day before the events, and all event take-
down activities would be complete by sunset the day of the event.   The mountain bike event would 
involve event set-up the day before and camping by at least a portion of organizers and participants the 
night before.  The 12 hour race is expected to occur during daylight hours, but could start shortly before 
dawn depending on the time of year.  In this case, a generator might be needed to power limited lighting 
of the starting area prior to the start.  A generator might also be needed to power a computer used for 
tracking and timing the riders for the duration of the race.  Take-down and clean-up of the mountain 
biking event would then occur on the following day.   

The Proposed Action would allow for designated roads and trails to be used within the Taos Valley 
Overlook and Wild Rivers areas for competitive running or mountain biking events with exception to 
those located within the gorge itself (i.e., below the rim), including The Slide Trail in the Orilla Verde 
area.  At the Taos Valley Overlook area, the Rift Valley Trail and those encircled by or provide access to 
the Rift Valley Trail may be used, but not all are expected to be used.  At Wild Rivers, the Rinconada 
Loop and Red River Fault Loop trails are proposed for use.  Specific routes would be determined and 
mapped prior to the granting of an event permit.   

Given the nature of the two event types, it is expected that the mountain bike endurance race would entail 
bikers spread out along the trails according to speed and efficiency in a loop that is repeated as many 
times as possible in a twelve hour period.  In contrast, after the initial start, runners would follow a route 
once on a looped course and would pass any given point within a relatively narrow timeframe depending 
on the length of the race.  For example, the maximum spread between the faster and slower runners late 
into a half marathon race may only be 60 to 90 minutes.   

The Proposed Action would authorize the following activities for each area: 

WILD RIVERS 

Permit and Participant Limits 

 One annual trail running event, approved year-by-year. 
 Number of participants and associated event personnel limited to 400. 
 Up to 10 vendors including educational or promotional booths allowed in designated staging 

areas only (vendors may include art, crafts, food or live performances involving amplified music). 

Assigned Race Location and Staging Areas (See attached map) 

 Non-motorized race routes only on designated roads and trails. 
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 Trails leading into the river canyon closed to competitive events. 
 Start/Finish on paved loop road directly in front of Zimmerman Visitor Center. 
 All aid stations must be located at trail intersections and/or two track trails to avoid any 

vegetative disturbance. 
 Parking allowed at Zimmerman Visitor Center or offsite with shuttle service, if necessary.  If 

needed overflow parking may occur in the previously disturbed area adjacent to Zimmerman 
Visitor Center in vegetative treatment area near cattleguard. 

o If the previously disturbed area is used for parking, impact monitoring must be completed 
to determine if seeding of native species is required.  The area would be re-seeded if 
disturbance levels negatively impact soils resulting in higher potential for soil loss. 

o No parallel parking would be allowed along all paved roads. 
 Applicants would be required to submit a sign and public information plan for use of county 

roads to Taos County Public Works, if applicable. 
 Vending would be located in the Zimmerman Visitor Center parking lot. 
 Parking and event perimeters would be flagged prior to event and monitored for enforcement.  

Other Permit Stipulations 

 Participants must be courteous to other users and share roads and trails. 
 Event must follow standard campground quiet hours: 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. 
 Dogs must be on leash. 
 Feeding of wildlife prohibited. 
 Permittee would be required to provide portable toilets for the event at a ratio of one for every 

100 people since eight stalls are available at the visitor center restrooms. 
 All trash collected shall be hauled off to the local landfill.   
 Permittee would be responsible for public safety. 
 Permittee would be responsible for security of the event. 
 Permittee must inform other visitors of event at trailheads, access points, and trail intersections. 
 If event activities commence during the nesting season, March 1 to July 31, a nest survey would 

be conducted.  If an active nest is found, a BLM Wildlife Biologist would be consulted to 
determine the best means of mitigating potential disturbances to the site on a case-by-case basis 
with emphasis on avoidance by rerouting the event course.   

 Events would be monitored to determine carrying capacity of facilities and capacity of resources 
to sustain such use and to determine whether future reductions are necessary to mitigate social or 
resource impacts (such as noxious weeds or bird nesting, for example). 

 A portion of the fee program funds would be used to pay for noxious weed inventory and 
treatment as well as to buy seed for potential disturbed areas.  (A BLM Range Ecologist would 
provide a relevant seed mix at that time). 

 Any trails damaged as a result of the event would be rehabilitated by permittee within 5 days. 
 If an event causes any ñsite-creepò (i.e., in this case, the expansion of wear caused by pedestrian, 

non-motorized, or vehicular traffic, typically characterized by the loss of vegetation and 
compaction or erosion of soils) around currently disturbed areas, new disturbances would be 
reduced in width by re-vegetating where appropriate. 
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o Areas adjacent to designated trails and other affected sites would be seeded with native 
grasses and forbs. 

 Other current BLM land-based SRP stipulations may apply. 

BLM Monitoring 

 Prior to the events, the BLM would monitor areas to establish baseline conditions, documenting 
existing impacts or problem areas such as any ground disturbance, areas where trails may need 
erosion rehabilitation, established non-native species invasion, etc. 

 Prior to the event, BLM staff would monitor trail conditions to ensure trails can withstand high 
use.  If not, use of those trails would not be allowed. 

 Post-event monitoring would include: 
o Survey trails to identify areas where site-creep may have occurred and use 5 meters (16 

feet) transects in these areas to survey for impacts and recommend mitigation, if needed.  
Surveys would be conducted within a 5 meters buffer outside the impacted area. 

o Use 5 meter transects (belt width) in aid station areas as well as any unhardened parking 
areas.  Surveys would be conducted for non-native weed introductions, areas of soils 
disturbance, and other impacts related to the events. 

o To monitor impacted areas larger than 50 meters (165 feet) in diameter, a modified 
Assessment, Inventory, and Monitoring (AIM) plot can be used to measure vegetation 
composition and cover among other indicators to determine if the site is declining due to 
repeated impacts. 

TAOS VALLEY OVERLOOK  

Permit and Participant Limits 

 One trail running and one mountain bike event, approved year-by-year. 
 Number of participants and associated event personnel limited to 400 per event. 
 Up to three vendors/educational booths allowed in designated staging areas only (commercial 

vendors may include art, crafts, food or live performances). 

Assigned Race Location and Staging Areas (See attached map) 

 Event staging, including start and finish, parking, vending, and other associated activities, would 
occur outside of the monument boundaries.  

 Non-motorized race routes only on designated or existing roads and trails. 
 Orilla Verde area and the R²o Pueblo de Taos and R²o Grande corridors would be closed to 

competitive events, including the Slide Trail. 
 Parking would occur at the trailhead, along the adjacent administrative access road, along C110, 

or offsite with shuttle service. 
 Permittee would be required to submit a sign and public information plan for use of county roads 

to Taos County Public Works, if applicable. 
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 Campingðanticipated for the mountain biking eventðand the pit area for mountain bikes would 
be located only on developed sites and infrastructure such as the administrative access road (loop 
road).  Perimeter would be designated and flagged by BLM prior to events. 

 Vending would be located at the BLM trailhead at the end of C110. 
 Start/Finish may be located anywhere on administrative access road (loop road) as well as 

parking area and vendor staging area (see attached map). 
 All aid stations must be located at trail intersections and/or two track trails to avoid any 

vegetative disturbance. 
 Parking, camping, and other event perimeters would be flagged prior to event and monitored for 

enforcement. 

Permit Stipulations 

 No amplified music would be allowed within the Taos Valley Overlook zone. 
 No camp fires would be allowed. 
 Dogs must be on leash. 
 Permittee would be responsible to ensure bikes are washed prior to an event to avoid the spread 

of noxious weeds or non-native invasive species. 
 Feeding of wildlife prohibited. 
 Permittee would be required to provide portable toilets for the event at a ratio of one for every 30 

people.  
 All trash collected shall be hauled off to the local landfill.   
 Permittee would be responsible for public safety. 
 Permittee would be responsible for security. 
 Permittee must inform other visitors of event at trailheads, access points, and trail intersections. 
 Participants must be courteous to other users and share roads and trails. 
 Event must follow standard campground quiet hours: 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. 
 If event activities commence during the nesting season, March 1 to July 31, a nest survey would 

be conducted.  If an active nest is found, a BLM Wildlife Biologist would be consulted to 
determine the best means of mitigating potential disturbances to the site on a case-by-case basis 
with emphasis on avoidance by rerouting the event course.  

 Events would be monitored to determine carrying capacity of facilities and capacity of resources 
to sustain such use and to determine whether future reductions are necessary to mitigate social or 
resource impacts (such as noxious weeds or bird nesting, for example). 

 A portion of the fee program funds would be used to pay for noxious weed inventory and 
treatment as well as to buy seed for potential disturbed areas.  (A BLM Range Ecologist would 
provide a relevant seed mix at that time). 

 Any trails damaged as a result of the event would be rehabilitated by permittee within 5 days. 
 If an event causes any ñsite-creepò (i.e., in this case, the expansion of wear caused by pedestrian, 

non-motorized, or vehicular traffic, typically characterized by the loss of vegetation and 
compaction or erosion of soils) around currently disturbed areas, new disturbances would be 
reduced in width by re-vegetating where appropriate. 
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o Areas adjacent to designated trails and other affected sites would be seeded with native 
grasses and forbs. 

 Other current BLM land-based SRP stipulations may apply.  

BLM Monitoring 

 Prior to the events, the BLM would monitor areas to establish baseline conditions, documenting 
existing impacts or problem areas such as any ground disturbance, areas where trails may need 
erosion rehabilitation, established non-native species invasion, etc. 

 Prior to the event, BLM staff would monitor trail conditions to ensure trails can withstand high 
use.  If not, use of those trails would not be allowed. 

 Post-event monitoring would include: 
o Survey trails to identify areas where site-creep may have occurred and use 5 meters (16 

feet) transects in these areas to survey for impacts and recommend mitigation, if needed.  
Surveys would be conducted within a 5 meters buffer outside the impacted area. 

o Use 5 meter transects (belt width) in aid station areas as well as any unhardened parking 
areas.  Surveys would be conducted for non-native weed introductions, areas of soils 
disturbance, and other impacts related to the events. 

o To monitor impacted areas larger than 50 meters (165 feet) in diameter, a modified 
Assessment, Inventory, and Monitoring (AIM) plot can be used to measure vegetation 
composition and cover among other indicators to determine if the site is declining due to 
repeated impacts. 

2.2 Alternative B:  No Action 
Under this alternative, the three SRP applications would not be approved.  Permit applications of this 
nature would be considered by the BLM on a case-by-case basis, subject to the Taos RMP and in a 
manner consistent with the Presidential Proclamation which established the national monument.  Regular 
non-motorized visitor use on existing Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers trails would continue at 
levels described under section 3.2.  

2.3 Alternative C:  Approval of SRPs with Timing Limitations based on Big Game 

Winter Range and BLM SS 
This option is to approve the Proposed Action as presented under section 2.1 except with a timing 
limitation imposed from January 1 to August 31, during which the proposed events would not be 
authorized to occur.  The timing limitation is extrapolated from the Taos RMP, which identified specific 
limitations to be applied to surface-disturbing actions (e.g., construction projects or other earth-moving 
activities).   

A Biological Evaluation, prepare in early 2014 to consider the proposed events, recommended that the 
timing limitations be applied to the proposed events, beyond their intended application in the Taos RMP, 
to mitigate potential impacts to big game and BLM sensitive species.  The Biological Evaluationðthe 
details of which are supplemented and incorporated into this documentðserves as the basis for this 
alternative.  
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Also under this alternative, amplified music would not be allowed at either the Taos Valley Overlook or 
Wild Rivers areas. 

2.4 Alternative D:  Approval of SRPs with Timing Limitations based on Breeding 

Birds and Raptors 
This option is to approve the Proposed Action as presented under section 2.1 except with a timing 
limitation imposed from March 1 to July 31, during which the proposed events would not be authorized 
to occur.  The timing limitation would be applied primarily to prevent disturbances to raptors during 
periods of nesting, foraging, and fledging as well as to protect breeding and nesting migratory birds.   

2.5 Alternatives Considered but not Analyzed in Detail 
National Monument Interim Programmatic SRP Plan Alternative:   An alternative to analyze SRPs for 
non-competitive events in the monument programmatically, whereby the analysis would be at a much 
broader scale, was considered but dismissed from detailed analysis at this time.  A programmatic plan for 
SRPs would consider use levels and numbers of permits in the long term, in various locations, and with 
expanded activities.  The analysis and decision space would be broader and more flexible and would have 
considered allocations for SRP activities rather than specific SRP applications.  However, the 
programmatic approach to considering the SRPs is appropriately deferred to the monument planning 
process, now underway by the BLM and its cooperators. 

The programmatic SRP plan, dismissed by the BLM, originally provided for SRPs to be authorized within 
the R²o Grande corridor.  However, during an internal interdisciplinary team meeting, the issue was raised 
regarding the potential for impacts to various wildlife species, particularly in riparian areas.  Subsequently 
the Proposed Action was developed to exclude the opportunity for any competitive events below the rim 
of the R²o Grande gorge or within other stream corridors.   

Chapter 3:  Affected Environment 

3.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument—Objectives and Values 

3.1.1 Wildlife Resources   

 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range 

Wildlife species expected to inhabit the area include rabbits, coyotes, ravens, and various bat species, as 
well as big game species.  Numerous small mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and insects can be found and 
include prairie dogs, field mice, ground squirrels, kangaroo rats, small lizards and rattlesnakes.  Seventy-
three bird species are reported to breed in pinyon-juniper habitat (Balda and Masters 1980).  Not all these 
species occur at any one site and the mix of species varies greatly with stand characteristics. More 
information about these bird species can be found in the Migratory Bird and Raptor section below. 

Primary big game species in the project area are Rocky Mountain elk, mule deer, and Rocky Mountain 
bighorn sheep. The New Mexico Department of Game and Fish (NMDGF) is the agency with the 
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authority and responsibility for managing big game populations.  The BLM works in partnership with 
NMDGF to coordinate efforts managing habitat that follow the New Mexico Comprehensive Wildlife  
Conservation Strategy (NMDGF 2005).  Other big game species which occur in the project area are black 
bear, mountain lion, and Merriamôs turkey.  None of those species occurs in large numbers nor has there 
been any specific habitat management directed toward them. 

The project area contains critical winter range, summer range and a migratory corridor primarily for 
Rocky Mountain elk and mule deer.  Because conditions are harsh in winter, winter range is considered 
the most crucial habitat type for elk and mule deer, and includes sagebrush-steppe, pinyon-juniper 
woodlands, mountain shrub, and ponderosa pine below 7,500 feet (Watkins and Bishop, et al. 2007).  
Winter diets for mule deer are a combination of forbs, browse, and new growth on cool-season grasses.  
Browse becomes an increasingly important as snow covers other vegetation, or forbs and grasses become 
depleted or unavailable.  The greatest limiting factors within summer or winter range for deer and elk are 
habitat fragmentation and unsuitable vegetative structure. In northern New Mexico, Watkins and Bishop 
et al. (2007) found, ñmule deer became concentrated on winter ranges with densities of 20-100 
deer/square mile in suitable habitat.ò  Because so many animals concentrate in an area seasonally, winter 
range can experiences high herbivory and may be more vulnerable to invasion by non-native vegetation. 
(Watkins and Bishop et al. 2007). 

While not located within the project area, the perennial rivers of the R²o Grande, Red River, and Rio 
Pueblo de Taos are immediately adjacent to the project area, and represent riparian habitat corridors 
necessary for a source of water and migration of birds, amphibians, bats, migratory waterfowl and many 
other wildlife species, including Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, mule deer and elk.  These adjacent 
riparian and riverine ecosystems provide an abundance and rich diversity of wildlife species more or less 
dependent on the project area for some or all of their life history requirements. 

Key management prescriptions for wildlife, special status species and migratory birds are summarized in 
the Taos RMP (2012) and the Rio Grande Corridor Final Plan (2000).  In general, priority wildlife 
habitats (large areas of BLM land important for big game, raptors, and special status species) are located 
in the Taos Plateau planning unit, which includes the project area.   

BLM Sensitive Species 

BLM Sensitive Species that are known to occur or have potential habitat in the area include Gunnisonôs 
Prairie Dog (Cynomys gunnisoni), Western Burrowing Owl (Athene cunicularia hypugea), Bald Eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus), Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus), Yuma Skipper (Ochlodes yuma 

anasazi), and Ripleyôs Milkvetch (Astragalus ripleyi).  A list of the BLM Sensitive Species is provided in 
Appendix B.  

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog: The Gunnisonôs Prairie Dog is a BLM Sensitive Species and its habitat occurs 
in the Taos Plateau planning unit.  Surveys for Gunnisonôs prairie dog colonies on the Taos Plateau 
(outside the project area) conducted in 2005, 2006 and 2010 found that number of active colonies and 
total acreage has remained fairly consistent through the years at approximately 1,200 acres, although 
colony size seems to be increasing (Hawks Aloft, Inc. 2011).There is an active Gunnisonôs prairie dog 
colony within Wild Rivers located north of the Visitors Center in a sagebrush clearing treatment adjacent 
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to the trail system and was not included in formal surveys referenced above.  This colony was estimated 
at approximately 20 acres during a site visit in 2014. 

Prairie dog towns serve as important habitat for many wildlife species. Species closely associated with 
prairie dog town habitat include Western burrowing owl and black-footed ferret, neither of which are 
currently found within the project area.  Prairie dogs themselves are a prey base for a variety of wildlife 
species, including ferruginous hawks and golden eagles. 

Western Burrowing Owl:  This uncommon summer breeder is currently not known to occur within Taos 
Valley Overlook or Wild Rivers.  Western Burrowing Owls prefer open areas of high visibility with some 
kind of burrow system from rodent activities, prairie dogs for instance, for nesting sites.  There is an 
active prairie dog town in Wild Rivers, and it is possible that burrowing owls could nest in the area in the 
future.  A recent climate report published by Audubon predicts up to 78 percent of summer range for this 
species in New Mexico will be lost by 2080, and up to 67 percent of their winter range (National 
Audubon Society 2014). 

