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Gunnison Gorge Profile 
 

Designating Authority 
 

Designating Authority: Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park and Gunnison 

Gorge National Conservation Area Act (Public Law (PL) 106-76) 

and Black Canyon of the Gunnison Boundary Revision Act of 

2003 (PL 108-128) 

 

Date of Designation:  October 21, 1999 

 

Acreage 
 

Total Acres in Unit 64,024 

BLM Acres 63,201 

Other Federal Acres 552 

State and Private Acres* 1,673 
*State and Private acres are not part of the total of the unit acres 

 

Contact Information 
 

Unit Manager Edd Franz, Outdoor Recreation Planner 

Phone 970-240-5300 

E-mail efranz@blm.gov 

Mailing Address 2465 S Townsend Ave, Montrose, CO  81401 

Field Office Name Uncompahgre 

District Office Name Southwest 

State Office Name Colorado 

 

Budget 
 

Total Fiscal Year 2014 Budget $815,248 

Subactivity 1711 $494,705 

Other Subactivities’ Contributions $232,1115 

Other Funding $88,428 
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Map of Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area 
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Managing Partners 

 

The Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area (GGNCA) does not currently have 

established partnerships to assist with the management of the unit. 

 

Staffing 

 

The work at Gunnison Gorge NCA is accomplished by a small staff of NCA employees, 

supported by the staff of the Uncompahgre Field Office (UFO). 

 

Gunnison Gorge NCA Staff Time  

 NCA Manager – 100% for the first five months of FY2014, vacant thereafter 

 Outdoor Recreation Planner – 100% 

 Park Ranger (Special Recreation Permit Administrator) – 50% 

 Lead Park Ranger (river patrol, career seasonal) – 100% of 6-month season 

 

Uncompahgre Field Office (UFO) Staff Time Working in Gunnison Gorge NCA 

 Field Office Manager – 20% 

 Outdoor Recreation Planner – 15% 

 Archaeologist – 15% 

 Biologist 1 – 15% 

 Biologist 2 – 50% 

 GIS specialist – 5% 

 Administrative Assistant – 10% 

 Rangeland Management Specialist – 33% 

 Hydrologist – 10% 

 Realty Specialist – 3% 

 Natural Resources Specialist – 5% 

 Park Ranger (maintenance) – 50%  

 Education/Volunteer Coordinator – 10% 
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Planning and NEPA 
 

Status of the Resource Management Plan 

 

The Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area and Wilderness Resource Management 

Plan (RMP) was completed in November 2004 

 

The GGNCA’s land use plan was completed in 2004, and an implementation strategy was 

completed in 2005.  

 

Status of Activity Plans 

 

The 2001 GGNCA Land Health Assessment covering 103,000 acres of public lands in and 

adjacent to the GGNCA was re-evaluated in 2011-2012.  Preliminary planning to address 

deficiencies in land health began this year (2014). 

 

Supplemental rules for GGNCA and its three Special Recreation Management areas were 

completed in 2009.  The rules address issues of travel management, off-road vehicle use, 

shooting sports, pets and pack stock use, camping, firewood collection and camp fires, 

waste disposal, group size limits, permit requirements, and length of stay limits. 

 

Status of the RMP Implementation Strategy 

 

GGNCA was a pilot area for developing the National Landscapes Conservation System 

(NLCS) RMP Implementation in 2004-2006 with BLM specialists, Resource Advisory 

Council (RAC) members, and the public.  Strategy worksheets are updated annually  to 

track work that:  1) achieves desired natural and heritage resource conditions; and 2) 

addresses demands for energy, minerals, forage and forest products, and community 

services and recreation. 

 

We are currently implementing the RMP travel management plan, Gunnison Gorge Fee 

Area Management Plan, 2011 Crawford Area Sage Grouse Conservation Plan, 2011 North 

Rim Landscape Strategy, 2013 North Rim Integrated Vegetation Management Plan, BLM 

Range wide Conservation Plan and Habitat Assessment Framework, 2012 Land Health 

Assessment remedies and best management practices, and 2009 GGNCA Supplemental 

Rules.  Overall, RMP implementation is approximately 80% completed. 

 

Key National Environmental Policy Act Actions and/or Project Authorizations 

 

NEPA actions and projects are available for detailed review on the Uncompahgre Field 

Office Planning webpage: www.blm.gov/co/st/en/BLM_Information/nepa/ufo.html 

 

2 

http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/BLM_Information/nepa/ufo.html


5 

When viewing this report electronically, links in the tables below will take you to the NEPA 

documents. 

 

2014 Completed Actions: 

 

NEPA number Project description Date 

DOI-BLM-CO-S050-2013-0036 DNA 

Biological: North Rim Integrated 
Vegetation Management Plan; Fiscal 
Year 2013 Implementation 
T50N/R7W/Sec 11, 14-16; Decision 

Record; Determination of NEPA 

Adequacy 

Initiated 
8/19/2013 
Approved 
10/23/2013 

DOI-BLM-CO-S050-2014-0002 CX 
Lands: Fiscal Year 2014 Right-of-way 
Renewals; Categorical Exclusion 

and Decision Record 

Initiated 
10/22/2013 
Approved 
11/13/2013 

DOI-BLM-CO-S054-2014-0023 CX 

Lands: McCracken Ditch and Irrigation 
Pipeline 
T50N/R9W/Sec 17 SE SE; 
Categorical Exclusion and Decision 
Record 

Initiated 
3/14/2014 
Approved 
5/6/2014 

DOI-BLM-CO-S054-2014-0027 CX 

Lands: Existing Access Road Right-of-
Way. 
T15S/R95W/Sec 21-22; Categorical 
Exclusion and Decision Record 

Initiated 
4/14/2014 
Approved 
6/25/2014 

DOI-BLM-CO-S050-2014-0035 EA 

Range: East Side Livestock Crossing; 
Final Environmental Assessment, 
Finding of No Significant Impact, 
and Decision Record 

Initiated 
6/2/2014; 
APPROVED 
1/7/2015 

DOI-BLM-CO-S054-2014-0032 EA 

Recreation: Black Ridge Connector 
Trail (new construction); Final 
Environmental Assessment, 
Finding of No Significant Impact, 
and Decision Record 