Bald Eagle: A common winter resident, usually found close to rivers/streams and aquatic habitats.  Bald 
eagles are known to migrate along the avian flyway of the Rocky Mountains and Rio Grande from the 
Colorado/New Mexico state line south throughout New Mexico.  They can be observed from 
approximately mid-October to mid-November through the middle of March in the project area.  Winter 
populations are small but stable.  The population in the project area, compared to other sites in the Taos 
Field Office, is small.  Ponton (1980) commented that, ñThe concentration of wintering bald eagles in the 
project area appears sparse compared to certain rivers, such as the Rio Chama below El Vado dam, or to 
reservoirs, such as Cochiti Lake or Conchas Lake.ò  It may be that prey availability is the cause for 
smaller numbers of bald eagle in the area.  The Rio Grande gorge, and other riparian zones adjacent to the 
project area where habitat is found, is very narrow and sunlight in the canyon is limited to melt ice and/or 
snowpack, decreasing prey abundance and availability compared to more open sites (Ponton 1980).  
Roost sites would typically be trees with shelter from the predominate winds, which is from the southwest 
in the project area (Ponton 1980).  Hunting areas are close to roost sites (Ponton 1980).  Christmas Bird 
Counts conducted in Orilla Verde Recreation Area from 2004 through 2014 documented between 3 and 7 
individuals annually (R. Templeton, personal communication).  A recent climate report published by 
Audubon  predicts up to 58 percent of winter range for this species in New Mexico will be lost by 2080 
(National Audubon Society 2014). 

Pinyon Jay:  A common resident found in Sagebrush/Grassland, Pinyon/Juniper Woodland and Upland 
Forest (Stahlecker & Kennedy 1986; BISON-M 2015).  Pinyon jays have coevolved with the Pinyon pine 
(Pinus edulis)  in that they depend on the seeds (nuts) as their primary food source and act as a dispersal 
agent for the seeds. 

Currently, data sets on this species are limited to Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) and Common Bird Census 
(CBC) methodologies. Because this is a flocking species that wanders nomadically for its primary food 
source, has such a large home range, and due to its secretive nesting behavior, neither of these survey 
techniques have been shown to sufficiently sample Pinyon jays (Wiggins 2005; BISON-M 2015; New 
Mexico Partners in Flight 2007).  While Pinyon jays are common in the project area, actual numbers 
cannot be estimated with current survey protocols and no nesting colonies have been identified. 
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Pinyon jay also occurs in the Carson National Forest, Camino Real/Questa Ranger Districts, Santa Fe 
National Forest, Las Vegas Wildlife Refuge, Rio Chama Wildlife Area, Urraca Wildlife Area, Bandelier 
National Monument, and the Sangre de Cristo Mountain range (BISON-M 2015).  In Colorado, ñPinyon 
jays are found along the periphery of the San Luis Valley, wandering irregularly and widely in fall and 
winter . . . September through winter they are most common, with records in April, June and Julyò 
(CDOW 2015).  In New Mexico, ñPinyon jays are frequently seen in the summer, winter, and transient in 
areas of desert/rocky slopes, juniper savannah, and Pinyon/juniper woodlands. Even within these habitats, 
however, their occurrence may be very unpredictable and seasonally sporadic.  Pinyon jays use Mixed 
Shrub, Sagebrush, Pinyon/Juniper, Juniper, and Agriculture habitats from 5,000-7,500 ft.ò (BISON-M 
2015). 

New Mexico Partners In Flight (2007) estimates a total species population of over 4 million, and that 
New Mexico holds about 28 percent, or 1,135,000 birds. Since such a large percentage of the overall 
species population is thought to reside in New Mexico, responsibility for the sustainability and resiliency 
for the species is greater here than in most places. Pinyon jay has shown declining population trends in 
New Mexico, the Southwest, and nationally over the last several decades (New Mexico Partners in Flight 
2007).  Balda (2002) suggests large habitat conversion from woodlands to rangelands 40-70 years ago 
caused major declines to the species.  Since 2001, mortality of some Pinyon pine stands in the Southwest 
has occurred due to drought and associated insect and disease outbreaks (Allen-Reid et al. 2005, 
Breshears et al. 2005). Breeding range is projected to decrease by 25-31 percent between 2010 and 2099 
(USGS 2014) due to predicted changes in climate. 

Consistent results from several New Mexico studies indicate that a medium-sized flock (approximately 
250 birds) needs a large area (8650-9900 ac) of seed producing pinyon trees for harvesting and caching 
pinyon seeds, with home ranges that contain nearby water sources and suitable woodland stand structure 
for nesting (Johnson, et al. 2015).  Because Pinyon jays rely on pinyon seeds, and pinyon seed production 
is sporadic, this strong long-distance flocking species requires large stands of mature seed producing trees 
over a wide area in order to persist through non-producing Pinyon pine seed crop years (Balda 2002; 
Yanishevsky and Petring-Rupp 1998).  

Therefore, large, cone-producing trees are an important component of the species home range (Wiggins 
2005).  If pine seeds are available, Pinyon jays will typically remain on or near their home range 
throughout the year, traveling to cache sites and foraging areas.  However, in years of poor pine cone 
production, flocks may roam widely, with long distance flights usually beginning in August or 
September.  Some studies have shown birds foraging up to 20 miles away during poor food years (Balda 
2002; Wiggins 2005). Most birds return to their home territories in February to nest (Balda 2002).  
Emmigration, or dispersal from an individualôs birth place, by long-distances are rare, with an individual 
bird staying with its natal flock or dispersing adjacent to it  (Marzluff and Balda 1989). Marzluff and 
Balda (1992) observed a flock nesting within the same area (approx. 250 acres) for 14 years. 

Over a two year study in Farmington, one nesting colony covered approximately 90 acres. Johnson et al. 
(2015) suggested,  ñSuitable colony sites for nesting groups of this size (about 20 pairs) should be at least 
50 ha (approx. 125 ac), to include a 50m (approx. 164 ft) buffer of suitable habitat.  Larger nesting groups 
requiring relatively larger colony sites.ò 
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Survivorship of adults was reported as constant, around 74 percent, over most age classes (Wiggins 
2005). Maximum longevity of wild birds was measured at 16 years for males and 14 years for females by 
Marzluff and Balda (1992), although actual mortality likely occurs much earlier for many birds.  One of 
the most critical requirements for sustainability and growth of the species is food availability for 
survivorship of young (one- and two-year olds) (Wiggins 2005).  Over many years study in northern 
Arizona and central New Mexico, approximately 5 percent of all eggs laid become yearling Pinyon jays 
(Wiggins 2005).  More recently, in New Mexico, it has been found that ñwintering habitat productive of 
pinyon seeds, juniper berries, and other foods are probably at least as important to the Pinyon Jay long-
term population viability as high-quality nesting colony sitesò (Johnson, et al. 2015). 

Breeding 

While the species has been observed in the project area, there are no current known nesting colonies on 
the project area or lands adjacent to the project area (Stahlecker & Kennedy 1986; NHNM 2011; F. 
Cortez, Carson National Forest, personal communication 4/3/15; B. Kuykendall, personal communication 
4/3/15; C. Keckler, personal communication 4/1/15; R. Templeton personal communication 4/3/15; K. 
Johnson, personal communication 4/10/15). Pinyon jays hide their nests in densely structured trees which 
can make them difficult to find (K. Johnson, pers comm. 2015). 

There is potential nesting habitat for Pinyon jay in pinyon-juniper patches within the Wild Rivers portion 
of the project area.  In a Farmington study, Pinyon jays placed their nests in large trees, equally between 
Pinyon pine and juniper trees, but not in the largest tree within a stand or patch (Johnson, et al. 2015).  It 
was also noted that Pinyon jays used smaller trees close by the nest tree as perching and cover to 
approach the nest from below (Johnson et al. 2015).  Colony movements of only a few hundred meters 
were noted between years, possibly due to low pinyon pine seed productivity (Johnson et al. 2015).   
Surveys for potential nesting habitat for Pinyon jay in Wild Rivers and the monument is ongoing and will 
seek to identify any sensitive species and wildlife habitat to inform management decisions. 

New Mexico Partners in Flight (2007) describes Pinyon jay as ña highly social and cooperative breeding 
species that lives in large permanent flocks. Wintering flocks have been known to number up to 500 
individuals. Breeding is colonial, and flocks return each year to traditional breeding areas.  Most 
individuals spend their entire lives in their natal flock, and most young birds breed at the site where they 
were hatched.  Breeding areas are typically dense, mature stands of Pinyon-juniper vegetation.ò  The New 
Mexico Bird Conservation Plan (2007) states that, ñPinyon jays have been known to nest in nearly every 
month of the year in response to abundant green Pinyon cones (fall), cached seeds (late winter), or insects 
(spring and summer).  When Pinyon seeds are abundant, the Pinyon Jay is one of the earliest-nesting 
passerines in North America.ò Therefore, given sufficient resources (i.e., Pinyon pine seeds), it appears 
populations may have the potential to increase (Wiggins 2005).  Pinyon jays have nested as early as mid-
February (Balda 2002) and may continue into April-May depending on food resources (BISON-M 2015).  
New Mexico Partners in Flight (2007) stated, ñan unusual pattern of late-summer/autumnal nesting in a 
Pinyon jay population in central New Mexico.ò Pinyon jays with eggs have been reported in Coloardo 
between mid-March and mid-May (Wiggins 2005).  Nesting may be initiated by environmental clues, 
such as insect abundance or green cones on Pinyon pines (Wiggins 2005).  One clutch of 4-5 per year is 
typical, however, if sufficient forage resources are available, birds may re-nest multiple times (BISON-
M).   
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Data collected in Nevada (GBBO 2015) indicate Pinyon jays prefer diverse cover types in a mosaic 
pattern, including ñmixed-age woodland transitioning into, or interspersed with, sagebrush shrubland.ò  
While Pinyon jays were observed to roost and build nests in dense tree stands, nest sites were typically 
found to be within 1.2 miles (up to 1.8 miles in some cases) of the edge habitat between sagebrush and 
woodlands. In this study, large expanses of closed-canopy pinyon-juniper woodland seemed unsuitable 
nesting habitat for Pinyon jays (GBBO 2015).  It was also observed in that study that, ñDuring daytime, 
jays were usually found within 800 m (2,600 ft) of the woodland edge, and always within 2 km (1.2 mi) 
of the edgeò (GBBO 2015).   Overall, Pinyon jays in Nevada were almost always in places with diverse 
woodland canopy cover and age structure and not seen in large expanses of high density (many 
stems/acre) woodland (GBBO 2015). 

Evidence from Johnson, et al. (2015) suggests that Pinyon jays in northern New Mexico are not highly 
sensitive to roads, edges, elevation, slope, or aspect in selection of nest sites where sufficient vegetation 
and water sources are available.  Apparently, Pinyon jays can ñtolerate occasional loud noises (rifle firing 
and sonic booms),ò however, ñconstant noise could be more detrimental than intermittent, louder sounds, 
which may explain why jays consistently failed to nest where dBA was higher than 40ò (Johnson, et al. 
2015). Because of the social nature of the species, consistent noise at high levels could preclude ñintra-
flock communication such as alarm, begging, contact, and courtship callsò (Johnson et al. 2015).  Some 
literature has mentioned  that humans on foot can be disruptive to nesting Pinyon jays (Johnson, et al. 
2015).   

Habitat characteristics of nest sites by Pinyon jay has not been well quantified, in part, because colony 
sites are so difficult to find.  Where colonies exist, Balda (2002) found Pinyon jays nest close together, 
with potentially 1-3 nests in any single tree (juniper, oak, pinyon, or ponderosa pine).  In Arizona, nests 
were spread evenly throughout a colony, with an average colony containing 11 nests and a mean inter-
nest distance of 110m (approx. 360 ft) (Marzluff and Balda 1992).  In New Mexico, BISON-M (2015) 
describes clutch sizes ranging from 3-6 with an average of  4-5, incubation occuring over 3-4 weeks, egg 
laying in the canopy of a tree or at a branch base, and nest heights over 50 feet in Ponderosa pine trees. 

Foraging 

Foraging habitat for Pinyon jay can be found throughout the project area.  During the day, Pinyon jays are 
actively feeding by gleaning, browsing or stalking prey if they are not retrieving cached seeds of pinyon 
pines.  Birds feed on the ground, in herbaceous vegetation, and/or on the branches or overstory canopy of 
tree species (BISON-M 2015). 

Foraging habitat has also not been well-quantified, perhaps because of the high mobility of the species 
and difficulty in following fast-moving flocks.  Pinyon jays wander far and wide in foraging flocks during 
spring and fall in New Mexico (BISON-M 2015).  Viability of populations depend in large part on ñmast 
cropsò of Pinyon seeds which typically occur every several years (Marzluff and Balda 1992). In years 
with large Pinyon seed crops, Pinyon jays cache the seeds in late summer and fall on the ground, 
primarily; however, they have been noted to use crevices in trees (Balda 2002).  Flocks often utilize 
traditional caching areas from year to year (Balda 1987).  Cached seeds are typically ñrecovered with a 
high degree of accuracy and consumed through the winter and early springò (New Mexico Partners in 
Flight 2007).  When Pinyon pine seed production is low and flights away from home ranges occur, birds 
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have been known to fly ñhundreds of miles in search of concentrated food resourcesò (New Mexico 
Partners in Flight 2007). 

Pinyon jays typically cache pine seeds in organic material found on the ground, below live trees, next to 
fallen trees, and/or next to rocks (Wiggins 2005). Because cache sites have been found in areas of open 
habitat with scattered trees, Pinyon jays have been deemed a ñkey dispersal agent(s) for seeds into areas 
situated for new growthò (Wiggins 2005).  Sometimes Pinyon jays can fly up to 11 km (approx. 6.5 
miles) to cache the many seeds they carry in an expandable esophagus, visting cache sites far outside 
home ranges (Wiggins 2005). It has also been noted that Pinyon jays forage in low elevation riparian 
areas during fall and winter if Pinyon pine seed production is low, or in suburban areas where bird feeders 
provide food (Marzluff and Balda 1992; Wiggins 2005).  

Pinyon jays are omnivores.  Besides Pinyon pine seeds, other forage items consist of acorns, juniper 
berries, wild berries, arthropods, lizards, snakes, nestling birds, and small mammals (Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology 2015).  A majority of foraging time is spent on the ground (Balda et al. 1972).  During late 
spring or early summer breeding, Pinyon seeds are typically gathered from cones on the ground rather 
than from those hanging from a branch (Balda 2002).  During early spring, when snow may still be on the 
ground, caches (hidden stores in the ground) of Pinyon pine seeds are critical for breeding Pinyon jays. 

The mutualistic relationship between Pinyon jay and Pinyon pine includes a specialized bill by the jay to 
open ripe green pine cones and remove seeds without getting hair or feathers near the bill marred by the 
sap.  The Pinyon pine relies on the Pinyon jay to disperse the seeds by caching them in the ground across 
wide areas, colonizing new areas and increasing diversity of habitat type and structure at a landscape 
scale. There is a strong evolutionary tie between these two species. 

Yuma skipper:  The central New Mexico population, subspecies ñAnasazi,ò is an outlier in the US, first 
discovered in 1984 in Wild Rivers (Cary and Stanford 1995; Cary, et al. 2011).  There are a total of five 
races in the US (O. y. yuma; O. y. scudderi; O. y. lutea; O. y. sacramentorum; O. y. anasazi).  Larval 
stages of the species are found in early July, with pupae turning to adults by the end of the month on the 
host plant, the Common reed (Phragmites australis).  Adults are flying and foraging, along the paved 
road in Wild Rivers, from early August through mid-September, after which they deposit larval tubes on 
the host plant along the banks of the Rio Grande.  Foraging plants are thistles and forbs, many of which 
are found within the right-of-way along the paved road in Wild Rivers, some distance from breeding 
habitat in the gorge (Cary, Delay et al. 2011).  The Yuma skipper produces one generation per year (Cary, 
Delay et al. 2011). 

Currently, the only known population in the Taos Field Office exists near springs along the banks of the 
Rio Grande near Wild Rivers to John Dunn Bridge.  There is potential habitat north of Wild Rivers near 
Sunshine Valley, however, no species have been observed there to date.  Of the eight known historical 
patches within Wild Rivers, six sites were occupied in 2009 and one site occupied in 2010 (Cary, DeLay 
et al. 2011).  Potential habitat is located in Orilla Verde Recreation Area; however, the species has not 
been observed there (Cary, Delay et al. 2001). Nearest populations outside the project area is the San Juan 
River near Shiprock, NM (Y.o. scudderi).  Searches in Bosque del Apache to Alamosa NWR and Grants, 
NM, reveal potential habitat, but no species of Y.o. anasazi have been observed to date (Cary, Delay et al. 
2011). 
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Ripley’s milkvetch:  Due to the palatability of Ripleyôs milkvetch and documented small sites of the plant 
in the Taos Plateau area, it is possible there were more Ripleyôs milkvetch on rangelands in the past.  
Currently there are small patches of known populations of the species within the broader area 
administered by the Taos Field Office, but they are not known to occur within the project areas.  For this 
reason, this species is not addressed any further in this EA. 

Migratory Birds and Raptors 

In 1985, an avian study of Wild Rivers was conducted for BLM, covering a total of 18,770 acres from the 
peak of the Guadalupe Mountain down to the bottom of the respective gorges in the study site (Stahlecker 
& Kennedy 1986).  This study included all of the areas within the Wild Rivers portion of the project area.  
Due to lack of studies or data at the recently acquired Taos Valley Overlook area, and due to the fact that 
similar habitat exists between Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, species composition and diversity 
data from the 1985 study will be assumed to exist in similar habitat types.  It is not likely that similar 
breeding pair densities exist between the two sites due to differences in patch size, fragmentation, and 
adjacent land uses, among others. 

In addition, a study conducted in 2010 for the BLM included analysis of the pinyon-juniper woodland 
habitat and avian species composition and density within similar habitat of the 1985 study plots in Wild 
Rivers (NHNM 2011).  A landbird breeding bird study was also conducted in 2011 for BLM within 
similar habitat types that surround Ute Mountain north of the project area (Hawks Aloft 2010). 

From 2000-2013, the BLM TFO has conducted raptor surveys within the Taos Plateau planning unit, 
including the Rio Grande Gorge adjacent to the project area, and the analysis contained herein is based on 
those survey efforts. 

Raptors 

The Rio Grande, Red River and Rio Pueblo de Taos gorges adjacent to the project area are narrow, 
confined, vertical walled canyons.  This habitat provides adequate nesting sites for raptor species, 
resulting in ñthe most concentrated breeding area in North Central New Mexicoò (B. Kuykendall, undated 
BLM TFO ñIdentification of Key Raptor Areasò). Within these gorges, special habitat features include 
cliffs/bluffs, rock outcrops, small groups of trees, snags or group of snags, rodent colonies, adjacent to a 
river, and winter roost availability. 

Raptor species with the potential to occur within or adjacent to the project area include American kestrel, 
sharp-shinned hawk, osprey, Northern harrier, Swainsonôs hawk, Cooperôs hawk, and several owl species.  
Adjacent to the project area are an additional four cliff-nesting raptor species with ten years of known 
nest fates that will be evaluated in detail in this EA:  Peregrine falcon, Prairie falcon, Red-tailed hawk, 
and Golden eagle. 

Suitable nesting habitat is abundant in the Upper Rio Grande; therefore, limitations on successful 
reproduction are likely a result of other factors. Prey abundance and weather appear to be significant 
factors affecting breeding success of raptors (Smith and Murphy 1979; Bates and Moretti 1994; Steenhof 
et al. 1997). Since raptor foraging habitats are often selected according to occurrence and vulnerability of 
prey species, certain foraging habitats are more important for some species of raptors than others.  The 



Page | 21  

 

proximity of nest sites to the project area lend the project area as important foraging habitat for all cliff-
nesting species. 

All raptor species are susceptible to human disturbance during the breeding season, but of the species that 
breed in the study area, Golden eagle are likely the most sensitive (Hawks Aloft 2013). Sensitivity is 
greatest during the incubation and early nestling periods when potential for nest abandonment is highest 
(Fyfe and Olendorff 1976; Watson and Dennis 1992; Olendorff 1993).  

Peregrine Falcon: Peregrine falcon is a resident along the Rio Grande and nest sites are known adjacent 
to the project area. The species specializes on catching prey ñon the wing,ò having a prey base almost 
exclusively of passerine birds. 

Among the four raptors analyzed in this EA, nest success remains lowest for Peregrine falcon. In 2013, 
the only known active nest was presumed failed due to lack of timely data to determine nest fate (i.e., 
documented evidence of young or fledglings).  Since 2000, the BLM has documented within the Upper 
Rio Grande a total of 13 breeding attempts by Peregrine falcon, resulting in an overall nest success rate 
for the study site of 62 percent, with estimated productivity rate of 0.92 fledglings per nest, well below 
the estimated recruitment standard of at least 1.45 young per nest to maintain stable populations (Johnson 
1999). When calculating Peregrine falcon productivity rates using years of similar survey effort, the 
species seems to be even more vulnerable, with overall nest success in the study site of 55 percent, with 
an estimated productivity rate of 0.68 fledglings per nest.  Adjacent to Wild Rivers, where two-thirds (6 
of 9) of Peregrine falcon sites have been documented, nest success is even lower at 43 percent, with 
estimated productivity rate of 0.64 fledglings per nest.  Although the sample size is very small, in Taos 
Valley Overlook for years of similar effort nest success stands at 75 percent and estimated productivity is 
0.75 fledglings per nest. 

Although lower breeding success could be influenced by many factors, it seems likely that diet is the most 
significant.  Peregrine Falcons feed primarily on birds.  Avian populations of non-native species (i.e., 
European starlings, collard dove) and corvids (i.e., crows and ravens) may be more abundant in Taos 
Valley Overlook due to human activities that attract such species, perhaps explaining higher productivity 
of Peregrine falcon in that area compared to Wild Rivers. 

Individual Peregrine falcons can respond much differently to human activities depending on their 
individual characteristics, the specific time of breeding cycle, and a multitude of environmental cues 
(Cade 1960).  Birds located in remote locations are usually the most reactive to human disturbance, while 
those in more urban or suburban settings can become habituated to human activities in very close 
proximity.  It has been observed that abandoned nests due to disturbance have later been reoccupied when 
disturbance levels ceased (Bond 1946; Herbert and Herbert 1965; Ratcliffe 1993).  The nest cliff area in 
Taos Valley Overlook has experienced human use, in increasing amounts, for many years. If sufficient 
mitigation is in place, some activities, such as rock-climbing and research near eyries, have not been 
shown to be detrimental (Olsen and Olsen 1978; Cade et al. 1996).  Because the species is so far ranging 
in habitat type and landscapes found, assessment of impacts have proven difficult to quantify.  Factors 
influencing Peregrine falcons most have been described as ñloss or modification of nesting places, which 
are limited in number and often nonreplaceable, but the species does have latitude to switch among 
alternate nesting places in the same territory where more than one nest site existsò (White, et al. 2002). 
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Activity or disturbance at or near a Peregrine falcon nest site before or during egg-laying could cause 
Peregrine falcons to abandon that nest, however, they might re-nest elsewhere on the same cliff or in the 
same territory (White, et al. 2002).  An occasion of human disturbance close to a nest could frighten 
sitting birds so quickly they would leave recently hatched eggs, exposing them to predation or cooling, 
possibly decreasing nesting success.  More directly, a sudden intrusion on a nest site could cause recently 
hatched young to be inadvertently kicked out of a nest (White, et al. 2002).  If human activities are of 
long duration that prevent parents from returning to eggs or downy young for periods of time, depending 
on many other factors (such as climate and age of young), overchilling or overheating and death of young 
could result (White, et al. 2002). 

Peregrine have been documented in the area adjacent to Taos Valley Overlook (Orilla Verde Recreation 
Area) during Christmas Bird Counts and, therefore, is assumed to be a resident species in the Rio Grande 
gorge. No Chirstmas Bird Count data is available for Wild Rivers. 

Prairie Falcon: Prairie falcons are found in Sagebrush/Grassland foraging habitat in the project area and 
nest along cliffs within the Rio Grande gorge. Sensitive to human disturbance, activities on cliff tops 
above Prairie falcon nests have been seen to be more disturbing than activities coming from below at cliff 
bottoms (USDI BLM 2003). 

From BLM Taos Field Office studies in the Upper Rio Grande, breeding trends for Prairie falcons are 
similar to those of Golden eagles and Red-tailed hawks. The combined number of active and occupied 
sites for this species has ranged from 2 to 11 during all survey years.  Active sites annually range from 1 
to 7.  The biggest difference in site occupancy occurred in 2012 and 2013, with a jump from 2 to 11 
active/occupied sites. In the upper Rio Grande gorge, Prairie falcons nest in higher densities in the 
northern portion of the survey area, north of Wild Rivers and the project area, where the cliff area is 
substantially lower than in the southern portion and project area. The Upper Rio Grande gorge contains an 
abundance of potential nest sites, and many active sites show signs of previous use, ñsuch as thick 
accumulations of old whitewash indicating that these sites were once heavily used, and that the Prairie 
falcon populations may well have been significantly larger in the pastò (Hawks Aloft 2013). Like many 
other raptor species, it is likely that nesting Prairie falcons here are limited by prey availability and not 
from unsuitable nesting habitat.  In the Upper Rio Grande, nest success stands at 87 percent, with 
estimated productivity at 1.81, which is close to the median replacement standard of 2.0 calculated by 
Runde (1987) as necessary for population maintenance.  A recent climate report published by Audubon 
(National Audubon Society 2014) predicts up to 90 percent of summer range in New Mexico for Prairie 
falcon will be lost by 2080, and up to 16 percent of winter range.  Prairie falcons have been documented 
in Orilla Verde Recreation Area during Christmas Bird Counts and are assumed to be a resident species in 
the Rio Grande gorge.   

Red-tailed Hawk: Red-tailed hawks are common and found in all habitat types.  Nest success for Red-
tailed hawks across all years (2000-2013) stands at 79.5 percent. While nesting success is relatively high 
when compared to the other raptor species analyzed herein, there is evidence that the breeding population 
in the area has declined over the years. A one-year study in 1980 in the Upper Rio Grande documented 12 
active Red-tailed hawk nests (Ponton 1980). Since monitoring begun in 2000, number of active Red-
tailed hawk nests in the Upper Rio Grande has ranged from 3 to 7 annually. Although our knowledge is 
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limited, it seems possible that far fewer Red-tailed hawks nest in the Upper Rio Grande currently than 
earlier periods. 

Estimated productivity rates for Red-tailed hawk for the Upper Rio Grande in years of similar effort is 
0.88.  Preston and Beane (2009) found producitivty rates to be 0.91, 1.1, 1.36, 1.4 and 1.8, comparatively 
higher than the study site adjacent to the project area. Red-tailed hawks have been documented in Orilla 
Verde Recreation Area during Christmas Bird Counts and are assumed to be a resident species in the Rio 
Grande gorge.   

Golden Eagle: Golden eagles are described as  ñan upper-trophic aerial predatorò and within the project 
area primarily found in Sagebrush/Grassland (USFWS 2010).  They consume a wide variety of prey, 
including reptiles, birds, and mammals, from small to large individual prey, such as mule deer fawns, 
bighorn sheep lambs and coyote pups (Bloom and Hawks 1982). They are useful scavengers, eating 
refuse or consuming dead animals (Kochert and Steenhof 2002).  In favoroable habitat, Golden eagles 
have been observed to forage up to 5.5 miles from the center of their territories (McGrady et al. 2002). 
Foraging distances may be greater in arid habitats where prey abundance is reduced. 

Golden eagle populations are believed to be declining in the lower forty-eight states of the United States 
(Harlow and Bloom 1989, Kochert et al. 2002, Good  et al. 2007, Farmer et al. 2008, Smith et al. 2008).  
Active Golden eagle nests in the Rio Grande Gorge have ranged from 3 to 8 annually, with a total of 58 
active nests documented over a ten year survey period. For all survey years, the area adjacent to Taos 
Valley Overlook has a nesting success rate of 91 percent, while the Upper Rio Grande near Wild Rivers 
has a nesting success that averages 77 percent.  Similariliy, in years of similar survey effort, Golden eagle 
productivity is greater adjacent to Taos Valley Overlook (Orilla Verde Recreation Area) with productivity 
rate estimated at 1.25, versus the Upper Rio Grande near Wild Rivers with producitivy rate estimated at 
0.86.  As with Peregrine falcon, increased productivity for Golden eagles near Taos Valley Overlook may 
be due to increased human activities in this area that attract both avian (non-native and corvid species) 
and mammal (such as coyotes and rodents) prey species. 
 
As has been found in many raptor studies, weather and prey abundance are often the primary factors 
affecting nesting success and productivity.  Productivity remains stable in the project area, with rates 
similar to that reported in other areas of the western United States (Thompson et al. 1982, Phillips et al. 
1990, Bates and Moretti 1994, Steenhof et al. 1997). A recent climate report published by National 
Audubon Society (2014) predicts up to 79 percent of summer range for this species in New Mexico will 
be lost by 2080, and up to 23 percent of its winter range.  Golden eagles have been documented in Orilla 
Verde Recreation Area during Christmas Bird Counts and are assumed to be a resident species in the Rio 
Grande gorge.   
 

Migratory Birds 

The New Mexico Avian Protection Program and New Mexico Partners in Flight identified certain Avian 
Concentration Areas across New Mexico in its ñNew Mexico Avian Protection Plan,ò and contains the 
entire Rio Grande (NMAPWG 2004), immediately adjacent to the project area. Due to its importance as a 
migration corridor, and the value of the riparian habitat within it to all wildlife species, ñthe Rio Grande 
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ecosystem supports greater numbers of birds than any other riverine or wetland system in the stateò 
(NMAPWG 2004).  The area is also designated as an Important Bird Area (NM Audubon ï Upper Rio 
Grande Gorge IBA). The Central Migratory Flyway is centered along the north/south mountain chains of 
central New Mexico.  It has been suggested that, ñall mountain ridges with a north-to-south orientation 
are utilized by migrating raptorsò (NMAPWG 2004). 

Several BLM studies are included in the analysis for this EA, similar to that for the raptors as referenced 
above.  The last breeding bird survey data gathered in 2010 for Wild Rivers documented fifty-five avian 
species during the breeding season (NHNM 2011) in pinyon-juniper woodlands.  Spotted Towhee (Pipilo 

maculatus), Mountain Chickadee (Poecile gambeli), and Black-throated Gray Warbler (Dendroica 

nigrescens) were the most frequently recorded species, accounting for 26 percent of all observations.  
Also observed were Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus), Brewer's Sparrow (Spizella breweri), 
Black-throated Gray Warbler, Mourning Dove (Zenaida macroura), and Sage Thrasher, analyzed further 
below. 

In 1985, 35 species were documented in the Pinyon/Juniper Woodland site, compared to 55 species 
observed in the same habitat type in 2010, 28 of which were the same as those found in 1985 (NHNM 
2010).  While species richness differs between 2010 and 1985, in comparing the two study results, the 
2010 data reports that  ñthe most abundant species were more or less the same (e.g., Black-throated Gray 
Warbler and Juniper Titmouse). There is an indication that we observed more Pinyon Jay, Gray 
Flycatcher, Spotted Towhee, Mountain Chickadee, and Bushtit individuals than they did, at least in the 
pinyon-juniper woodlandsò (NHNM 2010).  Avian breeding pair density in 2010 was 248 pairs/100 acres 
within Pinyon/Juniper Woodland (NHNM 2010), compared to 148 pairs/100 acres in 1985 in the same 
habitat type. It appears from the data that there are more birds, and more diverse bird populations, 
currently than in the past. 

Species richness in Pinyon/Juniper Woodland in Wild Rivers in 2010 (55 species) was similar to that 
documented in the same habitat type on Ute Mountain (51 species) (Hawks Aloft, Inc. 2010), and higher 
than that documented in the similar habitat near Raton in northeastern New Mexico (41 species) (Goguen 
and Matthews 1998).  Due to the proximity of Ute Mountain to Wild Rivers, and the similar species 
composition and richness between the two locations, these data represent ña reliable inventory of 
regularly occurring avian species during the breeding season in north-central New Mexico Pinyon/Juniper 
Woodlandsò (HPNM 2010).  Species richness of breeding birds within the Wild Rivers 2010 study site 
was estimated to be approximately 30 different species. 

Sagebrush/Grassland Obligates 
 

One-third of the Wild Rivers 1985 study site (6,250 acres) contains the Sagebrush/Grassland habitat site, 
the largest habitat site in the study area, which also held the lowest species diversity of all three habitat 
sites analyzed in this EA, with only 22 species (12 migrating, 4 partial breeders, 6 breeding species).  
Eighty-nine percent of the sample areas contained Brewerôs sparrow, Vesper sparrow or Sage sparrow 
(see additional data below).  Also observed here were Broad-tailed hummingbird, Pinyon jay, Mountain 
bluebird, and Sage thrasher. Breeding density in this habitat type was estimated at 80 pairs/100 acres, for 
approximately 5,006 total breeding pairs.  This habitat type had the lowest number of breeding bird 
species (diversity) of all habitat sites in the 1985 study, with a diversity index of 1.43 vs. 2.34-2.88 in 
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higher sites (i.e., Riparian and Wooded Canyon Bench, respectively).  However, because the habitat type 
is so large, it provides the 2nd highest number of pairs by habitat site in the study.  Similar population 
levels are found in Wyoming, Utah and western New Mexico in similar habitat types (Todd 1974; 
Castrale and Parker 1981; McCallum and Price 1978). 

Sagebrush/Grassland obligate migratory bird species of conservation concern, pursuant to the 
BLM/USFWS MOU for protection of migratory birds, that occur in Wild Rivers (Stahlecker & Kennedy 
1986) include: 

- Sage sparrow:  A common summer breeder.  Sixty-seven breeding pairs/km2 (total 1,669 
breeding pairs). Shows site fidelity even after complete removal of habitat, with 
corresponding decline in population after two years.  Ground forager, benefits from large 
continuous stands of sagebrush habitat (USDI BLM 2003). 
 

- Brewerôs sparrow:  A common summer breeder.  Fifty breeding pairs/km2 (total 1,252 
breeding pairs). Shows site fidelity even after complete removal of habitat, with 
corresponding decline in populations after two years.  Ground forager, benefits from 
large continuous stands of sagebrush habitat (USDI BLM 2003). 

- Vesper sparrow: A common summer breeder.  Sixty-one breeding paris/km2 (total 1,530 
breeding pairs).  Herbivore.  Good bunchgrass cover provides nest concealment (USDI 
BLM 2003). 

Pinyon-Juniper Obligates 
 
Among a multitude of species known to breed in Pinyon/Juniper Woodland, only a few are considered 
Pinyon/Juniper obligates.  While no formal list of such species currently exists, these species can be 
designated regionally based on research results.  Paulin et al. (1999) considered Bullock's oriole to be a 
Pinyon/Juniper obligate in a Utah study, however, in New Mexico that species is usually found in 
lowlands and/or riparian zones (Parmeter et al.  2002).  Some birds are consistently found in 
Pinyon/Juniper Woodlands throughout many western states, and those that are common in the project area 
are: Black-throated Gray Warbler, Western Scrub-Jay, and Pinyon Jay (Balda and Masters 1980; Goguen 
and Matthews 1998; Paulin et al. 1999; Pavlacky and Anderson 2001; and Fleishman and Dobkin 2009).  
Also observed in this habitat type are Mourning dove, Broad-tailed hummingbird, and Western bluebird. 

Ranked 3rd in number of breeding bird species across all habitat types in the 1985 study (Stahlecker & 
Kennedy 1986), Pinyon/Juniper Woodland provides a diversity index of 2.55.  Because of the density of 
breeding pairs over such a large site, Pinyon/Juniper Woodland provides the highest number of breeding 
pairs in the Wild Rivers study site at 366 breeding pairs/km2.  The diversity index of 2.55 is higher than 
that of similar studies in this habitat type, which averaged 2.0 (Cardaff 1978; Woodman 1978; OôMeara, 
et al. 1981). 

Pinyon/Juniper Woodland obligate migratory bird species of conservation concern, pursuant to the 
BLM/USFWS MOU for protection of migratory birds, that occur in Wild Rivers (Stahlecker & Kennedy 
1986) include: 
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- Black-throated gray warbler: A common summer breeder.  Seventy-two breeding 
pairs/km2 (total 1,802 breeding pairs).  This species does not seem to be sensitive to 
slope or aspect (USDI BLM 2003).  During dispersal, could be found in any habitat type; 
water is not required (USDI BLM 2003).  Breeding range projected to increase by 34-47 
percent between 2010 and 2099 (USGS 2014). 

- Pinyon jay:  This species was difficult to estimate populations, and no breeding colonies 
were found.  Typically, the Pinyon jay appeared on less than 5 percent of survey grids in 
all habitat types.  (See BLM Sensitive Species account above for more information.) 

 
Upland Forest Habitat (Wild Rivers Only) 
 
Thirty-six species were recorded in the Upland Forest habitat site in the Wild Rivers study area (11 
species migrating, 4 partial breeders, and 21 breeding species).  Rufous-sided towhee was the most 
numerous breeder, while Dark-eyed juncos, Mourning dove, and Virginiaôs warblers were common.  Also 
observed were Broad-tailed hummingbird, Pinyon jay and Western bluebird.  With 500 breeding 
pairs/km2, there are an estimated 3,139 breeding pairs within the habitat site.  Within Wild Rivers, this 
habitat contains the 2nd highest density of breeding pairs, 2nd highest diversity index (2.79), greatest 
number of breeding species (21), and 3rd highest total of breeding pairs (Stahlecker & Kennedy 1986). 

Upland Forest migratory bird species of conservation concern, pursuant to the BLM/USFWS MOU for 
protection of migratory birds, that occur in Wild Rivers (Stahlecker & Kennedy 1986) include: 

- Virginiaôs warbler: A common summer breeder.  Estimated 262 breeding pairs. Breeding 
range projected to decrease slightly by 1.5-7 percent between 2010 and 2099 (USGS 
2014). 