Initiated 
5/5/2014 
Scoping Notice; 
Public Scoping 
Closed 
6/30/2014 
Approved 
8/20/2014 

 

DOI-BLM-CO-S054-2013-0041 EA 

Biological: Carnation Road Buckwheat 

Protection; T51N/R9W/Sec 29-30; 
Final Environmental Assessment, 
Finding of No Significant Impact, 
and Decision Record 

Initiated 
8/29/2013; 
Scoping Notice; 
Public Scoping 
Closed 6/6/2014; 
Approved 
10/14/2014 

 

 

 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.8918.File.dat/13-36%20DNA%20North%20Rim%20Int%20Veg%20Management%20Phase%204%20DR.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.8918.File.dat/13-36%20DNA%20North%20Rim%20Int%20Veg%20Management%20Phase%204%20DR.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.91831.File.dat/13-36%20DNA%20North%20Rim%20Int%20Veg%20Management%20Phase%204.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.91831.File.dat/13-36%20DNA%20North%20Rim%20Int%20Veg%20Management%20Phase%204.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.39148.File.dat/14-02%20FY14%20ROW%20Renewals%20CX.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.39148.File.dat/14-02%20FY14%20ROW%20Renewals%20CX.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.46755.File.dat/14-23%20CX%20McCracken%20Ditch%20and%20Irrigation%20Pipeline.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.46755.File.dat/14-23%20CX%20McCracken%20Ditch%20and%20Irrigation%20Pipeline.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.36034.File.dat/14-27%20CX%20Sunrise%20Canyon%20Ranch%20Road%20ROW.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.36034.File.dat/14-27%20CX%20Sunrise%20Canyon%20Ranch%20Road%20ROW.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.10698.File.dat/14-35%20EA%20East%20Side%20Uncompahgre%20Livestock%20Crossing.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.10698.File.dat/14-35%20EA%20East%20Side%20Uncompahgre%20Livestock%20Crossing.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.10698.File.dat/14-35%20EA%20East%20Side%20Uncompahgre%20Livestock%20Crossing.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.25399.File.dat/14-32%20EA%20Black%20Ridge%20Trail%20Final%20EA%20FONSI%20DR%200820.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.25399.File.dat/14-32%20EA%20Black%20Ridge%20Trail%20Final%20EA%20FONSI%20DR%200820.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.25399.File.dat/14-32%20EA%20Black%20Ridge%20Trail%20Final%20EA%20FONSI%20DR%200820.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.25399.File.dat/14-32%20EA%20Black%20Ridge%20Trail%20Final%20EA%20FONSI%20DR%200820.pdf
mhtml:file://S:/Planning/Website/Web%20Archives/NEPA%20Page/UFO%20NEPA%20Webpage%202014-0820.mht!x-usc:http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/14-32_scoping_letter.Par.25192.File.dat/14-32 External_Scoping Letter and Maps.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.28602.File.dat/13-41%20EA_DR_FONSI%20Carnation%20Road%20Buckwheat%20Protection_Signed.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.28602.File.dat/13-41%20EA_DR_FONSI%20Carnation%20Road%20Buckwheat%20Protection_Signed.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2015_nepa_docs.Par.28602.File.dat/13-41%20EA_DR_FONSI%20Carnation%20Road%20Buckwheat%20Protection_Signed.pdf
mhtml:file://S:/Planning/Website/Web%20Archives/NEPA%20Page/UFO%20NEPA%20Webpage%202014-1103.mht!x-usc:http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.0828.File.dat/13-41 External_Scoping Letter.pdf
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Pending Actions: 

 

DOI-BLM-S054-2013-0038 EA 

Range: Gunnison Gorge 
Grazing Permit Renewals; 
Gunnison Gorge 2011 

Land Health Assessment; 
Maps: Areas of Critical 

Environmental Concern; 
Bighorn Sheep; Federally 

Listed Plant Species; 
Special Recreation 
Management Areas 

Initiated 8/28/2013; 
Scoping Notice; Scoping 

PowerPoint; Public Scoping 

Closed 8/29/2014 
 

 

 

  

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.48609.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_acec_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.48609.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_acec_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.15753.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_bighorn_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.86966.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_fed_listed_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.86966.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_fed_listed_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.95700.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_srmas_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.95700.File.dat/GG_Grazing_Permit_EA_Issue_Maps_40x40_srmas_web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.90206.File.dat/13-38%20EA%20GGNCA%20Scoping%20Meeting%202014-0717.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.74784.File.dat/GGNCA%20Grazing%20Permit%20Renewal%20scoping%20ppt%2020140730.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/information/nepa/uncompahgre_field/fy2014_nepa_docs.Par.74784.File.dat/GGNCA%20Grazing%20Permit%20Renewal%20scoping%20ppt%2020140730.pdf
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Year’s Projects and Accomplishments 
 

General Accomplishments 

 

GGNCA celebrated the 50th anniversary of the signing of the Wilderness Act with several 

events: 

 BLM archaeologist led an interpretive hike into the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness on 

the Chukar Geologic Trail.  Logistics and support were provided by our friends group, 

Colorado Canyons Association. 

 We celebrated National Public Lands Day on the Saturday following the actual 

anniversary in the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness.  Two work groups performed service 

work.  One group maintained a section of the Ute Trail that had been damaged by 

heavy rains the previous year, while the second group erected buck-and-rail 

barricades and improved boundary signage at two locations where vehicles had 

intruded into the wilderness.  Colorado Canyons Association attended the event and 

assisted with promotion and logistics.  We ended by sharing an anniversary cake 

and signing an oversize anniversary card that was then on display in the Montrose 

Public Lands Center visitor reception area. 

 BLM field staff and a Western Colorado Conservation Corps youth crew began 

construction on the Black Ridge Trail in the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness.  When 

complete it will provide the only pubic trail access to the eastern half of the 

wilderness.  NCA staff gave a presentation to the youth crew on-site about the 50th 

anniversary and wilderness values. 

 NCA staff presented a wilderness talk for the Delta County Tourism Board at Ute 

Trailhead overlooking the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness. 

 NCA staff coordinated with Western Colorado Congress and Conservation Colorado 

to staff a booth providing information on the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness for “A 

Celebration of 50 Years of Wilderness in Colorado,” John Fielder’s photography 

exhibit and tour.  The event occurred in November 2014. 

 

The NCA hosted a national review team comprised of National Conservation Lands staff 

from the Washington Office and the Colorado State Office. The team interviewed local 

county and municipal officials, BLM permittees, user groups, environmental groups, local 

business owners, our friends group, partnering state and federal agency personnel, and 

internal (GGNCA and UFO) employees.  The team conducted about 70 interviews, most of 

them face-to-face.  The review concluded with a float trip through the Gunnison Gorge 

Wilderness, and an informative tour of the highly significant Eagle Rock Shelter 

archaeological site. 

 

With support from NCA seasonal river rangers, the UFO archaeologist took a group of 

Colorado Archaeological Society volunteers for a three day survey of roughly 100 acres on 

the bench south of Red canyon in the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness.  They recorded seven 

new eligible cultural sites, including one which appears to be a Folsom age hunting camp 

(ca. 9,000 years old). They also surveyed the bottom of Red Canyon and found a historic 

period stone dugout house - possibly an outlaw hideout or concealed cow camp.   

3 
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An impressive dinosaur trackway was discovered along the Ute Road, near Ute 

Trailhead.  Several big three-toed Therapod tracks about 16” across are clearly exposed 

and obvious even to casual explorers.  Dr. Martin Lockley and his students discovered the 

trackway, and have reason to believe it exhibits features consistent with pack 

behavior.  Another track system is further south and shows evidence of possible nesting 

behavior by Ankylosaurs. 

 

2014 excavations of Eagle Rock Shelter reached bedrock in several areas and the 

excavation was almost finished.  Two new hearths dating to the 12,900 year old range, and 

an entire stratified Paleo-Indian occupation from 9,000 years ago to 12,000 years ago 

makes it obvious that this was a very popular place to live.  Analysis is in progress and the 

first report is due in 2015. 

 

BLM staff and volunteers administered a Government Performance and Results Act 

(GPRA) visitor satisfaction survey at the NCA’s Peach Valley Recreation Site in the Flat Top-

Peach Valley Off-Highway Vehicle Special Recreation Management Area.  The results of the 

survey (psu.sesrc.wsu.edu/blm/reports/fy14/blm-PEVA414.pdf) were favorable across the 

board.  For example, 99% of respondents rated their overall recreational experience either 

“good” or “very good” (n=372). 

 

Current Areas of Focus 

 

High River Flows in the Spring 

 

Except for highly localized storm events, the flows in the Gunnison River through the 

Gunnison Gorge Wilderness are entirely controlled by a series of three upstream dams 

collectively known as the Aspinall Unit.  These dams are managed by the Bureau of 

Reclamation (BOR).  The BOR recently completed an Environmental Impact Statement 

(EIS) and issued a Record of Decision (ROD) for dam operations.   The ROD directs the BOR 

to provide substantial flows for an extended duration during years of high snowmelt runoff 

in the watershed feeding the Aspinall Unit.  This is done to achieve target flows for the 

benefit of endangered native fish downriver.    2014 was the first year since the signing of 

the ROD that the forecasted runoff triggered a major release from the dams, and that had 

a major effect on river recreation in the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness, and the river’s trout 

fishery. 

 

The effect of extended high flows on river recreation in the wilderness was to nearly 

eliminate all boating and float fishing trips during most of the month of June – traditionally 

the busiest season on that part of the river.  Flows normally peak around 1,000 to 3,000 

cubic feet per second (cfs) and drop pretty steadily thereafter, but in the spring of 2014 

flows peaked close to 10,000 cfs and stayed around 7,000 cfs for the following three 

weeks.  The high flows dramatically changed the hydraulics of the river and raised the 

technical level of the river for boaters.  Trips that normally take one to three days were 

being reduced to about an hour.  It was a flush.  As a result, recreational use numbers for 

the 2014 boating season (both private and commercial) were about half that of a normal 

file://///ilmcomo3ds1/mo/pub/shared/GGNCA/GUNNISON%20GORGE%20NCA%20REPORTS/2014/2014%20Manager%20Report/2015-01%20Draft%202014%20GGNCA%20Manager%20Report.docx
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season. 

 

On the other hand, the high flows appear to have had a beneficial effect on the trout 

fishery.  Sediments that had collected in the river channel over the years were flushed out, 

leaving improved fish and aquatic invertebrate habitat.  Studies by Colorado Parks and 

Wildlife (CPW) indicate that the trout themselves were not harmed, and likely benefitted 

from the high flows.  And because recreational use was significantly down during the high 

flows, opportunities for solitude were enhanced in the wilderness. 

 

Addressing Land Health Issues on a Recent Land Acquisition 

 

In 2010 the BLM, through the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), acquired an 

important 552 acre private inholding in the NCA.  The acquired property has significant 

land health issues with soils, weeds, roads and altered drainage systems.  A field visit by 

an interdisciplinary team of BLM specialists was conducted to develop a strategy for 

remedies. 

 

Education, Outreach, and Interpretation 

 

Hands on the Land 

 

Gunnison Gorge NCA held its sixth annual Hands on the Land event, Cottonwood Days, in 

September.  Local 6th grade students joined BLM specialists, volunteers, and partners for 

aquatic, riparian, ecological and cultural education modules on the banks of the Gunnison 

River.  The week-long event provided the opportunity for students to spend a full day 

engaged in science and cultural educational activities in the NCA.  Partners for this event 

included Gunnison Gorge Anglers/Grand Valley Anglers (local Trout Unlimited chapters), 

Colorado Canyons Association (friends group), US Forest Service, and Colorado Parks and 

Wildlife.  The event served about 500 students from a local Montessori school, a charter 

school, homeschoolers, and public school students from six local communities.  

 

Interpretive Walks and Talks 

 

In addition to the interpretive wilderness geology hike (12 people in attendance) noted in 

the “General Accomplishments” section above, a public interpretive bird hike (25 in 

attendance) was organized and led in the NCA by our friends group, Colorado Canyons 

Association. 