Multiple Habitats 
 
In the 1985 study, overlap of breeding species was demonstrated between habitat sites with similar 
structure (moderately to extensively wooded).  Greatest overlap was seen between Pinyon/Juniper 
Woodland and Upland Forest (66.6 percent species in both habitat types). 

Migratory bird species of conservation concern that occur in multiple habitats, pursuant to the 
BLM/USFWS MOU for protection of migratory birds, that occur in Wild Rivers (Stahlecker & Kennedy 
1986) include: 

- Broad-tailed hummingbird:  A common summer breeder.  Sagebrush/Grassland contains 
approximately 278 breeding pairs; with Pinyon/Juniper Woodland containing 
approximately 277 breeding pairs; and Upland Forest 112 breeding pairs, for a total of 
667 breeding pairs in the Wild Rivers study site. 
 

- Western bluebird: A common resident.  While only a visitor in Sagebrush/Grassland, 
Pinyon/Juniper Woodland had 277 breeding pairs, and Upland Forest had 37 breeding 
pairs, for a total of 314 breeding pairs total in the study site.  National Audubon Society 
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(2014) predicts up to 63 percent of summer range for this species in New Mexico will be 
lost by 2080, and up to 28 percent of its winter range may disappear. 

 
- Mountain bluebird: A common summer breeder.  With only 6 breeding pairs/km2 (total 

139 breeding pairs in Sagebrush/Grassland), it is a visitor in Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands.  
Insectivorous and a carnivore, the Mountain bluebird is weakly migratory.  National 
Audubon Society (2014) predicts up to 78 percent of summer range for this species in 
New Mexico will be lost by 2080, and up to 22 percent of its winter range may disappear. 

- Mourning dove: A common summer breeder.  Pinyon/Juniper Woodland contains 
approximately 11 breeding pairs/km2 (total 277 breeding pairs) and Upland Forest had 42 
breeding pairs/km2 (total 262 breeding pairs). 

3.1.2 Ecological Diversity 

The Wild Rivers project area is bordered by the Rio Grande Gorge on the west, the Red River Canyon on 
the south, and private lands to the north and east in Cerro and Questa, New Mexico, respectively.  The 
area has been described as ñan elongated northwest-southeast trenching, nearly flat-lying valley, flanked 
on the northeast and southeast by moderately steep (up to 30 percent gradient), fairly well dissected 
mountain slopes.  The valley slopes gently (<5percent) from a high point near its center towards both 
ends, where it abruptly narrows to steep-sided arroyos that drain towards the Rio Grande and the Red 
Riverò (Stahlecker & Kennedy 1986).  Local relief on the site is about 2,200 feet, with elevations varying 
from a low of 6,600 feet at the confluence of the Red River and Rio Grande to 8,763 feet at the top of the 
northeast peak of Guadalupe Mountain.  Therefore, vegetation and topographical diversity is high, with 
sagebrush flats, to pinyon-juniper woodlands in the foothills, to upland mixed conifer forests on the 
mountainous terrain. 

The Taos Valley Overlook is bordered by a narrow gorge on its western edge, formed by the Rio Pueblo 
de Taos.  The Rio Pueblo de Taos terminates at the confluence with the Rio Grande and its larger gorge 
just south and west of the Taos Valley Overlook.  Highway 68 defines the eastern edge of the Taos Valley 
Overlook, and the town of Taos is located to the northeast, with residential development adjacent to the 
project area in that direction.  Here, BLM lands are east-west trenching, with steeply dissected arroyos 
sloping gently (<5 percent) downhill from Hihgway 68 to the Rio Pueblo de Taos.  Local relief in the area 
is about 300 feet, with elevations varying from a low of 6,683 feet at the rim of the Rio Pueblo de Taos to 
6,975 feet at the southeastern edge of the Taos Valley Overlook project site.  Pockets of pinyon and 
juniper trees are concentrated in drainages, on the southern extent of this project site, and next to the rim 
of the Rio Pueblo de Taos, with sagebrush community types found in the majority of the site. 

Vegetation 

Ecological diversity includes the health of the ecological sites that supports native plants and animals.  An 
ecological site is defined as the variation in growing conditions described by the difference in physical 
site characteristics such as soil texture, climate, topography (i.e. formation type), and the description of 
the plant community typically occupying the site.  In Wild Rivers there are two dominant ecological sites 
within the project area: loamy (R036XB006NM) and pinyon-pine ï one seed juniper/Gambel oak (Pinus 

edulis-Juniperus monosperma/Quercus gambelii, F048AY015NM).  In the Taos Overlook area there are 
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three dominant ecological sites: gravelly slopes (R036XA004NM), loamy site (R036XB006NM), and 
breaks (R036XB001NM). 

The loamy site (R036XB006NM) occurs on mesas, plateaus, fan remnant and broad upland valley side.  
Slopes are typically level but may range up to 15 percent.  Mean annual precipitation range from 9-14 
inches.  This is a grassland site with scattered shrubs throughout the site.  The dominant species are big 
sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), fourwing saltbrush (Atriplex canescens), western wheatgrass 
(Pascopyrum smithii), Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides), winterfat (Krascheninnikovia lanata), 
and fringed sagewort (Artemisia frigida).  Surface soils range from sandy loam to clay loam with 
moderate permeability and medium runoff potential.  Soils are generally deep and well-drained with 
medium to high available water-holding capacity. 

The pinyon-pine ï one seed juniper site (F048AY015NM) site occurs on summits, dip slopes of mesas, 
plateaus and are gently to moderately sloping.  Mean annual precipitation is roughly 9 to 14 inches.  The 
dominant plant community is a pinyon-pine overstory with western wheatgrass, Indian ricegrass, 
needleandthread (Hesperostipa comata), bottlebrush squirreltail (Elymus elymoides), and aster species.  
The surface texture is very gravelly loam to cobbly clay loam as the second layer.  The soils can be rocky 
or shallow with a low water holding capacity.  

The gravelly slopes (R036XA004NM) site occurs on rolling to steep hills, mountain footslopes, and side 
of mesas, benches, and ridges.  Slopes range from 15-35 percent on varying exposures.  Mean annual 
precipitation ranges from 12-14 inches.  The dominant plant community is a mixed grassland-shrub 
complex with some pinyon-juniper.  Species include needleandthread, Indian ricegrass, blue grama 
(Bouteloua gracilis), big sagebrush, fourwing saltbrush, winterfat, mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus 

montanus var paucidentatus), and pinyon-juniper.  Soils are alluvial but generally moderately deep to 
deep and are well drained.  Surface soils gravelly loamy sand, gravelly sandy loam, and gravelly loam.   

The breaks site (R036XB001NM) occurs along canyon edges, side slopes, ridges, and benches with 
slopes ranging from 10-55 percent.  Mean annual precipitation ranges from 9-14 inches.  Typically this 
site is diverse in exposures composed of big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), fourwing saltbrush 
(Atriplex canescens), black grama (Bouteloua eriopoda), sideoats grama (Bouteloua curtipendula), 
juniper (Juniperus monosperma), and pinyon pine (Pinus edulis).  The soils range typically from loams to 
clay loams with moderately slow permeability.  Runoff in this site can be medium to rapid depending on 
slope, coarse fragments, and vegetation.    

Soils 

The upland soils at Wild Rivers are Fernando-Hernandez (FHB) and Orejas-Montecito (OMD) 
associations.  The Fernando-Hernandez is a nearly level clay loam and rated ñsomewhat limitedò with 
moderately favorable features for paths and trails.  Any limitations were minimized by special design, 
planning, or installation.  When wet, where the soils are high in clay content, it is undesirable for foot, 
horse, or bicycle traffic, and excessive soil damage could occur.   The Orejas-Montecito is a strongly 
sloping very stony loam and also rated ñsomewhat limitedò for paths and trails.  This soil is more suitable 
for recreation uses that require heavy foot traffic. 
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The upland soils at the Taos Overlook are of the Sedillo-Silva (SED) and Silva-Sedillo (SSC) 
associations.  The Silva is a clay loam and rated as ñslightò or generally favorable with minor and easily 
overcome limitations for paths and trails.  The Sedillo is gravelly clay loam and rated as ñmoderateò (due 
to slope) for paths and trails.  When wet, where the soils are high in clay content, it may be undesirable 
for foot, horse, or bicycle traffic, and excessive soil damage could occur.  SED is more strongly sloping 
while SSC is gentle sloping. 

3.2 Recreation 
The demand for trails, non-motorized activities and events on public land is demonstrated in New 
Mexico.  In 2012 there were 404,714 Visitor Days (12 visitor hours) attributed to hiking and biking and 
219, 280 Visitor Days engaged in specialized non-motor sports and events on BLM lands in New Mexico 
(BLM 2013).   Results from a 2009 BLM Pilot of the National Visitor Use Monitoring strategy indicate 
that $17,887,200 was spent by visiting parties to BLM lands administered by the Taos Field Office, about 
half of which were traveling from 50 miles or more (BLM 2009).   In addition, ñRecreation on BLM-
managed lands and waters in New Mexico supported more than 1,600 jobs and contributed more than 
$140 million to the stateôs economy in fiscal year 2011ò (BLM  2013).  Within Taos County, many 
recreation opportunities are available on public lands managed by BLM and the U.S. Forest Service to 
local, regional, national and international visitors, which include general tourism and outdoor adventure, 
as well as enjoying scenic beauty and natural resources. 

SRP holders provide many services, including recreation and education opportunities to visitors traveling 
through the area.  Between 2000 and 2014 Taos Field Office typically authorized up to 54 SRPs, many of 
which are continually active each year.  Between two to twelve new permits are issued each year during 
the same timeframe, but many times the permittee does not re-activate their permit in subsequent years.  
Consequently, the total number of SRPs does not vary much from year to year.  Within the past few 
years, permits have been authorized for the following activities:  guided big game hunting, guided and 
outfitted whitewater rafting and kayaking, kayak instruction, guided climbing and instruction, hiking and 
interpretive tours, horseback trail rides, llama packing, hot air ballooning, rocket launching, motorcycle 
races, photography, angling, target shooting, and vending services. 

Local examples of permitted non-motorized competitive events in the area are:  the Carson National 
Forest Big Mountain Enduro Series, which had approximately 300 participants in 2013, the Taos Ski 
Valley Up and Over Trail Run with 134 participants in 2014, and the Angel Fire Endurance Runs with 74 
runners who came from CO, NM, TX, OK, AZ, and UT.  There are almost 66 miles of non-motorized 
trail within the R²o Grande del Norte National Monument and trail use is a significant portion of visitor 
use.  About 38 percent of respondents in the 2009 survey reported participating in hiking, while 2 percent 
said they rode horses, and 3 percent said they mountain biked (BLM 2009).  Statewide participation in 
running was 56 percent, road bicycling 52 percent and special events at outdoor facilities 52 percent 
(NMSP 2010). 

The Rio Grande Gorge Special Recreation Management Area, part of the monument, includes developed 
recreation sites, concentrated use areas, and trails within the river corridor.  Among these are the Wild 
Rivers, Orilla Verde, and Taos Valley Overlook zones.   
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As Figure 1 illustrates, visitation varies from year to year within the monument.  The increase from 2009 
to 2010 may be a result of a new vehicle counter installed on the newly acquired public land on Taos 
Valley Overlook.  The increase in visitor use from 2012 to 2013 could be a result of the new monument 
designation in March of 2013 and its publicity.  The average recreation visitation for the monument over 
the last five years is 160,144. 

Figure 1. Recreation Visits on Monument Lands. 

 

The Taos Valley Overlook includes almost 2,600 acres on the rim adjacent to the Orilla Verde area and is 
connected to the river by The Slide Trail (a decommissioned state highway and county road 570) along 
the Rio Pueblo de Taos and Picuris Trail to Taos Junction Bridge.  A 10-mile single track trail was added 
to seven and a half miles of old two track routes on the overlook property.  On the overlook, many people 
hike or ride mountain bikes down The Slide Trail or on top on the rim where visitors like to ride horses 
and run trails as well.  In 2013 there were 20,257 visits on Taos Valley Overlook where virtually all 
activity stems from trail use.  Orilla Verde received 25,397 visits the same year, where popular activities 
include camping in the six available campgrounds, boating, fishing and hiking.  La Senda del Medio, La 
Vista Verde and West Rim Trails can be accessed from Orilla Verde. 

The Wild Rivers area is named after the Rio Grande and Red River, both charter rivers with the passage 
of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968.  The two most popular recreation activities reported in a BLM 
Visitorôs Survey Site Report in 2003 at Wild Rivers were sightseeing and hiking, followed by camping, 
fishing, biking, swimming, interpretation, and hunting.  Wild Rivers received approximately 13,591 visits 
in 2013.  Trails located on the rim and in the woodlands include Rinconada, Pescado, Red River Fault 
Loop, Guadalupe, and Vistas de Questa.  The area also includes five campgrounds, four day use areas 
(one on NM State Lands), and a visitor center as well as additional trails leading into the gorge to the Rio 
Grande and Red River.   
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Annual estimates and visitor use data in this section were collected from fee envelopes and traffic 
counters.  An estimate on direct spending on Taos BLM comes from survey results of a 2009 survey of 
randomly selected visitors.  This survey is cited in the analysis and referenced in Chapter 6.  Direct 
spending includes food, lodging, rental equipment, recreation fees, gasoline and transportation. 

Chapter 4:  Environmental Effects 

4.1 Direct and Indirect Effects 

4.1.1 Alternative A: Proposed Action   

4.1.1.1 R²o Grande del Norte National Monument - Objects and Values 

Wildlife Resources 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range 

Excluding direct mortality, immediate and direct impacts to wildlife include change in behavior (flight or 
flush response), nest abandonment, and elevated heart rates that result in expenditure of energy and 
potential reduction in fitness (in less than optimum habitats).  Indirect long-term effects can include 
abandonment of preferred nesting or feeding sites for less suitable undisturbed areas.  Displacement into 
these different environments can lead to altered movement, home ranges and feeding ecology, which 
could in turn lead to reduced energy acquisition and ultimately affect survival. 

There are several factors that influence impacts: type of activity, timing, location, 
frequency/duration/magnitude, and predictability, as follows. 

Trail running activity may provoke a different response, from one species to another, than those from 
mountain biking. Examples of varying activities with different wildlife responses include big game 
species that allow a closer approach by a vehicle than by a pedestrian (Kucera 1976), certain raptors 
showing greater response to pedestrians than vehicles (Holmes et al. 1993), photographers disturbing 
wildlife more due to their tendency to approach closely, and vehicles stopping to view wildlife were more 
likely to cause wildlife to flush than those that drove on (Richens and Lavigne 1978). 

An individual animalôs fitness can be affected at any time, however, human disturbances can elicit 
different levels of response depending on the speciesô life history requirements at the time.  During the 
breeding season, disturbances may affect productivity, while disturbance during other times of the year 
may alter habitat use or foraging patterns and, utlimately, survival.  For example, during the breeding 
season, nesting success was lower near recreational trails where human activity was common than at 
greater distances from trails (Miller et al. 1998).  Within a breeding season, severity of impacts can 
depend on when during the breeding phenology the disturbance occurs.  Some species are more sensitive 
to disturbance during certain times of the year than others (i.e., Golden eagle during incubation). 
 
Amount and spatial distribution of vegetation plays a large part in mitigating impacts to wildlife from 
human disturbance.  Human approaches from above or below can affect different species in different 
ways.  For example, Bighorn sheep show a greater response when approached by pedestrians from above 



Page | 32  

 

than from below (Hicks and Elder 1979; MacArthur et al. 1982), and perching height has influenced some 
ñflight initiation distanceò response in some avian species (Fernandez-Juricic 2005).  

 
In general, number of disturbance events during a given time period can greatly influence wildlife 
response, showing decreased abundance, diversity and density in high intensity recreation areas.   

 
When disturbance is perceived to be expected by wildlife species, either in time or space, responses may 
be minimal.  For example, vesper sparrow and mule deer exhibited a greater response to pedestrians off-
tral than on established recreational trails (Miller et al. 1998).  In this case, wildlife was seen to habituate 
to on-trail activities because they are ñpredictable spatially,ò whereas off-trail activities are ñspatially 
randomò and, thus, more disturbing.  Where human activity is common, birds have been seen to tolerate 
closer approaches than in areas receiving less activity (Cooke 1980; Burger and Gochfeld 1991).  In 
addition, there can be large intra- and interspecific variation in wildlife response to recreational activities.  
Peregrine falcons in New Mexico have been seen to demonstrate large differences in flush distances when 
exposed to the same stimuli (Johnson 1988).  Learned responses by wildlife are influenced by the number 
and outcome of interactions between those individuals and the stimuli they receive over a lifetime (Poole 
1981; Buitron 1983; Knight and Temple 1986). 

In the Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers areas, wildlife species and their habitats have the potential 
to be disturbed under the Proposed Action during breeding, roosting or foraging activities for the duration 
of the events, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos Valley Overlook due to its 
length and complexity, and amplified music in Wild Rivers due to its greater noise levels.  Short term 
effects of the Proposed Action on wildlife populations could include disturbance from increased vehicles 
in the area, non-motorized activity associated with the competitive events, and noise and commotion from 
any vendors or support services provided for the duration of the events (about 4 to 24 hours, plus event 
set-up and take-down).  This could result in temporary displacement of some animals from areas where 
the events are taking place, particularly those nearer to the staging areas.   

Under this alternative, foraging activities in big game winter range in both areas have the potential to be 
disturbed, temporarily displacing foraging animals, with more potential from the mountain bike event 
than from the trail running event in Taos Valley Overlook, and with greater potential from amplified 
music in the Wild Rivers area. However, the events are anticipated to have only negligible impacts on 
winter range habitat for big game species since no vegetation that could be used as forage would be 
intentionally removed.   Any loss of forage along designated trails and around staging areas due to event-
related trampling of vegetation would also be negligible in terms of available forage within the habitat 
types.  Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and are not likely to be 
held in the winter, only minimal adverse impacts to big game winter range are anticipated. 

Severson and Medina (1983) found that humans on foot, with and without dogs, caused elk to flush 90 
percent of the time from a distance of 20-100m.  Increading the distance of the same disturbance to 100-
300m resulted in a flushing response from elk of only 50 percent of the time, and another study found no 
effect when hikers were beyond 500m (Wisdom and Auger et al. 2005).  In one study, mountain biking 
activity would elicit a flushing response from elk from a distance of only 15-50m a mere 25 percent of the 
time, and no response from elk when mountain biking was greater than 200m away (Severson and 
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Medina 1983).  Conversely, Wisdom and Auger (2005) observed higher probabilities of elk flight beyond 
1,500m from mountain bikers.  They found that 35 percent of the time elk did not exhibit a flight response 
when close to off-road activities, and attributed that to variation in local topography, cover and other 
factors. 

Taylor and Knight (2003) found that mule deer flushed 70 percent of the time when on-trail human 
disturbance was within 100 m.  However, when off-trail human disturbance was within 100m of deer, 
flushing would occur 96 percent of the time.  Off-trail distance of disturbance had to increase almost 4 
times (390m) to elicit a similar flushing response rate as on-trail disturbance.  In this study, they 
established an ñarea of influenceò of approximately 200m for mule deer and human disturbance activities. 

In addition, research in the Coorado Plateau has shown wildlife will modify behavior to avoid human 
activities perceived as threatening (Watkins et al. 2007).  This study shows that avoidance can be 
temporary and, once the disturbance activity is removed, wildlife usually return to their routine.  To date, 
Watkins and other researchers have not documented population level responses by big game (i.e., 
decreased fitness, recruitment or conception) as a direct result of human disturbance (Watkins et al. 
2007). For example, white-tailed deer in the eastern states have become habituated to high densities of 
people and their activities and even ñdirect and frequent disturbance during breeding season has not 
yielded any population level responsesò (Watkins et al. 2007).  

Generally, it has been demonstrated or speculated that recreation can increase mortality, reduce 
productivity, and displace individuals, resulting in decreased wildlife populations.  However, 
documenting long-term effects on populations is problematic because of the difficulty in establishing 
cause-and-effect relationships.  Conflicting results from studies of wildlife response to human disturbance 
can be found throughout the literature and definitive information in this regard needs further study.   

The amount of area affected by the network of trails allowed for multiple recreational use, including 
running and mountain biking, relative to the total area of habitat available in the region, would result in a 
lesser degree of impact to wildlife from either event in Taos Valley Overlook or Wild Rivers. 

BLM Sensitive Species:   

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog: In Taos Valley Overlook, there are no prairie dog towns, so there would be no 
impact in this area.  In Wild Rivers, the events could cause potential disturbance to breeding and foraging 
activities and prairie dog habitat, with increased potential disturbance from amplified music in Wild 
Rivers.  Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and are not likely to be 
held in the winter, only minimal adverse impact to this species are anticipated. 

Western Burrowing Owl: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is no potential habitat for this species, so no 
impact would occur.  In Wild Rivers, potential disturbance could occur to breeding, roosting and foraging 
activities and their habitat, with greater potential due to the proximity of the event routes to potential 
nesting habitat, as well as from the amplified music in this area.  However, since there are no known 
populations of burrowing owls within the area, the event would be of short duration, and the species is 
minimally sensitive to human activities, only minimal adverse impact, if any, would be expected. 
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Bald Eagle: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there would be potential disturbance to roosting or 
foraging activities and habitat of bald eagle, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos 
Valley Overlook, as well as from amplified music in Wild Rivers.  Since the events would be of short 
duration, are similar to current uses, and are not likely to be held in the winter, only minimal adverse 
impact to this species are anticipated. 

Pinyon Jay: Marzluff and Balda (1992) have suggest breeding success is primarily reliant on ñthe size of 
the cone crop, the age of the breeding cohort, late winter snowfall, predation pressure, and summer 
climateò (Wiggins 2005).  These factors will have more impact on the species than the Proposed Action. 

Surveys for Pinyon jay in potential nesting habitat within Wild Rivers would attempt to discover nesting 
colonies, if they exist, and could allow for race routes to be modified to avoid the nesting area by 0.6 
miles (as recommended by NMDGF).  Due to existing uses being similar to the Proposed Action, it is 
unlikely nesting colonies exist within close proximity of existing trails or existing disturbed areas for 
staging. 

Currently, there is no potential nesting habitat for this species in Taos Valley Overlook. Potential 
disturbance could occur to roosting or foraging activities of Pinyon jay in this area, with greater potential 
from the mountain bike event due to its length and intensity.  In Wild Rivers, potential disturbance to 
breeding, roosting or foraging activities and habitat could occur, including greater potential due to 
amplified music in this area.  However, since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current 
uses, and are not likely to be held in the winter, only minimal adverse impact to this species are 
anticipated. 

Yuma skipper: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is no potential habitat for the Yuma skipper, so no impacts 
are expected.  In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to foraging activities and habitat.  Since 
the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and no parking would occur along the 
paved road where forage habitat is found, only minimal adverse impacts could occur. 

Migratory Birds and Raptors 

Disturbing avian habitat has the potential to impact individual birdsô vigor, the ability to reproduce, and in 
extreme cases, cause mortality, depending on the species sensitivity level and amount of disturbance.  
This, in turn, could impact local demographics for that species insofar as how many birds are in the area, 
where they are found, and the quality of habitat they may be forced to use due to fragmentation or habitat 
loss from disturbance.  That redistribution of species could impact how robust and resilient a local 
population of birds may be to other disturbance factors or changes in the environment that may affect 
prey base.  Finally, distribution of local populations of different bird species can impact avian community 
assemblages across a broader landscape as habitat niches, or areas that meet certain needs for wildlife, are 
taken up and become limiting factors (Block and Finch 1997). 

Fernandez-Juricic, et al. (2005) studied ñVisibility and detectability of human disturbance by avian 
species in grasslands and open landscape with similar visibility in all directions [and] found larger óflight 
initiation distanceô (FID) on tangential versus direct approach, resulting in buffer (disturbance) zones that 
varied significantly between species.ò  Impacts to foraging habitat are possible, reducing amount of 
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otherwise suitable habitat (Miller et al. 1998, Fernandez-Juricic et al. 2005, Papouchis et al. 2001, 
Enggist-Dublin and Ingold 2003).  In areas with high visibility due to low stature vegetation, like the 
large expanses of sagebrush in Taos Valley Overlook, impacts may be more prounounced than at Wild 
Rivers because of an increase in distance at which threats are detected (Fernandez-Juricic et al. 2005).   

Studies in New Mexico found that repeated intrusions in songbird territories during the breeding season 
can decrease singing, increase or decrease nest defense, and increase predation.  ñThese changes may 
reduce the productivity of individuals and influence community compositionò (Block and Finch 1997).   

When Miller (1998) investigated how recreational trails influence breeding bird communities in forest 
and mixed-grass prairie ecosystems in Boulder, Colorodo.  It was observed in this study that avian species 
composition was altered in both community types. Close to recreational trails more generalist avian 
species were found and, overall, specialist avian species (obligtes) were less common.  Grassland birds 
rarely nested on trails and in neither habitat type were nests successful if they did so. However, brood 
parasitism (brown-headed cowbirds) was not affected in habitat type, either on- or off-trails.  The study 
also examined avian response to pedestrians and dogs.  ñAll species in the study exhibited greater 
responses when off-trail stimuli occurred.  In grasslands, a dog alone elicited the least response by vesper 
sparrows and Western meadowlarks, whereas pedestrian alone or with dog-on-leash elicited a greater 
responseò (Miller 1998). 

Raptors 

Peregrine Falcon: In Taos Valley Overlook, Peregrine falcon have the potential to be disturbed during 
breeding, roosting, and foraging activities and within their habitat, particularly due to the close proximity 
of the event routes to the nest cliff, with greater potential from the mountain bike event.  The combination 
of the events in a single season in the Taos Valley Overlook area could contribute more to the adverse 
impacts to breeding, roosting and/or foraging activities and habitat, however, this species can habituate to 
low levels of consistent human disturbance and similar uses have occurred in the project area.  Therefore, 
only minimal adverse impact to this species are anticipated. 

In Wild Rivers, there is also potential for disturbance to foraging activities and habitat, with greater 
potential from amplified music.  Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, 
and are not likely to be held in the winter, only minimal adverse impact to this species are anticipated. 

Prairie Falcon, Red-tailed Hawk and Golden Eagle: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is potential for 
disturbance to breeding, roosting, or foraging activities and habitat, with more potential from the 
mountain bike event.  This potential for impacts also occurs in the Wild Rivers from the trail running 
event, except for greater impacts from the amplified music.  However, since the events would be of short 
duration, are similar to current uses, and are not likely to be held in the winter, only minimal adverse 
impact to these species are anticipated. 

Migratory Birds 

In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to breeding, roosting, and 
foraging activities of all species of concern, migratory and resident birds and habitat, with greater 
potential from the mountain bike event in Taos Valley Overlook and from the amplified music in Wild 
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Rivers.  The events combined in a single season could cause greater adverse impacts to breeding, roosting 
and/or foraging activities and habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; however, the trail running event would be 
of less impact than the mountain bike race event.  However, since the events would be of short duration, 
are similar to current uses, and are not likely to be held in winter months, only minimal adverse impacts 
would be expected. 

The Proposed Action has the potential to have unintentional negative effects upon individual migratory 
birds, their eggs, young and/or nesting habitat.  However, if that were to occur, there would likely be 
minimal impact to local migratory bird populations or to the species as a whole. 

Ecological Diversity 

Vegetation  

Under the Proposed Action, vegetation within the areas of the designated trails and roads, parking and 
staging areas could be directly affected by trampling.  In the event of large spectator crowds, there could 
be some site-creep off the designated trails affecting native vegetation, especially at designated aid 
stations.  The designated parking area at the Wild Rivers site would receive heavy use related to vehicle 
trampling.  Plants vary greatly in their sensitivity to disturbance, and impacts may vary with different 
climatic and soil conditions as well as the intensity of the disturbance.  The impact of trampling by 
humans or vehicles could negatively impact vegetation by causing mortality or by introducing non-native 
or noxious species.  However, these potential impacts would be minimized by use of existing disturbed 
areas (e.g., roads, trails, and trailheads). 

Depending on the type of vegetation being disturbed, impacts from these events should be minimal and 
not adversely influence desired condition for the resource.  Grass species recovery is dependent upon 
post-event precipitation, plant vigor prior to disturbance, and post-event pressure (e.g. wildlife, 
recreation).  Depending upon the amount of these influences, grasses can recover as quickly as the first 
growing season. Without sufficient moisture, recovery could take much longer to reach pre-event levels 
and support less desirable species during the interim.  If the events were to occur annually, the recovery 
time may not be sufficient, as it depends on the impact each year and subsequent climatic conditions.  The 
parking area at the Wild Rivers site has the potential to be impacted the most as the soils are loose.  Since 
the soils are loose, re-seeding hearty native grasses to hold the soil may be required as mitigation 
following the events.  The post-event monitoring would determine if the impacts from vehicles on the 
parking area merit restoration seeding.   
 
Disturbance, plant mortality, or soil exposure along with a new introduction of a non-native or noxious 
species may cause a new infestation in the project area.  Non-native invasive plants and noxious weeds 
could out-compete native vegetation, thus creating degraded and less diverse ecological sites.  Many non-
native invasive plants and noxious weeds if left untreated can change soil composition. Invasions of alien 
plants can indirectly affect native plants and change ecosystems by altering soil stability, promoting 
erosion, and colonizing open substrates, affecting the accumulation of litter, salt, or other soil resources 
(Brooks et al., 2004).  The project area would be monitored prior to the event as well as three years 
following events to ensure new infestations are documented and treated.  Any seen noxious weeds would 
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be treated according to BLM standards and regulations and according to the Taos Field Office 
Programmatic Treatment Plan for the Rapid Response to Weeds (DOI-BLM-NM-F020-2010-0008-EA). 
 
Soils 

Trail degradation is more likely when soil conditions are wet from rain or snow.  Wilson and Seney 
(1994) studied different recreational activities and demonstrated no significant difference between them 
for runoff or sediment yield, however, when soils were wet, hikers dislodged more soil material in 
aggregate than mountain bikes.  In comparison, no significant difference in vegetation loss, species loss or 
soil exposure was seen between hiking and mountain biking by Thurston and Reader (2001).  Local soil 
texture and slope will determine impacts from either event. 

White et al. 2006 stated, ñImpact variables over the first several thousand passes (on new mountain bike 
trails) demonstrate the greatest amount of change in vegetation loss, compaction, cross section area, 
centerline depth on steep slopes, and mean trampled width, regardless of the number of passes that come 
later in time, with impacts largely confined to the trail centerline, and erosion and trail width greatest on 
slopes with > 24 percent grade.ò  It would be expected that trails used for mountain bike racing will 
experience greatest erosion on downhill slopes and curves.  Goeft and Adler (2001) determined in their 
study that erosion and compaction were strictly on-trail impacts, off-trail vegetation impacts and changes 
in trail width were insignificant, with trail widening more likely on wet soils. 

ñMagnitude of impacts from mountain biking appear to be comparable to those of hiking, and less than 
motorized or equestrian use, with soil structure and slope as influential as type and amount of use in 
determining soil loss.  Compaction and vegetation loss can be confined to the trail if managed correctly.  
Mountain bikes have the greatest potential to damage trails in wet and muddy conditions and on steep 
uphill (spinning) and downhill slopes (skidding)ò (White et al. 2006). 

In the mountain bike race event, as bikers pass each other, users may leave the main trail, disturbing soil 
and vegetation.  This could increase trail width and vegetation/soil loss at Taos Valley Overlook.  Marion 
and Leung (2001) found that trail width was the only impact condition significantly related to use level.  
Maximum incision was greatest on slopes 5 percent to 10 percent (White et al. 2006), which occurs in 
portions of the project area. 

Intense use could degrade trail and staging area conditions.  Soils could be destabilized and left 
vulnerable to erosion.  Potential impacts also include increased water runoff resulting in increased soil 
erosion adjacent to trails where vegetation trampling and disturbance may occur.  The previously 
disturbed parking area in Wild Rivers may receive the most impact to soils by parking vehicles.  These 
vehicles may remove vegetation with tire movement or break soil surfaces with their weight, all of which 
can increase wind or water erosion.  Although soils are identified as having a slight to moderate erosion 
hazard, severe erosion has been observed throughout the region. 

By using constructed and maintained trails and roads designed for pedestrian use, these potential impacts 
should be substantially avoided, and the additional mitigation features incorporated into the Proposed 
Action should further serve to reduce potential impacts to soils. 
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4.1.1.2 Recreation 

Special Recreation Permits are required for the privilege of making a profit or raising funds on public 
land.  The action would occur on existing developed sites, trails and roads and in a manner consistent with 
the current uses of these recreation areas.    

As previously indicated, visitation in the recreation areas within the monument can vary from 30,000 to 
50,000 or more from year to year.  If visitor use remains constant over the next couple of years, three 
permitted events could result in an additional 1,200 race participants and spectators.  This could result in a 
less than 1% increase in average annual visitation to the monument on trails the public uses every day of 
the year.  However, overall visitor use may decrease as well. 

Under the Proposed Action additional recreation opportunities would be provided by permitting three 
potentially annual non-motorized competitive events.  In particular, competitors would have opportunities 
on dirt trails at distances and on terrain that is currently not available in Taos County.  Local competitors 
may benefit more because an opportunity for them to compete in their niche training activity would be 
provided close to home, allowing them to avoid travel time and cost.    

The activity associated with a mountain bike endurance race would entail bikers spread out along the 
trails according to speed and efficiency in a loop that is repeated as many times as possible in a twelve 
hour period.  In contrast, after the initial start, runners would follow a route once on a looped course.  
Runners would also be spread out along the trail, but would pass any given location within a relatively 
narrow timeframe.  The fastest runners would finish a 10k in little more than half an hour with slower 
runners finishing up to about 90 minutes.  A half marathon could be run in less than 90 minutes but may 
take some runners two and a half hours. 

Under the Proposed Action a race could likely occur during the months of April, May, June, September or 
October when weather and trail conditions are favorable.  In the possible event that a nest is found during 
pre-event surveys, the race course and logistics could be modified to avoid a nest.  However, if a nest 
couldnôt be avoided in April, May or June a permittee and participants would experience a major hardship 
in cancellation of plans.  A permittee would have to contact participants and either return registration fees 
or participants may lose a non-refundable registration fee.  There is the potential that participants would 
show up to a cancelled event. 

There may be some displacement of non-permitted visitors on trails used during a mountain biking race.  
However, it is most likely that hikers, bikers, and horseback riders would simply use other trails on the 
day of the race.  Visitors would be informed of events at trailheads, access points, and trail intersections 
by event permittees.  The Wild Rivers and Taos Valley Overlook zones would remain open to other 
visitors during the events. 

Participants of competitive running and biking events would benefit from increased physical fitness not 
just at the event itself but in the training leading up to the event.  ñOver the last decade, the rates of 
overweight and obese adults have increased across the nation as well as in New Mexico,ò where ñOver 60 
percent of New Mexican adults were overweight or obese in 2007ò (NMSP  2010).   Providing 
opportunities to get active outdoors can save money from the cost of health care.  ñAn estimated $324 
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million is spent in New Mexico annually on medical expenditures that are attributable to obesity in 
adultsò (NMSP 2010).   

Taos County local businesses would receive at least modest direct economic benefits in the form of 
expenditures from participants and/or spectators of large events of 150 or more.  Direct benefits would 
include spending on food, gas, lodging, admissions, services, and retail purchases.   For example, at the 
Foot Levelers Blue Ridge Marathon in Virginia, about 36 percent of runners responding to a survey 
stayed one or two nights and 46 percent traveled with family or friends (Roanoke 2013).  Visitors who 
come from farther away and stay one or two nights are likely to contribute the most.  Similarly, in the 
2009 survey Taos BLM visitation was found to be about 50 percent from over 50 miles away, 
contributing greatly to the economic benefit in Taos compared with some other BLM offices.  A study of 
the Cooper River Bridge 10K Run in South Carolina found that ñthe larger the number of out of town 
participants, the greater the likely economic impactò (Davakos 2007).   

 

4.1.2 Alternative B: No Action  

4.1.2.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument - Objects and Values 

Wildlife Resources 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range/BLM SS/Migratory Birds and Raptors 

The No Action alternative would not affect wildlife resources as there would be no additional disturbance 
beyond baseline levels of recreation (about 20,200 visits to Taos Valley Overlook and 13,600 visits to 
Wild Rivers annually).  Generally, wildlife would find more permanent habitat niches within existing 
conditions and, therefore, the No Action alternative would have no additional negative impacts to wildlife 
resources. 

Direct impacts from the No Action alternative is disturbance to any wildlife species that might occur in 
the area, by their avoiding areas of use to a greater or lesser extent depending on time of year, frequency 
of disturbance, on- or off-trail activities (hiking or horseback riding), and/or whether dogs are with a 
human or off-leash alone and off-trail.  

It is likely that big game winter range is minimally impacted due to no designated trails in TVO near 
Arroyo Hondo, a main travel corridor to the Rio Grande water source during all times of the year, and 
decreased recreation use during winter months in both the Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers areas.  
However, direct impacts would include avoidance of areas of frequent use during the winter by bicyclists, 
hikers, cross-country skiers or horseback riders. 