 

Three separate public lectures were delivered by BLM archaeologist, Glade Hadden.  One 

presentation featured the history and prehistory of the Gunnison Gorge, and two 

presentations were focused on the exciting archaeological discoveries at the NCA’s Eagle 

Rock Shelter site.  The three lectures had a combined attendance of about 400 people. 

 

NCA staff led a hike for the Delta County Tourism Board to the Ute Road Therapod 

trackway.  10 people participated in the outing. 
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Off-Highway Vehicle Safety Training 

 

NCA seasonal Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) rangers conducted 10 public training sessions – 7 

dirt bike sessions and 3 ATV sessions.  Each training session was attended by 10-15 

participants. 

 

Partnerships 

 

Colorado Canyons Association (CCA) 

 

Our friends group, Colorado Canyons Association works tirelessly on projects and programs 

to build capacity and increase awareness of the NCA and public lands stewardship.  The 

Conservation Lands Foundation (CLF) has been instrumental in funding a coordinator and 

environmental education specialist crucial for project planning and implementation.   

 

CCA serves the three western Colorado National Conservation Areas: Gunnison Gorge, 

Dominguez-Escalante, and McInnis Canyons.  In the Gunnison Gorge in 2014 they 

developed and instructed one of five learning modules at our very successful Cottonwood 

Days Hands on the Land event.  They also provided generous funding for school bus 

transportation for the students. 

 

CCA organized two interpretive hikes in the NCA and assisted with promotion and provided 

volunteers for our National Public Lands Day event/Wilderness Act anniversary celebration. 

 

Trout Unlimited (TU) 

 

Colorado TU wrapped-up a multi-year project to rebuild an aging irrigation diversion 

structure in the Gunnison River within the NCA.  They raised funds to the tune of 

approximately $750,000 to make this project possible.  The Relief Ditch diversion is now a 

sustainable structure providing reliable irrigation water to the Relief Ditch Company while 

restoring river health to an area that had been degraded by the previous unsustainable 

structure.  The old structure posed a serious hazard for boaters.  This project dramatically 

improved safety for recreational boaters. 

 

Our local chapter of TU, Gunnison Gorge Anglers (GGA), has been a long time partner with 

the NCA on our Cottonwood Days Hands on the Land event.  This year, as in previous years, 

they staffed the fly tying station with enough fly vices, hooks, materials and volunteer 

instructors so that all 500 kids could have individual instruction and tie and keep their own 

flies.  Grand Valley Anglers assisted.  GGA also paid for portable toilets for the week. 

 

Montrose Office of Business and Tourism (OBT) 

 

The NCA outdoor recreation planner served on OBT’s Tourism and Retail Advisory 

Committee.  He provided content development and reviews for the city’s new tourism 

website VisitMontrose.com, mobile app, maps and articles for various publications.  OBT 

has been a valuable partner in disseminating current, accurate information to residents 

file:///E:/2014%20NCA%20Manager%20Report/visitmontrose.com
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and visitors relative to recreation opportunities on local public lands, including the NCA. 

 

The city of Montrose opened a very nice new visitor center in a historic downtown building, 

and is providing NCA brochures, maps and other public lands information to their patrons.  

They have found the Gunnison Gorge NCA brochure and map to be valuable and popular 

with visitors looking for local recreation opportunities.  In fact, they value them so much 

that they paid for half of our latest reprint of the brochure.  Of their portion of the order, 

they kept half and donated the other half to GGNCA. 

 

Delta County Tourism Board 

 

The NCA outdoor recreation planner serves as an ex-officio member of the Tourism Board.  

Information is shared about recreation and tourism opportunities on public lands in and 

around the NCA, and the board helps to get accurate information out to residents and 

visitors about responsible use of the public lands. 

 

Colorado Mesa University (CMU) 

 

Colorado BLM has partnered with CMU through an assistance agreement to provide BLM 

field staff with skills to use innovative techniques to inventory and monitor desires and 

attainment of beneficial outcomes of recreational use of public lands.  Dr. Tim Casey, 

Professor of Political Science and Director of CMU’s Natural Resources Center, provided 

guidance and advice to NCA staff as they were planning to engage in community 

assessments of recreational desires and outcomes. 

 

Western Slope 4 Wheelers 

 

This group has adopted the Wave-Eagle 4X4 route in the NCA.  They conducted an annual 

ride and trash clean up in 2014. 

 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) 

 

CPW, in cooperation with the NCA, manages the outstanding trout fishery of the Gunnison 

River in the NCA.  In 2014 CPW coordinated with NCA staff on stocking and sampling 

operations, and studies of aquatic invertebrates. 

 

CPW provided a wildlife conservation officer to help teach the Aquatic Invertebrates 

learning station for the Cottonwood Days event in the NCA. 

 

Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) 

 

The BOR worked closely with NCA staff to provide timely public information to the 

recreational community regarding the high volume and long duration of Gunnison River 

flows this past spring.  BOR provided current information, frequently updated, to NCA staff 

who in turn posted the information on the NCA website, web-based boater forum, local 

radio station, and on the ground in the NCA at key river access points. 
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US Forest Service (USFS) 

 

USFS provided a wildlife biologist to help teach the Aquatic Invertebrates learning station 

for the Cottonwood Days event in the NCA. 

 

Gunnison Sage Grouse Working Group 

 

This group is a public/private partnership of local ranchers (grazing permittees), Black 

Canyon Audubon Society, US Geological Service, BLM and the National Park Service 

working to conserve the local population of Gunnison sage grouse in and adjacent to the 

NCA.  In 2014 the group monitored individual birds with GPS collars, and performed counts 

and monitoring of grouse leks and lekking behavior. 