Activities during the breeding bird season likely impact breeding, foraging and roosting (perching) of 
BLM SS, migratory birds and raptors along the trail system and areas where visitors travel off-trail.  
Though nesting along heavier used trails is less likely, it is possible there is loss of individual birds, eggs, 
nest or young due to ongoing recreation in areas off-trail within the project area during the breeding bird 
season.  It is also possible that increased recreation in the project area from casual use is having indirect 
impacts to raptors by affecting prey base abundance and distribution across the project area. 
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Ecological Diversity 

Vegetation 

The No Action alternative would not affect vegetation as there would be no additional disturbance beyond 
baseline levels of recreation, specifically sagebrush or woodland and grassland vegetation cover types.  
Generally, vegetation would not be subject to additional disturbance or increased potential of introduction 
of non-native species beyond those caused by the moderate to heavy use of the areas, particularly in Taos 
Valley Overlook, by mountain bikers, hikers, runner, dog walkers, etc., and would remain within existing 
conditions.  Therefore, the No Action alternative would have no additional negative impacts on 
vegetation.   
 
Soils 

The No Action alternative would not affect soils as there would be no additional disturbance beyond 
baseline levels of recreation.  Generally, soils would not be subject to additional disturbance and remain 
within existing conditions and, therefore, the No Action alternative would have no additional negative 
impact on soils. 

4.1.2.2 Recreation 

A decision to deny authorization of non-motorized competitive events in the interim before a monument 
plan is approved would completely limit those recreation (and economic) opportunities in the next two or 
more years.  Regular visitor use at the Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers zones would continue at 
current rates of approximately 20,257 and 13,591 visits annually, respectively.  Visitation of up to 1,200 
race participants and spectators from three potential races would not contribute to the overall annual 
visitation in the monument.  However, as indicated, non-permitted visitor use may vary as much as 
30,000 or more in the monument lands from year to year as it has in the past. 

4.1.3 Alternative C:  Approval of SRPs with Timing Limitations based on Big Game Winter 

Range and BLM SS 

4.1.3.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument - Objects and Values 

Wildlife Resources 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range 

For wildlife species in general, there would be less potential for disturbance than under Alternative A or 
Alternative D to breeding, roosting or foraging activity, and habitat due to the duration of the timing 
limitation imposed on the events and without any amplified music in Wild Rivers.  And since the events 
would be of short duration and are similar to current uses, only minimal adverse impact to wildlife species 
are anticipated.   

Also, there would be no impacts to big game winter range because of the seasonal limitation. 

BLM Sensitive Species 
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Gunnison’s Prairie Dog: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is no potential habitat for this species, so no 
impact would occur.  In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to foraging activity and habitat, 
with lesser potential with no amplified music in Wild Rivers.  Since the events would be of short 
duration, are similar to current uses, and would not be held in the winter, only minimal adverse impact to 
this species are anticipated. 

Western Burrowing Owl: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is no potential habitat for this species, so no 
impact would occur.  In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting and foraging activities 
and habitat, with more potential due to the proximity of the event routes to potential nesting habitat, but 
less potential disturbance since no amplified music would be allowed.  Due to no known populations of 
burrowing owls within the project area, and if there were breeding birds in the area, breeding would be 
complete, and because  of the short duration of the event and that this species is minimally sensitive to 
human activities, any adverse impacts would be minimal. 

Bald Eagle: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting or 
foraging activities and habitat for approximately six weeks, with more potential from the mountain bike 
event in Taos Valley Overlook, and less potential without amplified music in Wild Rivers.  Since the 
events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and would not be held in the winter, only 
minimal adverse impact to this species could occur. 

Pinyon Jay: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is less potential for disturbance to roosting or foraging 
activities and habitat than under Alternative A or Alternative D, with greater potential from the mountain 
bike event.  Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and would not be held 
during the critical breeding and nesting season, only minimal adverse impact to this species are 
anticipated.  

In Wild Rivers, there is also less potential for disturbance under this alternative to breeding, roosting or 
foraging activities and habitat, especially without the amplified music in Wild Rivers.  Since the events 
would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and would not be held during the critical breeding 
and nesting season, only minimal adverse impact to this species are anticipated. 

Yuma Skipper: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is no potential habitat for this species, so no impact would 
occur.  In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to foraging activities and habitat for 
approximately two weeks.  Since the event would be of short duration, is similar to current uses, would 
occur a long distance from breeding habitat, and because no parking would be allowed along the paved 
road where forage vegetation is found, only minimum adverse impact could occur. 

Migratory Birds and Raptors 

Raptors 

Peregrine Falcon: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is potential for disturbance to roosting and foraging 
activities and habitat, with more potential due to the close proximity of event routes to nest cliff.  The 
mountain bike race event would be of more impact than the trail running event.  Since this species can 
habituate to low levels of consistent human disturbance and because any breeding activities would be 
complete, only minimal adverse impacts would be expected. 
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In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to foraging activities and habitat, but less so without 
amplified music.  Since the event would be of short duration, is similar to current uses, and because 
breeding and nesting activities would be complete, as well as the further distance to breeding habitat, only 
minimal adverse impact would occur. 

Prairie Falcon, Red-Tailed Hawk and Golden Eagle: In both areas, there is potential for disturbance to 
roosting or foraging activities and habitat, with more potential from the mountain bike race event in Taos 
Valley Overlook, but less potential in Wild Rivers from not allowing amplified music.  Since the events 
would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and breeding and nesting activities would be 
complete, only minimal adverse impacts would occur. 

Migratory Birds 

Sage Sparrow: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting or 
foraging for approximately four weeks, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos 
Valley Overlook, but less potential in Wild Rivers from not allowing amplified music.  The events 
combined during a single season could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities and 
habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the 
mountain bike event, and since most breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing 
limitation is applied, only minimal adverse impacts would be expected. 

Western Scrub Jay and Western Bluebird: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for 
disturbance to roosting or foraging activities and habitat, with greater potential from the mountain bike 
event in Taos Valley Overlook, but less potential in Wild Rivers from not allowing amplified music.  The 
events combined during a single season could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities 
and habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the 
mountain bike event, and since most breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing 
limitation is applied, only minimal adverse impacts would be expected. 

Mourning Dove: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting 
or foraging for approximately two weeks, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos 
Valley Overlook, but less potential in Wild Rivers from not allowing amplified music.  The events 
combined during a single season could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities and 
habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the 
mountain bike event, and since most breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing 
limitation is applied, only minimal adverse impacts would be expected. 

All other SS Migratory Birds: No impacts are expected at either area. 

Ecological Diversity 

Potential impacts under Alternative C would be essentially the same as those described under the 
Proposed Action except that it would be provided greater protection as seasonal limitations would serve 
to provide greater reproductive success among wildlife, particularly avian species. 



Page | 43  

 

4.1.3.2 Recreation 

Restricting events from January 1st through August 31st would essentially limit viable opportunities for 
these events to only September and October due to unfavorable seasonal conditions from November 
through early April.  Typically the first snowfall in the Taos area at lower elevations occurs by 
November.  With subsequent precipitation events through winter and early spring the odds of satisfactory 
trail conditions are not consistently adequate and dry until May.  Conditions 47 miles north at Wild 
Rivers Recreation Area are about the same.  Snow pack takes longer to melt on the Guadalupe Mountains 
but is usually completely dry by May.  As illustrated in Figure 2, visitor use roughly follows annual 
weather conditions.  Visits begin to decline in November and steadily increase in March and April.   
However, optimal trail conditions usually donôt occur until April when soils are dry.  The best months for 
a race are April, May, June, September and October.  Other months of the year are basically too cold, too 
wet, or too hot. 

Figure 2.  Monthly vehicle counts to Taos Valley Overlook 

 

 

4.1.4 Alternative D: Approval of SRPs with Timing Limitations based on Migratory Birds and 

Raptors 

4.1.4.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument - Objects and Values 

Wildlife Resources 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range 

For wildlife species in general, there is less potential for disturbance under this alternative than under 
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Rivers.  Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to current uses, and because they are not 
likely to be held in the winter, but rather when most breeding is complete, any adverse impacts would be 
expected to be minimal. 

Impacts to big game winter range would be the same as those described under Alternative A. 

BLM Sensitive Species 

Gunnison’s Prairie Dog and Western Burrowing Owl: The impacts would be the same as those described 
under Alternative C, except with more disturbance due to amplified music in Wild Rivers. 

Bald Eagle: In both areas, there is potential for disturbance to roosting or foraging activities and habitat 
for approximately 14 weeks, with more potential from the mountain bike event in Taos Valley Overlook, 
and from amplified music in Wild Rivers.   Since the events would be of short duration, are similar to 
current uses, and would not likely to be held in the winter, only minimal adverse impacts would occur. 

Pinyon Jay: In Taos Valley Overlook, there is less potential for disturbance under this alternative than 
under Alternative A, but more than under Alternative C, to roosting or foraging activities and habitat, 
with greater potential for disturbance from the mountain bike event in Taos Valley Overlook and 
amplified music in Wild Rivers.  However, since the events would be of short duration, are similar to 
current uses, and because they are not likely to be held in the winter, but rather when most breeding and 
nesting is complete, any adverse impact would expect to be minimal. 

Yuma Skipper: In Taos Valley Overlook no population of this species exists, so it would not be impacted.  
In Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to occur to roosting (perching) or foraging activities and 
habitat for approximately six weeks.  However, due to the short duration of the event, its similarity to 
current uses, and because no parking would be allowed along the paved road where foraging vegetation 
occurs, only minimal adverse impacts would occur, if any. 

Migratory Birds and Raptors 

Raptors 

For all four species analyzed, impacts would be the same as those described under Alternative C, except 
more disturbance could occur from amplified music in Wild Rivers. 

Migratory Birds 

Sage Sparrow: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting or 
foraging for approximately eight weeks, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos 
Valley Overlook and the amplified music in Wild Rivers. The events combined during a single season 
could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities and habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; 
however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the mountain bike event, and since most 
breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing limitation is applied, only minimal 
adverse impacts would be expected. 
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Vesper Sparrow and Broad-tailed Hummingbird: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is 
potential for disturbance to roosting or foraging for approximately four weeks, with greater potential from 
the mountain bike event in Taos Valley Overlook and the amplified music in Wild Rivers.   The events 
combined during a single season could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities and 
habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the 
mountain bike event, and since most breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing 
limitation is applied, only minimal adverse impacts would be expected. 

Western Scrub Jay and Western Bluebird: Impacts would be the same as those described under 
Alternative C, except more disturbance could occur from amplified music in Wild Rivers. 

Mourning Dove: In Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers, there is potential for disturbance to roosting 
or foraging for approximately six weeks, with greater potential from the mountain bike event in Taos 
Valley Overlook and the amplified music in Wild Rivers.  The events combined during a single season 
could cause adverse impacts to roosting and/or foraging activities and habitat in Taos Valley Overlook; 
however, the trail running event would be of less impact than the mountain bike event, and since most 
breeding and nesting would have been completed after the timing limitation is applied, only minimal 
adverse impacts would be expected. 

All Other SS Migratory Birds: No impacts are expected at either area. 

Ecological Diversity 

Potential impacts under Alternative D would be essentially the same as those described under the 
Alternative C. 

4.1.4.2 Recreation 

As illustrated in Figure 2 above, visitor use roughly follows annual weather conditions.  Visits begin to 
decline in November and steadily increase in March and April.   However, optimal trail conditions usually 
donôt occur until April when soils are dry.  The best months for a race are April, May, June, September 
and October.  Other months of the year are basically too cold, too wet, or too hot. 

This alternative allows three months when potential permittees could reasonably host a trail running event 
during consistent seasonally favorable weather conditions.  Seasonal restrictions from March 1st through 
July 31st would add one additional month (August) that would be viable for footraces that begin and end 
early in the day.  August would likely be too hot for a 12 hour endurance mountain bike race. 

So Alternative D would provide three months of viable opportunities for a trail running event and two 
months of viable opportunities for a mountain bike endurance race. 

4.2 Cumulative Effects Analysis 
A cumulative impact, as defined in 40 CFR 1508.7, is the impact on the environment which results from 
the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions 
regardless of what agency (Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such other action.   
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4.2.1 Cumulative Actions 

4.2.1.1 Past and Present Actions 

New trails have been incorporated into the R²o Grande Gorge Recreation Area over the past 13 years.   
These trails include Las Vistas de Questa, The Slide (converted road/trail on a public right-of-way), Rift 
Valley, and Picuris Trails.  Two track routes were also designated for non-motorized use on the Taos 
Overlook in the 2000 R²o Grande Corridor Final Plan.  These trails receive substantial use, as much as 
around 20,000 users per year, as indicated by 2013 data. 

The BLM acquired approximately 80 acres of land in 2013 at the top of the R²o Pueblo de Taos rim 
adjacent to County Road 110 (C-110), which provides legal public access to the Taos Valley Overlook 
area.  A formal trailhead was constructed at the end of C-110 using existing linear disturbances with some 
minor modifications, and may be used for interpretive exhibits and an interpretive path.  This project 
connects to the current trail system, consisting of approximately 20 miles of primarily single-track trails. 

The BLM TFO has conducted pinyon-juniper woodland fuels treatments, as well as sagebrush removal 
projects, within Wild Rivers, thereby affecting species associated with those habitat types.  In addition, 
the sagebrush treatments within Wild Rivers have created habitat for Gunnisonôs prairie dog that 
otherwise would not exist. 

4.2.1.2 Reasonably Foreseeable Actions 

The BLM has initiated the planning process for management of the R²o Grande del Norte National 
Monument.   A new monument plan, anticipated to be completed and approved in 2016, will provide 
programmatic guidance and allocations on SRP opportunities within the monument among its 
comprehensive management decisions. 

In addition, a trail system along the Rio Grande, from the headwaters to the sea, is being considered by 
the State of New Mexico and so will be contemplated under the Rio Grande del Norte National 
Monument as one of the development alternatives. 

 4.2.2 Cumulative Effects 

4.2.2.1 Río Grande del Norte National Monument - Objects and Values 

Wildlife Resources 

Wildlife Habitat and Big Game Winter Range/BLM SS/Migratory Birds and Raptors 

Cumulative impacts of the Proposed Action on wildlife populations include disturbance from non-
motorized recreation and administrative and public motor vehicle use.  There would be short-term 
elevated disturbances to individual species during the events in combination with ongoing recreational 
activities (bird watching, hiking, mountain biking, horseback riding, dog walking, camping, etc.) within 
Rio Grande del Norte National Monument.    

Though trail use would spike during the events and wildlife would be displaced or otherwise disturbed, 
the overall quality of the habitat is not likely to be compromised by the addition of the proposed events.  
The two events in the Taos Valley Overlook area would amount to about a four percent increase in the 
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annual use of the trail system, while the single event in Wild Rivers would add about three percent to its 
annual visitation. 

Cumulative impacts of the Proposed Action on wildlife populations include more frequent displacement 
from increased use.  In general, however, the proposed activities represent a very small incremental 
change to the ongoing recreational activities in the respective areas that, collectively, may cause some 
area-wide displacement of wildlife from breeding, roosting or foraging habitat, depending on the species 
and the season. 

Ecological Diversity 

Recreational activites can fragment habitat, simplifying communities of plants and animals, in part, by 
increasing species tolerant to human activities while simultaneously reducing species with specialized 
adaptations at odds with people and their pursuits. Robust tourism in Taos and Questa could result in a 
highly altered natural ecosystem in both project areas.  Over time, as recreational use continues to grow, 
there could be more species that show declines or become vulnerable to local or regional extinction. 

Due to highly interspecific variation between species in response to disturbance, there is little 
documentation of long-term effects on ecological diversity.  Species with higher levels of tolerance to 
disturbance would be expected to be more prevalent in high disturbance areas, while species less able to 
tolerate disturbance would be absent or found in lower numbers (Miller et al. 1998). 

Vegetation 

Any disturbance, even mild, has the potential to increase the chances of non-native and noxious weed 
infestations.  There is also more of a risk of non-native or noxious weed spread with this Proposed Action 
because of the increase in humans as a vector of dispersal, especially at a newly constructed trailhead in 
the Taos Valley Overlook area (at C-110) where soil disturbance is recent.  If mitigation is followed and 
any new non-native or noxious weed is controlled, there should not be cumulative impacts.  If small 
occurrences are not controlled, there is a chance non-native or noxious weeds could occupy bare ground 
and high concentration areas and subsequently be spread elsewhere within the monument. 

With any vegetation disturbance, sites would be reseeded to aid in a faster recovery.  This should not 
affect cumulative impacts to the ecological site integrity over time.  If they are not reseeded, however, 
ecological sites could experience slow degradation over time by these high intensity, short duration 
events. 

Soils 

SRPs for competitive events would result in increased use for short durations.  Increased use of dirt trails 
and roads would increase compaction and possibly expand area of disturbed ground if there is site-creep 
by event-related activities.  These impacts can result in higher runoff and erosion.  The potential increased 
use, however, represents a small increment in the context of substantial use the trails generally receive 
from horseback riders, mountain bikers, hikers, bird watchers, and dog walkers.  Mitigation proposed 
should alleviate potential problems, also.  
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4.2.2.2 Recreation 

There is a demonstrated demand for public access at the end of C-110.  The recent 80-acre acquisition in 
2013 is resulting in positive effects of increased management, as the BLM is able to control unauthorized 
vehicle use, route proliferation, and trash dumping.  A trailhead at this location, as outlined in the 2006 
Taos Valley Overlook Project Plan, serves the trail networks of Orilla Verde and Taos Valley Overlook. 

The addition of this formal trailhead is not expected to create much more recreation use than what already 
occurs.  However, there could be a slight increase in use or a change in the type of user due to an increase 
in management presence.  The management prescription for the recreation setting on the overlook is 
Middle Country.  Further defined social and physical setting prescriptions are:  29 encounters per day and 
a İ mile from or within sight of improved roads.  The new trailhead would complement the opportunity 
for organized recreational events. 
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Chapter 5:  Consultation and Coordination 

5.1 Summary of Public Participation 

5.1.1 Public Comments Analysis 

This EA was made available for a 30-day public review and comment period beginning in July 2014.  The 
BLM received comments from 17 entities, including individuals, special interest groups, and a state 
agency.  In response to all the substantive comments, the EA has been revised to include two additional 
alternatives, more thorough impacts analysis, and other refinements.   

Below is a summary of all substantive comments, by commenter (in the order received), and BLMôs 
responsesðwhether an indication as to how the document was revised in response to the comment or an 
explanation as to why the comment did not warrant a change to the document. 

No. General 

Topic 

Comment Summary  Response 

Commenter:  Kristine Johnson 

1 Planning and 
Wildlife 

I find the EA inadequate with respect to 
potential effects on Pinyon jays and Gray 
Vireos.  Gray Vireos are listed as threatened 
by the State of New Mexico and occur in 
pinyon-juniper habitats, which are present at 
the RGDN, but they are not considered in this 
EA.  It is my understanding that it is BLM 
policy to consider state listed species in their 
management planning and I would assume 
that logically applies to EAs 

Gray vireo is not known to occur in Taos County.  First, 
the elevation is too high for their habitat, and they do not 
use ponderosa pine or mixed conifer as their preferred 
habitat type, such as that found in the Wild Rivers 
Recreation Area.  As for Taos Valley Overlook, there is 
pinyon-juniper habitat in that area; however, the grass 
component does not exist where grey vireos are typically 
found.  Finally, plumbeous vireo replaces grey vireo at 
higher elevations, and plumbeous vireo is found in Taos 
County, not grey vireo.  Therefore, grey vireo is not 
addressed in the EA as they are not known to occur.  The 
species does occur further south on BLM lands near Santa 
Fe; however, it is not known to frequent similar habitat 
further north in Taos County.  BLM Manual 6840 
addresses management of Special Status Species, and does 
not include state-listed species as requiring any analysis 
under NEPA.  Only federally listed threatened or 
endangered species and BLM Sensitive Species are 
required to be analyzed within NEPA documents by the 
BLM.   

In addition, chapter 4 has been revised to include more 
detailed analysis of potential impacts to Pinyon jays.  See 
sections 4.1.1, 4.1.3., and 4.1.4. 

2 Wildlife Gray Vireos could be impacted by mountain 
bikes and runners moving through their 
territories.  The cumulative impacts of trail 
runners and mountain bikes during the nesting 

Gray vireo is not known to occur, while Pinyon jays are 
regular migratory species within the habitat of the project 
area.  If funding were available, as in prior years, breeding 
bird surveys would be occurring within the project areas as 
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season could impact nesting success of an 
entire flock of Pinyon jays.  BLM could easily 
address the above inadequacies of its EA by 
either of the following actions:  1. Engage 
Pinyon Jay and Gray Vireo experts to conduct 
surveys...during the respective nesting seasons 
of both species along the routes proposed for 
these activities.  If neither species nests or has 
previously nested within a reasonable distance 
of the trails (at least 500 m), there would be 
no cause for concern.  2.  Schedule the races 
outside the Pinyon jay (March-July) and Gray 
Vireo (May-July) nesting seasons.  With only 
three events annually, this should be easy to 
do. 

a matter of course; however, funding for breeding bird 
surveys has been unavailable in the past five years due to 
drastic budget cuts.  In addition, Alternatives C and D 
have been added to consider seasonal restrictions on the 
proposed events to avoid potential impacts to wildlife such 
as migratory birds.  See sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

Commenter:  Bette Myerson 

3 Planning Don't start with something like this on an 
interim basis.  Then you (and we) will be 
stuck with it forever.  Do your planning and 
evaluating first and save the scenic area for 
just that - not for huge crowds of bicycles and 
crowds. 

As explained under section 1.1, any authorization of the 
events would be on a year-by-year basis.  The BLM 
maintains full discretion to make a decision on the 
monument plan that may or may not provide for these 
events to continue to be authorized. 

Commenter:  Albert Michael 

4 Livestock 
Grazing 

Would these events take place on the land 
grant, and would it affect grazing on the 
Guadalupe. 

The event proposals are entirely on public land.  It's 
standard practice to notify other permitted users of 
ongoing projects.  Furthermore, there are no cattle gates on 
any of the trails or potential race routes, so livestock 
grazing operations are not expected to be affected. 

Commenter:  Isabella Draper 

5 Planning and 
Wildlife 

I understand that the BLM has issued an 
ñinterimò EA to attempt to grant this 
permission before the monument plan is 
ready.  The section in the EA dealing with 
Wildlife Resources and Migratory Birds is 34 
years old. 

Substantial detail has been added to chapters 3 and 4 to 
demonstrate potential impacts to wildlife species, 
including migratory birds.  Also, a Biological Evaluation 
that serves as a basis for the analysis of wildlife resources 
and migratory birds contains references not older than 20 
years ago.  Also see response to comments 3, 9, and 33.   
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6 Wildlife If we have large events with hundreds of 
people (riders and spectators) we will 
seriously disturb the frail environment of birds 
and wildlife.  Such as Rocky Mountain Big 
Horn Sheep and Pinyon Jay.  I urge you to 
take the time required to make the best 
decisions for wildlife. 

Through this EA process, which evaluates the potential 
impacts to birds and wildlife such as Pinyon jays and 
bighorn sheep, the BLM will be able to consider the 
options and make an informed decision regarding the 
events. 

Commenter:  National Audubon Society (New Mexico Audubon Council and Central New Mexico and Sangre de Cristo Chapters) 

7 Wildlife The RGdN NM provides critical habitat for 
both breeding and migratory birds, it has been 
designated by National Audubon Society and 
Birdlife International as an Important Bird 
Area (IBA). 

The Rio Grande Gorge IBA is the only designated IBA in 
the monument, and it is defined as the Rio Grande 
corridor, not specifically the uplands adjacent to it.  The 
description of the IBA includes the riparian habitat, as 
follows:  "The gorge supports a great diversity of passerine 
birds. . . ."  The IBA does not appear to include the habitat 
located within the project boundary. 

8 Planning There is no proof offered in the EA that BLM 
Sensitive Species would not be adversely 
affected.  SRPs require an analysis of impacts.  
The EA points to the need for an EIS. 

Chapter 4 has been revised to include more detailed 
analysis of potential impacts to BLM Sensitive Species.  
See sections 4.1.1, 4.1.3., and 4.1.4.   

In addition, a determination as to whether or not an EIS is 
warranted to evaluate the potential impacts of the propose 
action (i.e., a finding on the significance of potential 
impacts) will be made after the EA is complete. 

9 Planning We believe that planning for the protection of 
monument objects and values should precede 
any considerations of expanded activities on 
the monument. 

It is BLM policy to manage newly designated monuments 
according to the current land use plan (in this case the 
2012 Taos RMP) to the extent allowable by the 
Presidential Proclamation which established the 
monument.  Therefore, management activities will not be 
suspended during the interim of a monument plan.  In fact, 
the BLM has an obligation to continue to manage for the 
use and enjoyment of the monument during the interim 
while the planning process is ongoing.  In addition, since 
the proposed activities are provided for under current 
management under the Taos RMP as well as the 
provisions of the proclamation, the BLM does not consider 
them an ñexpandedò use. 
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10 Wildlife Birds and birding also have a positive 
economic impact on an area that would be 
threatened by disruption to habitat and species 
if these SRPs are approved. 

Birding can disturb habitat in the same way that other 
recreational pursuits, such as hiking, wildlife watching, 
picnicking, horseback riding, etc. can.  Also, it is not 
reasonable to expect that the limited duration and locations 
of the proposed events would displace birding 
opportunities to the extent that the local economy would 
be affected by any observable measure.  Also see response 
to comment 50. 

11 Planning The EA seems to treat environmental impacts 
on species only in terms of "population-level" 
effects.  This is too narrow and legalistic an 
interpretation of environmental impacts.  
Under this definition, extirpation of many 
species from the monument would not result 
in 'population-level' effects but would in fact 
have a significant impact on the ecological 
diversity of the monument and the functioning 
thereof. 

BLM policy requires that migratory bird analyses within 
NEPA documents be conducted at both the individual and 
species levels.  Chapter 4 has been revised to ensure 
migratory birds has been adequately address at both levels.  
See sections 4.1.1, 4.1.3., and 4.1.4. 

12 Noise While we commend the exclusion of the 
canyon proper from the proposed activities, 
the presence of large numbers of people, 
vendor booths, and particularly amplified 
music on the canyon rim at either the 
proposed venues is likely to displace these 
organisms as well as degrade the experience 
of other visitors to the canyon. 

The analysis of these issues has been supplemented in 
chapter 4, which will provide a basis for the BLM to 
consider and compare the options and make an informed 
decision regarding the events.  Also, while amplified 
music at the Taos Valley Overlook area is not provided for 
under the Proposed Action, the EA is revised to include 
Alternative C, which precludes that option at either 
location. 

13 Vegetation The threat to the monument from invasive, 
non-native plants is considerable.  Weeds 
could be spread by runners at soil disturbances 
along trails and roads. 

This is an ongoing threat due to current daily recreational 
activities such has hiking, mountain biking, and horseback 
riding in both project areas, as well as from other non-
recreational activities.  As disclosed under section 4.1.1.1, 
the proposed events would increase the potential for weed 
introduction and expansion of any existing weed 
populations.  However, this threat would be substantially 
alleviated by the proposed monitoring activities 
incorporated into the Proposed Action, as described under 
section 2.1. 
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14 Planning and 
Travel  

The proposed activities are to be limited to 
existing roads and trails.  While this is 
commendable, we point out that the existing 
road and trail system has not been subject to 
analysis in light of the objects and values of 
the monument.  We would expect some 
closures and rehabilitation of some portions of 
this system in response to the monument 
designation. 

The existing, designated trail system was analyzed in 2006 
with respect to potential impacts to what are now 
identified as monument objects and values, particularly 
wildlife and cultural resources.  Travel management 
planning, which will reconsider all existing routes, will be 
undertaken by the BLMðin coordination with the 
publicðafter completion of the monument plan. 

15 Planning Development of the Cascabel trailhead area 
appears to be assumed by the EA referencing 
a 2006 BLM decision.  This is presumptuous 
in light of the subsequent Monument 
designation. 

The newly constructed Cascabel trailhead is located 
outside the monument boundary and, therefore, is not 
subject to pending decisions in a monument plan.  The 
decision to construct the trailhead was adequately 
evaluated in the 2006 document and reaffirmed in the 
2012 Taos RMP.   

16 Wildlife Disturbance to habitat quality near the rim 
could be significant and lead to abandonment 
of roosting and resting area for some migrant 
raptors and other BLM Sensitive Species, 
including Bald Eagles, which are a 
particularly sensitive to human disturbance. 

The potential for these impacts are evaluated in chapter 4, 
which has been supplemented in response to public 
comments.  Also see the response to comment 20. 

17 Wildlife The EA takes a narrow and legalistic view of 
impacts to nesting birds, seemingly concerned 
only if the action is "likely to result in a trend 
towards federal listing or loss of viability".  
We disagree.  It is unlikely that these events 
can be held during the nesting season for birds 
without having a significant impact on any 
species nesting in the area.  At the very least, 
none of the activities associated with these 
events should occur between March 1 and 
August 15.  This seasonal restriction would 
also avoid a period when trails and roads are 
likely to be wet/muddy from snowmelt and 
monsoon rains. 

See response to comment 11.  In addition, Alternatives C 
and D have been added and analyzed to consider seasonal 
restrictions on the proposed events to avoid potential 
impacts to wildlife such as migratory birds.  See sections 
2.3 and 2.4. 

 

18 Wildlife The effects of even a single-day event during 
the nesting season would be likely to result in 
nest-abandonment for many species.  Species 
that could be disturbed include:  Pinyon jays, 
Loggerhead Shrikes, Burrowing Owls, Grey 
Vireo and other Sensitive Species. 

 

Alternatives C and D have been added to the EA to 
address these concerns, largely in response to public 
comments.   See sections 2.3 and 2.4.  These alternatives 
would apply seasonal restrictions on the events to avoid 
potential impacts to nesting birds.   In addition, there are 
no burrowing owls (or prairie dogs) within the Taos 
Valley Overlook area and no gray vireos at either project 
site.   
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19 Noise Amplified music is not compatible with the 
objects and values of the monument and 
should be disallowed at either venue.  Other 
activities not compatible are commercial 
vendors, and mountain biking races should be 
limited to roads. 

 

The analysis in chapter 4 has been revised largely to 
determine the compatibility of the events with the 
protection of the monument objects.  Two alternatives 
have also been added to consider how certain impacts to 
monument objects can be avoided.  Alternative C, for 
example, precludes the opportunity for amplified music at 
both event locations. 

20 Planning The environmental analysis presented simply 
does not meet minimum standards in terms of 
breadth or depth and appears to be a hastily-
developed attempt to circumvent the 
monument planning process. 

The revised EA is adequate to understand the potential 
impacts of the Proposed Action and alternatives and to 
make a reasoned determination on their significance.  
Also, see response to comment 9. 

Commenters:  Barbara Hussey and Judy Liddell 

21  Wildlife In Appendix B:  BLM Sensitive Species, the 
EA indicates several species as "Present, but 
not Adversely Affected", yet in the comments 
section it states "analysis required"  These two 
statements seem contradictory.  We do not see 
how the BLM can state that the species are not 
adversely affected, when an analysis has not 
been done. 

While the EA offered a brief explanation for why these 
species are not expected to be adversely affected, the 
analysis has been modified in response to public 
comments to more thoroughly discuss the potential 
impacts to these species under the different alternatives.   

   

22 Wildlife The EA acknowledges that the proposed 
activities could impact individual birds, but 
concludes that the Pinyon Jay population 
would not be impacted.  This statement 
demonstrates insufficient knowledge of this 
particular species, as if one nesting pair is 
impacted, it is likely that many are impacted, 
since they are colonial nesters. 

More detail has been added to the analysis of potential 
impacts to Pinyon jay species in chapter 4 in response to 
public comments.  

 

  

 

23 Wildlife The EA acknowledges that it is potentially 
suitable habitat for Burrowing Owls and that 
analysis is required.  During their breeding 
period, they are particularly vulnerable and 
one of the threats to this species is fledglings 
that fly into the path of vehicles (and in this 
case-potentially bicycles) 

As indicated in the analysis, there is burrowing owl habitat 
within the Wild Rivers area.  Under the revised Proposed 
Action, routes would be surveyed prior to an event to 
locate any occupied owl habitat.  If occupation is 
identified, the event would be re-routed to avoid potential 
disturbance.  In addition, Alternatives C and D have been 
added and analyzed to consider seasonal restrictions on the 
proposed events to avoid potential impacts to wildlife such 
as migratory birds.  See sections 2.3 and 2.4.  
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24 Wildlife We are dismayed that several species that 
breed in the monument and are identified as 
species of conservation concern by the New 
Mexico Partners in Flight are not mentioned 
in the EA 

Pursuant to BLM Manual 6840, Special Status Species 
Management, species mandated to be addressed under 
NEPA include federally listed (threatened and endangered) 
species and BLM Sensitive Species.  Species of concern 
listed by other entities, including Partners in Flight (PIF) 
are encouraged but not required to be analyzed.  As many 
of the PIF species of concern would be addressed under 
the analysis of Migratory Birds.  These specific species 
were not addressed individually.   

25 Planning and 
Wildlife 

We are concerned that a parking and vendor 
staging area would be allowed so close to the 
rim of the canyon (Cascabel Trailhead).  
While they are not species of conservation 
concern, Rock Wrens are present along the 
rim of the canyon during the breeding period 
and Brewer's and Lark Sparrows nest in the 
Great Basin scrub habitat. 

The potential for these impacts are evaluated in chapter 4, 
which has been supplemented in response to public 
comments.  In addition, Alternatives C and D have been 
added and analyzed to consider seasonal restrictions on the 
proposed events to avoid potential impacts to wildlife such 
as migratory birds.  See sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

 

26 Planning The EA provides scanty information and 
indicates the need for a thorough 
Environmental Impact Statement, which 
should be completed before consideration is 
given to granting a Special Recreation Permit. 

See responses to comments 8 and 20. 

Commenter:  Robert Templeton 

27 Planning My concern with the management of the 
monument lies completely in line with the 
idea of protection of the Biological Diversity 
and Wildlife Habitat.  I feel that wildlife 
protection should trump all other activities.  I 
feel that there are many sensitive areas for 
birdlife that should be excluded even from 
foot traffic. 

 

Management to protect the monumentôs objects and values 
does not automatically preclude other opportunities and 
uses. A primary objective of this analysis is to determine if 
the proposed events would be inconsistent with the care 
and management of the monumentôs objects and values, 
and to identify appropriate mitigation measures that would 
help ensure that the objects and values arenôt 
compromised. In addition, Alternatives C and D have been 
added to consider seasonal restrictions on the proposed 
events to avoid potential impacts to wildlife.  See sections 
2.3 and 2.4.  Also see response to comment 9. 
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28 Wildlife Disappointed in biological and other data 
presented in this EA . . . For example, 
"populations seem to be stable, but no 
intensive surveys have been conducted for 
these species."  "Seem to be stable" is an 
opinion for which no basis is given.  The 
admission that "no intensive surveys have 
been conducted" suggests that some kind of 
less intensive survey has been made.  If that is 
the case, the data should be provided. 

The data on the biological surveys that were conducted for 
this EA are included in the Biological Evaluation reference 
in the EA.   A multitude of bird observations over the long 
term have been made in the area by professional 
biologists, although no formal protocol surveys have been 
conducted (or funding for them have been provided).  It is 
the opinion of BLM specialists that bird populations are 
stable, based on anecdotal evidence, Christmas breeding 
bird surveys, and raptor surveys in the area that point to a 
sufficient prey base to support them.  Also see response to 
comment 25. 

29 Planning and 
Recreation  

Protection and preservation of the ecological 
diversity and wildlife habitat of the Rio 
Grande del Norte National Monument, key 
elements in the monument declaration, 
demand that decisions be data driven and that 
the data be rigorously generated and vetted.  
Until such data is generated and made 
available, actions such as approving these 
SRPs, should be suspended. 

The detail of information used to evaluate the potential 
impacts in this revised EA is sufficient for understanding 
their significance and for the BLM to make a reasoned 
decision.   The information is commensurate with the 
extent of potential impacts.  In addition, the revised 
Proposed Action, under section 2.1, provides for changes 
to the events, such modifying proposed routes to avoid 
sensitive resources, in response to new information that 
might come to light as part of stipulated surveys.  Also, 
see responses to comments 9, 19, and 20. 

30 Planning and 
Wildlife 

The principal criterion used throughout the 
EA to measure impacts on sensitive species is 
whether the Proposed Action s are "likely to 
result in a trend towards Federal listing or loss 
of viability."  This use of an overall 
population-level criterion opens the way for 
approval for very destructive uses of 
monument lands.  Under this criterion, a 
particular location might be completely 
denuded without affects in the overall 
population status of a species.  The wide use 
of this criterion threatens the validity of the 
entire EA. 

See response to comment 11.   