 

Volunteers 

 

BLM volunteers assisted NCA staff with many projects in 2014 including: 

 River Patrols (trash and campfire clean-up, and campsite maintenance) 

 Trash and shooting area clean-up along roads 

 National Public Lands Day projects (trail maintenance and remediation of vehicle 

intrusions into the wilderness) 

 Site stewardship of cultural sites (monitoring of archaeological sites) 

 Assisting BLM and other agency specialists with leading instruction for the NCA’s 

Hands on the Land program, Cottonwood Days 

 Administration of a visitor satisfaction survey at the Peach Valley Recreation Site 

(see General Accomplishments section for details) 

 

Total volunteer hours in the NCA in 2014: 2,840 

 

Land (or Interests in Land) Acquisitions 
 

There were no land acquisitions or interests in lands activities for GGNCA completed in 

fiscal year 2014. 
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Science 
 

Science 

 

NLCS Research Support Program: Gunnison Sage Grouse (GUSG) Conservation 

 

The principal investigator for this project is Doug Ouren, Physical Scientist, of the US 

Geological Survey (USGS). 

 

Research questions for this proposal are:  Are current landscape modifications being made 

by land management agencies effective in preserving GUSG habitat? Secondly: Does 

motorized use affect GUSG season movements?  To address these questions we will 

analyze our GUSG Global Positioning  System (GPS) derived location data set, currently 

containing over 40,000 locations representing the eight female and two male GUSG 

collected over a three year period, to assess the seasonal habitat use in relationship to 

landscape modifications made.  Secondly we will assess the impacts of motorized use on 

GUSG seasonal movements. 

 

Results to Date: 

 

GPS Platform Transmitter Terminal (PTT) Deployment 

To date, 12 GPS PTTs have been deployed on Crawford area Gunnison sage grouse (10 

female, 2 male).  We have collected over 40,000 locations of these grouse to date.  Data 

collected from these collars have been used to do preliminary modeling of seasonal 

movements, habitat analysis and effects of motorized use. 

 

Habitat Treatments 

There have been numerous vegetation management activities conducted within the study 

area over the last twenty years designed to both reduce fuel loading/continuity and 

improve habitat conditions. Because portions of the core Crawford GUSG range exhibit less 

than optimal vegetation characteristics continued vegetation/fuels management activities 

are necessary to improve GUSG carrying capacities, survivorship while also reducing the 

potential for large detrimental wildland fires.   Specifically, brood rearing and nesting 

habitats within the core range exhibit characteristics of disrupted fire regimes.  Known 

problems include a disproportionate portion of these habitat types with late succession 

sagebrush, woodland encroachment, development, and depauperate understories lacking 

suitable grass cover and appropriate forb representation. These habitat types are the most 

critical for maintaining or increasing GUSG populations in the Crawford area.  Using the 

GPS marking techniques to accurately ascertain seasonal GUSG habitat selection will aid 

in identifying past treatments that are utilized by GUSG.  Gathering detailed vegetation 

information within selected habitats and treatments will greatly aid in developing future 

fuels/vegetation management prescriptions and objectives.    

 

Since 2010, 3,852 acres of sagebrush restoration treatment has taken place in the 

Gunnison sage grouse ACEC area and adjacent private lands by removing encroaching 

4 
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piñon and juniper trees in predominantly intact sagebrush stands.   

 

Wet Meadow Development 

This grouse population has extremely limited wet meadow habitat, thought to be critical for 

the survival of young.  Wet meadow habitat has been created at four locations in the area 

with help from the National Wild Turkey Federation.  Two large water tanks were 

purchased and installed on an existing pipeline that will feed water to a drip irrigation 

system at the wet meadow locations. 

 

Motorized Use Monitoring 

To investigate the relationship between motorized use and GUSG habitat use and seasonal 

movements a seven site motorized use monitoring network was established in 2004 and 

continues to be operated to date. Pneumatic vehicle counters, which can discriminate 

vehicle type and speed, are used at the majority of the vehicle monitoring sites.  

 

Lek Probability Mapping 

Using existing characteristics of known lek sites, USGS utilized remote sensing techniques 

to generate a lek site probability map for the Crawford area Gunnison sage grouse.  

Selected locations of GPS PTTed male grouse were used to better define the model.  

Ground-truthing has begun and one new lek site has been located from this information 

(Ouren et al. 2014). 

 

Preliminary Movement Analysis 

Preliminary movement analysis of the existing telemetered grouse has provided invaluable 

information to land managers.  Seasonal movement information has been used to make 

management decisions for various activities within the Gunnison sage grouse ACEC.  

Seasonal movement data has also shown that grouse are using the newly restored 

sagebrush habitat in the area.   It has also increased awareness and the importance of 

several private land parcels that appear to be critical for grouse in late-Summer through 

early Fall.  With the concurrent OHV monitoring, it appears that female grouse may be 

more sensitive to vehicular traffic than male grouse. 

 

2013 

NLCS 

Grant 

USGS 

Contributed 

BLM 

Contributed 
Description 

$8,000   Salary for Doug Ouren to conduct data compilation, 

analysis and writing of reports/publication 

 $15,000  Contributed salary for Doug Ouren to conduct data 

compilation, analysis and writing of 

reports/publication 

$7,000   Travel expenses; misc. expenses for data acquisition; 

additional assistance with data compilation and 

analysis 

$5,000   Salary for Statistical consulting 

$ 5,000   Salary for Ken Holsinger/Melissa Siders 

  $5,000 Contributed salary for Ken Holsinger/Melissa Siders 

$25,000 $15,000 $5,000 Total 
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Benefits 

 

This project supports the National Landscape Conservation System (NLCS) Strategy under 

Theme 1 (Ensuring the Conservation, Protection, and Restoration of NLCS Values) through 

Goals 1B (expanding understanding of the NLCS), 1C (provide scientific foundation for 

decision-making), 1D (outdoor laboratory), and 1E (limit discretionary uses), and the 

Colorado NLCS Strategy Theme 1 through Goals 1B (foster and promote scientific 

research), 1C (better understanding for scientific decision-making), and 1D (build scientific 

foundation for decision-making).  Both this smaller portion and the larger sage grouse 

study is expanding our knowledge of how this rare species uses the NLCS Area of Critical 

Environmental Concern (ACEC) through collaborative efforts between BLM, USGS, NPS, 

CPW, local working groups and private individuals. There is a very active working group 

associated with this research effort. This active working group is involved in this research 

project as well as other grouse associated inventory, monitoring, and habitat improvement 

efforts in the area. Working Group members are integral in completing annual sage grouse 

lek counts (population monitoring), and in the search for new, unknown lek locations 

during the strutting season. The information gathered from this research project and the 

other associated inventory, monitoring and habitat improvement efforts has provided 

invaluable information to guide management of this area, informing management 

decisions for grazing, travel, and vegetation management. Through this larger research 

project, the GGNCA and the Grouse ACEC area are an outdoor laboratory and 

demonstration center for new and innovative management processes to aid in the 

conservation of this species. The use of GPS PTTs to characterize seasonal movements, 

pneumatic vehicle counters to characterize OHV traffic in the area will inform the 

upcoming travel management effort for the Grouse ACEC area. Seasonal movement data 

is also being used to evaluate the effectiveness of habitat restoration efforts in the area. 

With the addition of analysis of climatic data in relation to the ongoing population 

monitoring (lek counts), will provide more information to be used for the conservation of 

Gunnison sage grouse, but will also provide additional innovation to the other populations 

of Gunnison sage grouse. Already this research project has been providing methods and 

expertise to the other population Working Groups in installation of weather stations, and 

traffic and acoustic monitoring. 

 

This research project is actively involved in two local Working Groups (Crawford Area 

Gunnison Sage Grouse and North Rim Landscape). The focus of both of these groups is on 

the larger landscape of the area, maintaining or increasing habitat connectivity, and 

coordinating efforts across jurisdictional boundaries to maintain and improve the 

ecosystems in the landscape. This project will directly inform how climate change may be 

impacting this area of the NCA and will inform the adjacent land managers. 

 

Gunnison Sage Grouse Lek Site Suitability Modeling 

  

U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) produced a report on results of a lek site suitability modeling 

study conducted in the NCA. The study is available here: pubs.usgs.gov/of/2014/1010/ 

 

The study was prepared in cooperation with the National Audubon Society, the Bureau of 

Land Management, the National Park Service, the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest 

http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2014/1010/


16 

Service, Colorado Parks and Wildlife, and the Habitat Partnership Program. The National 

Audubon Society provided significant funding for the project. 

 

Eagle Rock Shelter Excavation 

 

Principal investigator: Dr. Dudley Gardener, Professor, Western Wyoming College 

 

In FY2014, excavations continued at Eagle Rock Shelter in the northern portion of the 

GGNCA for the sixth year. The degree of preservation within the shelter is unprecedented, 

with organic artifacts common at the 8,000-year-old level including fine string and cordage, 

small game string snares, a yucca fiber sandal and bone, wood, sinew and leather 

artifacts. Two hearths were discovered in 2014 dating to 12,900 years ago. Information 

from this shelter is breaking new ground in research, and will likely lead to a re-

interpretation of many commonly accepted archaeological theories for this area. 

 

Excavations are continuing into the fall and winter in FY 15, and are expected to reach 

completion by February 2015.  

 

 

Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area Science Plan 

 

The NCA’s approved science plan was finalized and made public early in FY2014. It can be 

accessed here: 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/docu

ments.Par.27536.File.dat/2013-

1031%20Gunnison%20Gorge%20Science%20Plan%20Final.pdf 

  

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/documents.Par.27536.File.dat/2013-1031%20Gunnison%20Gorge%20Science%20Plan%20Final.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/documents.Par.27536.File.dat/2013-1031%20Gunnison%20Gorge%20Science%20Plan%20Final.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/documents.Par.27536.File.dat/2013-1031%20Gunnison%20Gorge%20Science%20Plan%20Final.pdf
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Resources, Objects, Values, and Stressors 
 

Exceptional Multiple-use Opportunities 
 

While the NCA legislation (Public Law 106-76, Oct 21, 1999) does not enumerate or 

define “multiple-use opportunities,” it can be inferred elsewhere in the legislation that they 

include hunting, trapping, fishing, and use of motorized vehicles.   

 

Consistent with Section 8(c) of the act establishing the NCA, the State of Colorado is 

responsible for regulating and managing hunting, trapping, and fishing in the NCA. 

Pursuant to Gunnison Gorge NCA Supplemental Rules (Federal Register / Vol. 75, No. 

70, Pg. 18880 / Tuesday, April 13, 2010), and consistent with the NCA establishing 

legislation (Section 7(d)(2)), discharge of firearms is prohibited within 500 yards of 

developed recreation sites in the NCA. Otherwise, there are no restrictions on hunting other 

than regulation and management by the State of Colorado. Common hunting opportunities 

in the NCA include big game, waterfowl, upland game bird, and mountain lion. 

 

Trapping and fishing in the NCA are regulated and managed by the State of Colorado. No 

additional restrictions apply within the NCA.  

 

The NCA legislation has special provisions that allow for cross-country driving or “open 

play” by motorized vehicles. The RMP designated a 9,700-acre OHV Special Recreation 

Management Area (SRMA) comprised of lands in and adjacent to the NCA. The SRMA 

includes a 900-acre open area within the NCA and over 200 miles of designated multiple-

use trails. 

 

Motorized Vehicle Use Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 

 

Motorized Vehicle Use Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 63,201 

45,417 (total NCA 

acres minus 

wilderness acres) 

45,417 

 

Hunting Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 

5 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-113/pdf/STATUTE-113-Pg1126.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/documents.Par.71808.File.dat/FRN%20Final%20GGNCA%20Rules.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/gunnison_gorge_national/documents.Par.71808.File.dat/FRN%20Final%20GGNCA%20Rules.pdf
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Hunting Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

19.3 19.3 19.3 17.4 

 

Fishing Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Upward 

 

Fishing Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 63,201 

60,549 (total NCA 

acres minus rec site 

shooting closures) 

0 

 

Trapping Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 

 

Trapping Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 63,201 63,201 0 

 

Stressors Affecting Exceptional Multiple-use Opportunities 

 

Hunting, Trapping and Fishing 

 

There are no known stressors for hunting, trapping, and fishing opportunities. The high 

flows in the Gunnison River certainly had the effect of reducing the number of fishing trips 

in spring and early summer, as evidenced by fewer self-issued wilderness permits during 

that period, as well as strongly reduced commercial fishing trips as compared to a normal 

year. However, even though the high water changed the type of fishing experience people 

have become accustomed to on this river, the opportunity for fishing still existed. NCA staff 

heard from visitors that did go on fishing trips in the Gorge during the high flows, and they 

reported having good fishing experiences (caught fish, some fairly big) and appreciated the 
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increased sense of solitude, as compared to the typically busy spring fishing season of a 

normal year. 