In addition, pursuant to the 2010 Memorandum of 
Understanding between the BLM and the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, ". . . the Parties agree that it is important 
to:  1) focus on bird populations, as opposed to individuals 
or the species, in their entirety . . . ." 
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31 Planning and 
Wildlife 

From this EA as well as from the national 
monument scoping document, it seems that 
the focus of the BLM management is only on 
meeting the legal requirements related to 
listed, threatened or sensitive species.  The 
needs and issues of the hundreds of other 
species are to a great extent not addressed in 
this EA.  The attached file, NMDI-Species 
Occurence.pdf, provides a suggestion of the 
diversity of birdlife in the southern reaches of 
the monument area.  The monument 
declaration requires protection to all species 
utilizing the monument lands.  This protection 
requires a deep understanding of the ecology 
and diversity of the monument.  Relative to 
monument management, gaining this 
understanding should be a primary activity of 
the BLM management. 

While most avian species concerns are addressed under the 
revised analysis for Migratory Birds in chapter 4, 
including those for "other species," the "needs and issues 
of the hundreds of other species" do not have the potential 
to be significantly impacted due to the limited scope of the 
Proposed Action and, therefore, are not analyzed in detail 
in this EA.  In addition, see response to comments 11 and 
30.   

32 Recreation The EA claims that the "need is evident for 
more trail races in Taos and surrounding 
communities."  The statistics cite only use 
from non-competitive activities.  Indeed, 
many of the users included in the statistics are 
likely to not be interested in competitive 
activities.  The suggestion that the "need is 
evident" is not demonstrated. 

The Taos BLM received three applications for non-
motorized competitive events.  This demonstrates the need 
to consider the applications and respond to the applicants 
as required by BLM Manual 2930.  In order to make a 
decision whether to authorize or deny the permits, the 
BLM prepared this environmental analysis.  The 
applicants specified the number of desired and/or 
anticipated participation in the events, which in itself 
indicates a demand for these types of events.  In addition, 
statistics for recreation activities cited in chapter 3 are 
intended to establish a baseline in the local setting in 
which to analyze impacts to relevant resources and uses 
and to compare alternatives.   

33 Planning Of grave concern is the EA's claim that 
"BLM's consideration and analysis of the 
applications is considered to be an interim 
action, which cannot establish a precedent or 
limit alternatives in the monument planning 
process."  It is difficult to imagine how an 
interim approval would not set a precedent. 

As explained in more detail under section 1.1, any 
authorization of the competitive events based on this 
analysis would be granted year-by-year at least until the 
monument plan is complete, and, therefore, any 
opportunity for the competitive events is subject to change 
upon the approval of a monument plan.  In this manner, 
the BLM maintains full discretion to grant or deny SRP 
applications in accordance with an approved monument 
plan.  In addition, see the response to comment 9. 
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34 Wildlife The idea that a single survey of the area of 
concern could "ensure" that no nesting activity 
is taking place is not supported by common 
ornithological practice.  To fully understand 
the distribution of nesting in a given area 
would require a well-designed multi-year 
approach.  Such a multi-year "breeding-bird 
survey" is exactly what the BLM should be 
doing in the proposed project area.  Decisions 
about disturbance in the area should wait on 
those results. 

The survey was required for purposes of making an 
accurate assessment of the area for purposes of analysis 
under NEPA.  In that survey, the BLM assessed habitat 
types within the project area, with the full understanding 
that migratory birds are likely to use the area for nesting 
and breeding activities during the migratory bird breeding 
season.  This is addressed in the revised analysis for 
Migratory Bird in chapter 4.  In no way did the analysis 
provide a determination that there would be no nesting 

activity taking place.  It was acknowledged that if the 
Proposed Action were to occur during the breeding bird 
season, there could be impacts to individual birds, nests, 
young, eggs, etc.  It is true that to understand the area 
completely, a fully funded robust scientific study of the 
avian life is required.  However, the best available 
information was used to revise this analysis. 

35 Wildlife I am opposed to the races being approved at 
all, but certainly, if they approved, they should 
not occur during the breeding period from 
April 1 through August 15. 

Alternatives C and D have been added and analyzed to 
consider seasonal restrictions on the proposed events to 
avoid potential impacts to wildlife such as migratory birds.  
See sections 2.3 and 2.4.  In addition, the Proposed Action 
under section 2.1 has been modified to include a 
requirement that if events are proposed during the 
breeding (or nesting) season a survey would be conducted 
to locate the presence of nesting birds.  Any occupied nest 
would be avoided by re-routing the event course. 

36 Wildlife Activities on the canyon rim may impact the 
Canyon-Riparian areas.  Especially during 
migration, but also during other seasons, there 
is frequent movement of birds between the 
Canyon-Riparian area and the canyon rims 
(Overlook areas).  While this data is 
anecdotal, it is suggestive of the need for 
further study and understanding. 

See responses to comments 25 and 34. 

Commenter:  New Mexico Department of Game and Fish 
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37 Wildlife The Department supports the public engaging 
in a wide variety of outdoor recreational 
experiences, but has concerns about impacts 
to nesting birds from the proposed non-
motorized competitive events.  A large 
concentrated number of people utilizing a trail 
can cause nest failure in breeding birds, even 
if the duration of use is limited to twenty-four 
hours.  Additionally, amplified music at 
vendor staging areas associated with these 
events may also disrupt normal nesting 
behavior.  All nesting birds are vulnerable to 
disturbances from these types of events, but 
the Department is particularly concerned 
about two New Mexico Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need:  Pinyon Jay and 
Ferruginous Hawk. 

More detail has been added to the analysis of potential 
impacts to Pinyon jay species in chapter 4 in response to 
public comments.   

From 2000-2013 raptor surveys have been conducted 
throughout the Taos Plateau planning unit from the Rio 
Grande to the Rio San Antonio.  To date, there have been 
only two documented ferruginous hawk nests in the 
planning unit, occurring over 50 miles distant from the 
project areas in a completely different habitat type (large 
open grasslands).  Like the gray vireo, this species is not 
known to occur here nor is there potential habitat at this 
time; therefore, the species is not analyzed in the EA. 

 

 

38 Wildlife  The EA needs to acknowledge that Pinyon 
jays next colonially, and are very sensitive to 
human disturbances (Gillihan 2006).  Because 
of their breeding biology, large, concentrated 
groups of trail users have the potential to 
cause nest failure for an entire breeding 
colony. 

To mitigate negative effects from the 
proposed events on Pinyon Jay nesting 
success, we recommend the following 
measure:  1. Survey the event route every year 
for Pinyon Jay colonies.  Avoid routes that 
have colonies within .6 miles of the trail, road, 
parking area, or other areas of congregation 
and disturbance. 2.  If surveys are not feasible, 
conduct the events outside of the main 
breeding season for Pinyon jays... from March 
1st to July 31st.  3.  Do not allow amplified 
music at the Wild Rivers area. 

Two additional alternatives, C and D, are being fully 
analyzed to consider potential disturbances to breeding 
and nesting birds by applying timing limitations to the 
events.  See sections 2.3 and 2.4 and the corresponding 
analysis in chapter 4.   If, however, the events were to 
occur during the breeding bird season for Pinyon jay, the 
BLM would conduct pre-event surveys during early spring 
to locate and avoid nesting birds along the race routes or in 
the staging areas.  If active bird nests are found and cannot 
be avoided, coordination with the USFWS is required and 
a permit must be obtained in order to move or disturb any 
active nest. Also see the response to comment 12. 

39 Wildlife To mitigate negative effects from the 
proposed events on Ferruginous Hawks, we 
recommend the following measures:  1. To 
prevent nest failure form large numbers of 
trail users, we recommend surveying for 
Ferruginous Hawk nests yearly prior to the 
proposed events.  Event routes should be 
selected to stay at least .5 miles from active 
Ferruginous Hawk nests.  2.  If surveys are not 

See response to comment 37. 
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feasible, conduct the events outside the main 
breeding season for Ferruginous Hawks.  
Nesting occurs from February 1st to July 15th, 
and this species is especially prone to nest 
abandonment during incubation if disturbed. 

 

Commenter:  Meg Peterson 

40 Planning  I do not support an Interim environmental 
Assessment because it may establish a 
precedent, limit alternatives in the monument 
planning process, and encourage uses that are 
incompatible with the values for which the 
Monument was established. 

See response to comments 3, 9, and 33. 

41 Planning BLM manages national monuments not under 
the FLPMA multiple use mandate, but rather 
under the Proclamation that established the 
Rio Grande del Norte National Monument. 

While management according the principles of multiple 
use and sustained yield under FLPMA are secondary to the 
Presidential Proclamation establishing the monument, 
multiple uses of the monument lands can continue to the 
extend they are consistent with BLMôs care of those 
objects and values.  Both the proclamation and BLMôs 
policy on managing national monuments (see section 1.6 
(B) (1) of BLM Manual 6220) recognize the opportunity 
for continued multiple uses of these lands. 

42 Wildlife Wildlife inventories have not yet been done, 
so a conclusion about impacts cannot be 
drawn.  While a Hawks Aloft study is cited, 
no reference for its location is given and 
therefore it is unclear what bearing this data 
has on the areas in question.  A 1980 reference 
is cited as a source for information on avian 
communities in pinyon-juniper woodland.  Of 
the 23 sensitive species this EA examines, 12 
are determined to need further analysis.  That 
analysis should be completed before 
competitive events are permitted. 

Every occurrence in the EA for Hawks Aloft includes a 
geographical reference of the Taos Plateau.  The project 
area is adjacent to the Taos Plateau and consists of similar 
habitat types; therefore, the data and conclusions drawn 
are relevant.  The revised analysis for all species indicated 
in the Appendix B as requiring analysis is so provided in 
chapter 4. 

In addition, the Proposed Action under section 2.1 has 
been modified to include a requirement for surveys to be 
conducted prior to events during certain times of the year.   
Alternatives C and D have been added and analyzed to 
consider seasonal restrictions on the proposed events to 
avoid potential impacts to wildlife such as migratory birds.  
See sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

43 Planning The BLM has the obligation to prioritize 
wildlife and their habitat over other 
discretionary uses. 

 

Indeed, the BLM must ensure the preservation, protection, 
and restoration of the monument objects identified in the 
designating proclamation.  The BLMôs task in preparing 
an environmental assessment is to determine if 
discretionary uses such as the proposed events, allowable 
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under the current land use plan, can be authorized in a 
manner that does not compromise the monument objects.  
Also see response to comment 9. 

 

44 Wildlife BLM should consider new information about 
migratory and resident birds that may affect 
the monument.  Seek out and then use updated 
and scientifically sound data about migratory 
birds, winter residents, and summer breeding 
birds to inform management decisions. 

The BLM is in agreement with this statement as it reflects 
BLM policy.  However, because a reference is over 20 
years old does not discount its validity.  As new 
information is garnered, it will be used to supplement 
existing references and incorporate into the analyses to 
make better informed land management decisions. 

 

45 Visual 
Resources 

BLM should update the visual resources 
inventory for the monument and prioritize 
protection of scenic values. 

This comment is not relevant to the scope of this EA. 

46 Noise By allowing live bands and an array of 
commercial vendors during the races, this EA 
does not protect soundscapes.  Again, no 
evaluation of how to protect natural 
soundscapes has yet been done, especially 
when neighboring communities will be 
affected by noise and traffic.  BLM guidance 
directs the preservation of "naturalness" in 
Wilderness Study Areas, VRM Class I zones, 
and other areas managed to protect wilderness 
qualities. 

Any amplified musicðonly proposed at the Wild Rivers 
areaðis not expected to be audible at any neighboring 
community or residence due to distance and topography.  
Regardless, the newly added Alternative C would preclude 
amplified music at either location.  Also, the Proposed 
Action does not include areas designated as wilderness, 
Wilderness Study Areas, or lands with wilderness 
character. 

47 Planning and 
Recreation 

In 2010, BLM issued new guidance (IM 2011-
004) for recreation and visitor services 
planning in the land use planning process.  
The guidance changes recreation management 
to a three-category system for recreation 
management areas wherein lands in the 
planning area can be designated as special 
recreation management areas (SRMAs), 
managed as extensive recreation management 
areas (ERMAs), or classified as public lands 
not designated as recreation management 
areas.  This new recreation guidance is not 
reflected in the Taos RMP. 

This falls within the scope of broader land use planning for 
the monument and is not relevant to the scope of this EA. 
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48 Planning and 
Recreation 

BLM should define areas within the RMP that 
will be used for event planning within the 
national monument and should distribute the 
use within this area and limit the total number 
of events in any given year for disbursement 
of use within each of the areas. 

 

This falls within the scope of broader land use planning for 
the monument and is not relevant to the scope of this EA. 

49 Planning and 
Recreation 

The monument plan should designate a stand-
alone non-motorized trail network that is 
comprehensively designed to meet the needs 
of quiet trails users and provides and 
preserves backcountry recreation experiences. 

This comment is not relevant to the scope of this EA. 

50 Planning and 
Recreation 

This EA does not provide supporting 
documentation for the claim that mountain 
biking competitive racing events will boost 
local economies.  The Taos Field Office could 
easily rectify this by providing Visitor Use 
data that has been disaggregated and analyzed 
to support this claim.  Unfortunately, Taos 
BLM has not made available Visitor Use data 
to the public in a timely and transparent 
manner. 

Any boost to local economies from the proposed events is 
not considered substantial enough to warrant detailed 
analysis in this EA, and, therefore, any language 
suggesting otherwise has been removed from the text. 

Regardless, the results from the 2009 National Visitor Use 
Monitoring survey report the spending segments by local 
or non-local groups which include lodging.  It also reports 
participants by activity.  Mountain biking is listed as one 
of the activities, although racing was not listed as an 
activity in the survey.  A copy of the survey may be 
requested. 

51 Planning and 
Socio-
economics 

The analysis of the socio-economic impacts of 
the Rio Grande del Norte National Monument 
plan must be thorough and accurate in order to 
responsibly manage the public lands in a way 
that benefits local communities and their 
economies.  We have attached to these 
comments a document entitled "Socio-
Economic Framework for Public Land 
management Planning:  Indicators for the 
West's Economy," which details our 
expectations for the baseline analysis of the 
region's economy as well as the analysis of the 
potential impacts of proposed management 
alternatives on the area.  We request that your 
analysis of socioeconomic considerations 
follow the approach set out in this document. 

This comment is not relevant to the scope of this EA. 
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52 Planning and 
Recreation 

This EA reduces talented BLM staff to a 
clean-up crew in the service of organizers of 
competitive racing events.  It is not true that 
Taos BLM had to respond now to the special 
use permit request.  It could have waited.  
Under BLM guidance for national monuments 
there are clear rationales for a postponement if 
Taos BLM management was so inclined. 

The BLM has an obligation to respond to special 
recreation permit applicants in accordance with BLM 
Handbook 2930-1.  However, in this case the BLM has 
only committed to evaluating the proposed events through 
NEPA analysis, whichðaccording to the BLMôs guidance 
for national monuments (BLM Manual 6220)ðis 
necessary before the BLM can exercise its discretion to 
not authorize an action within a monument, particularly 
when such an action is allowed under the applicable land 
use plan and is proposed within a developed recreation 
area. 

In addition, permittees are required to comply with 
stipulations, which include leaving the site clean and clear 
of debris and staying within the parameters of a permit.  
The BLM monitors and enforces permit stipulations, and if 
a permittee violates stipulations, they are required to 
mitigate any impact.   

Commenter:  Kathy Riggs 

53 Planning and 
Wildlife 

Please do not consider bypassing the future 
monument plan and promote bicycle racing in 
the Rio Grande del Norte National Monument 
area.  Careful consideration of the area and its 
fragile ecosystem need to be studied before 
we promote more activities there that could 
harm the environment or scare wildlife. The 
monument is a wonderful addition to our area 
and needs to be studied carefully and a plan 
put in place before activities that might be 
detrimental are planned there. 

See response to comments 9 and 33. 

54 Wildlife and 
Socio-
economics 

The Rio Grande area in New Mexico has been 
mentioned nationally as a prime birding 
location.  We need to protect and study this 
area in its natural state.  We have to be careful 
to not lose a precious resource that we now 
have.  

 

Both broad-level land use planning and smaller scale 
activity-level planning are designed to make informed 
decision  and ensure proper care is given to sensitive 
resources including the monumentôs objects and values. 
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5.2 List of Preparers 
Table 2. List of preparers for DOI-BLM-NM-F020-2014-0001-EA 
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Archaeologist Cultural Resources 
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Planning & 
Environmental 
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NEPA Compliance 

Tami Torres Outdoor Recreation 
Planner Recreation 

Zoe Miller Range Ecologist Vegetation, Soils 

Jessa Davis 
Conservation & 
Land Management 
Botanist 

Vegetation, Soils  
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Appendix A:  Trail Maps - Taos Valley Overlook and Wild Rivers Event 
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Appendix B:   BLM Sensitive Species 

 

The Taos RMP states that commitments to avoid adverse impacts to special status species will be met by 
applying appropriate stipulations (e.g., timing or seasonal restrictions or site-specific limitations). 

BLM Sensitive Species in the Taos Planning Area 



Source: BLM New 

Mexico State Office 

(2011)

TAOS COUNTY USFWSBLM
Common Name Scientific Name E T Sensitive

Mammals

bat, big-eared, Townsend's Corynorhinus townsendii X

bat, spotted Euderma maculatum X

ferret, black-footed Mustela nigripes X

lynx, Canada Lynx canadensis X

prairie dog, Gunnison's Cynomys gunnisoni X

Birds

cuckoo, yellow-billed, Western Coccyzus americanus X X

eagle, bald Haliaeetus leucocephalus X

flycatcher, willow, Southwesten 

(w/critical habitat) Empidonax traillii extimus X

jay, pinyon Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus X

owl, burrowing, Western Athene cunicularia hypugea X

owl, spotted. Mexican Strix occidentalis lucida X

Fish

chub, Rio Grande Gila pandora X

sucker, Rio Grande Catostomus plebeius X

trout, cutthroat, Rio Grande Oncorhynchus clarki virginalis X

Molluscs/Arthropods

skipper, Yuma Ochlodes yuma anasazi X

Source: New Mexico Ecological Servicees Field Office, Listed and Sensitive Species in 

Taos County (3/18/2015) (http://ecos.fws.gov/ipac)
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TAOS COUNTY USFWSBLM
Common Name Scientific Name E T Sensitive

Plants

cactus, grama grass Sclerocactus papyracanthus X

milkvetch, Ripley's Astragalus ripleyi X

Important Bird Areas (PIF & NABCI)
New Mexico Partners In Flight Bird Conservation Plan (2007)
NMDGF Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy, Species of Greatest Conversation Need (2005)
North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI) Bird Conservation Regions (BCRs)

*Please refer to the following for additional species of management concern

USFWS Migratory Bird Program Focal Species
USFWS Migratory Bird Program Game Birds Below Desired Condition
USFWS Recovery Plans for listed species
Western Hemiisphere Shorebird Reserve Network

North American Waterbird Conservation Plan
North American Waterfowl Management Plan
Partners In Flight North American Landbird Conservation Plan
United States Shorebird Conservation Plan
USFWS Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act
USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern
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