 

Motorized Vehicle Use 

 

The biggest stressor to opportunities for motorized vehicle use was a fall-out effect of BLM 

budget sequestration. Sequestration in FY2013 was applied not only to appropriated 

funds, but also to contributed funds.   

 

Colorado State Parks generates significant revenues to support OHV recreation in the state 

through its OHV registration sticker program, and it makes some of the money available to 

federal land managers. Since 2001, the NCA and Uncompahgre Field Office have 

successfully competed for an $80K “Good Management Grant” each year from Colorado 

State Parks. The NCA has used the grant money to pay for two seasonal OHV rangers each 

season, ranger patrols, OHV purchases (motorcycles and ATVs for the crew), trail 

maintenance and construction, and recreation site development and maintenance. It has 

been a key part of our OHV program. 

 

In 2014, there were problems with the grant process due to federal budget sequestration 

issues. The grant was not awarded to any BLM office in 2014. The NCA was able to hire a 

smaller crew, keeping our OHV program active, by drawing from other budget resources. 

We expect to be awarded the grant in FY2015 because sequestration does not apply in 

2015.   

 

The NCA’s outstanding OHV opportunities are important to our local communities’ lifestyle 

and economy, and are regionally important for OHV enthusiasts across the mountain west. 

 

We have excellent relationships with our OHV user groups, and steadily growing 

compliance with most travel management in the NCA because of the patrol presence of 

the OHV crew, the rider education program that they administer, and highly valued 

recreation developments. Losing the grant would have a highly detrimental effect on public 

perceptions, facilities, user compliance, and trail conditions. 

 

 
Trail riding on one of the many multi-use trails in the NCA 
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Natural Values 

 

The designating legislation does not specify what natural values are, but they can 

reasonably be captured by two concepts of naturalness:  

1. Natural Appearance (does the landscape appear to be natural; does it appear to 

have been affected primarily by natural forces as opposed to human activity); and 

2. Ecological Naturalness (are the natural components of a landscape present and 

functioning to support the health of the land). 

 

Natural Appearance 

No significant actions were taken in FY2014 that affected the natural appearance of lands 

in the NCA.   

 

Illegal off-route OHV use continued to degrade the natural appearance of about 400 acres 

in the lower Elephant Skin drainage. Impacts are mostly visual scars on south-facing slopes 

and the flats in the bottom of the drainage. 

 

Ecological Naturalness 

Ecological naturalness is evaluated periodically in the Gunnison Gorge NCA through land 

health assessment (LHA) process. BLM resource specialists conducted the most recent 

assessment in 2011 and 2012. That assessment and its appendices are posted on the 

Uncompahgre Field Office “Land Health” webpage. 

 

Colorado BLM Standards for Public Land Health 

 

The NCA is mandated to manage public lands in accordance with five BLM Colorado 

Standards for Public Land Health: 

Standard 1 - Upland soils are healthy with respect to water absorption, erosion, 

organic matter, and groundcover. 

Standard 2 - Riparian systems and wetlands function properly and can recover from 

disturbance. 

Standard 3 - Plant and animal communities are healthy, made up of native and 

desirable species, sustain viable populations in suitable habitat, and are resilient to 

disturbances. 

Standard 4 - Threatened, endangered, and sensitive species are maintained and 

enhanced by healthy native plant and animal communities. 

Standard 5 - Water quality on BLM lands meets or exceeds Colorado Water Quality 

Standards. 

 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.2979.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%202011%20LHA%20Appendices%20web.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/fo/ufo/land_health.html
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An environmental assessment was completed in 2014 to close one vehicle route (about 

one mile) and fence out vehicle access to an important area containing endangered clay-

loving buckwheat. Illegal off-route OHV use was negatively impacting the endangered 

plants in the area. Implementation of the closure and construction of the fence is 

anticipated in the spring of 2015. 

 

 
BLM hydrologist collecting data for the Gunnison Gorge NCA Land Health Assessment 

 

Natural Appearance Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good overall, but poor in the 400-acre 

Elephant Skin problem area 
Stable 
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Natural Appearance Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 18,380 17,980 18,380 

 

Ecological Naturalness Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Varies depending on location and land 

health standard. See LHA report for 

details. 

Varies depending on location and land 

health standard. See LHA report for 

details. 

 

Ecological Naturalness Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 

18,380 (17,780 

wilderness acres 

plus 600 acres of 

lower Elephant Skin 

drainage) 

17,980 18,380 

 

Stressors Affecting Natural Values 
 

Natural Appearance 

The main stressor for natural appearance is illegal off-route OHV use on about 400 acres in 

the lower Elephant Skin Drainage. OHV travel in the Elephant Skin area is limited to 

designated routes. A contributing factor is that the Elephant Skin OHV staging area (sited in 

the problem area) has the same “look and feel” as the Peach Valley and Flat Top OHV 

staging areas, which are located in OHV open-play areas. Also contributing is the open 

nature of the adobe hills in the Elephant Skin area – there are few natural obstacles to 

cross-country travel. 

 

Ecological Naturalness 

The LHA report on the BLM website goes into detail on the various factors contributing to 

loss of naturalness in the NCA. The causes behind land health are often complex and 

intermingled. In the LHA analysis, factors which appear strongly tied to health problems 

across the landscape are considered causal factors, while factors which are found only 

occasionally at sites with health problems are considered contributing factors. 

Complicating analysis is the fact that factors which appear on sites with health problems 

can also appear on sites which meet health standards. Therefore, depending on the 

situation, many factors which contribute to health problems can be compatible with 

meeting land health in other situations. 
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In the Gunnison Gorge unit, factors commonly observed include: 

 BLM routes 

 Current grazing (mainly from cattle, sheep, deer and elk, based on observations of 

droppings and degree of browse and grass utilization and hedging) 

 Drought (most recently occurred between 2000-2002, lasting effects visible as dead 

and/or low vigor trees and shrubs) 

 Domestic sheep allotments (encompassing grazing, disturbance from bed grounds 

and impacts from concentrated trailing) 

 Wildfire 

 Fire suppression impacts (lack of burning) 

 Historic grazing (livestock and wildlife) 

 Neighboring agricultural or residential land 

 Noxious or invasive weeds 

 Recent vegetation treatments (and prescribed burns) 

 OHV use (off-route) 

 Older vegetation treatments 

 Pinyon-juniper invasion 

 Recreation impacts 

 Road and highway ROWs 

 ROWs (excluding roads) 

 Seral stage of the vegetation 

 Woodcuts 

 Augmented streamflows 

 Flood deposition 

 Flow regulation from dams 

 Intermittent flows 

 Irrigation tailwater 

 Road encroachment into riparian areas 

 Upstream channel condition impacts 

 Upstream water quality impacts 

 Water diversions 

 Wildlife use in riparian areas 
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Gunnison sage grouse 

 

Cultural Objects and Values 
 

The NCA contains a number of historic and prehistoric cultural sites, with associated 

objects. Historic sites include charcoal ovens, mining sites with associated structures, and 

trails and structures associated with historic grazing. Prehistoric objects and values include 

rock art panels, occupation sites, camps, lithic scatter, clothing, tools, cordage, and other 

objects. 

 

Excavation of the Eagle Rock Shelter site continued in 2014. Two additional hearths were 

uncovered dating to 12,900 years before present.   

 

About 100 acres in the wilderness were surveyed (inventoried), and seven new eligible 

sites were recorded, including one which appears to be a Folsom age hunting camp (ca. 

9,000 years old). The bottom of Red Canyon was also surveyed and a historic period stone 

dugout house was found - possibly an outlaw hideout or concealed cow camp. 

 

Cultural Objects and Values Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 
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Cultural Objects and Values Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 3,000 3,000 

3 (three cultural 

sites, about one 

acre each) 

 

100 additional 

acres inventoried in  

2014 

 

Stressors Affecting Cultural Objects and Values 

 

Casual collecting of surface artifacts diminishes sites' national register eligibility and may 

lead to more destructive vandalism and artifact loss. Site stewards helped increase 

monitoring to some of our priority sites. 

 

 
Archaeologist working on the excavation of Eagle Rock Shelter 

 

Scenic Values 
 

From the stark moonscape of the Mancos shale adobe hills on the west side, to the 

cottonwood-lined canyon of the gently meandering Gunnison River on the north end, to 

remote sagebrush flats and piñon-juniper forests on the east side, to the rugged wilderness 

canyon at its heart, the Gunnison Gorge NCA boasts a highly scenic landscape. 

 

There is no current visual resource management (VRM) inventory of the NCA. 
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No actions occurred in 2014 that would have reduced the scenic quality of any area of the 

NCA. 

 

Scenic Values Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 

 

Scenic Values Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 0 

Unknown until an 

inventory is 

completed 

0 

Stressors Affecting Scenic Values 

 

Illegal off-route vehicle use, particularly on about 400 acres of the lower Elephant Skin 

drainage has a localized detrimental effect on scenic quality. 

 

 
Superb scenic values at a viewpoint overlooking the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 

Wilderness Values 

 

Gunnison Gorge Wilderness is at the heart of the NCA. It includes the very rugged gorge of 

the Gunnison River from the boundary with the Black Canyon of the Gunnison Wilderness 

(National Park Service), to about a mile below the Smith Fork confluence, and rim-to-rim in 

between. Most recreational use of the wilderness is focused on the river. Camping, 

whitewater boating, float fishing and hike-in fishing are the main recreational activities. 

 

Wilderness Values Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good 

Improving slightly (reduced recreational 

use due to high river flows led to 

enhanced opportunities for solitude, and 

enhanced the naturalness of the river 

corridor) 

 

Wilderness Values Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 17,784 17,784 17,784 

Stressors Affecting Wilderness Values 

 

The most significant threat to wilderness 

character in the Gunnison Gorge Wilderness is 

from invasive species (weeds), particularly 

along the riparian river corridor. The NCA river 

ranger crew regularly monitors the wilderness 

for weed infestations, and (working with the 

field office weed coordinator) treats the weeds 

as needed. 

 

NCA and field office staff have nearly 

eliminated invasive tamarisk from the 

wilderness, but tamarisk stands still serve as 

seed sources from upriver, downriver, and from 

side drainages feeding into the river from 

agricultural lands. If field staff presence was 

reduced, it is likely that tamarisk would 

become re-established in the wilderness. 

 

Other, less common and less known invasive 

weeds are treated as needed. For example, a 

new population of yellow toadflax was treated Wilderness Float Trip 
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by the NCA river crew in 2014. 

 

The weed issue also presents a trade-off in protection of wilderness character. Weed 

treatment is a management control of natural processes, and therefore decreases the 

“untrammeled” quality of wilderness character. However, since weeds are ecologically 

unnatural, treatment supports and enhances the “natural” (ecological naturalness) quality 

of wilderness character. In the end, occasional targeted treatment of invasive species does 

constitute a kind of low-level trammeling, however, if weeds were left untreated it could 

lead to a widespread and cascading loss of naturalness. 

 

Recreational Values 
 

The NCA is managed to provide a wide variety of motorized and non-motorized recreational 

activities, which, attract over 90,000 visitors a year. The Wilderness is famous for 

backpacking, technical boating experiences and world-class Gold Medal trout fishing. 

Private and commercial walk- wade and float-fishing, which reaches a peak during the 

June stone fly hatch and attracts world-wide fishers, is an important economic driver in the 

region.  

 

The RMP provides specific management for twelve non-wilderness recreational 

management zones. We are currently implementing supplemental rules which increase 

BLM’s enforcement authority in these areas to preserve natural settings for diverse 

motorized and non-motorized recreational opportunities, and enhance visitor safety and 

enjoyment by reducing hazards and visitor conflicts.    

 

The Flat Top-Peach Valley OHV Special Recreation Management Area (SRMA) provides 

outstanding opportunities for trail-focused recreation. Multi-use trails in this SRMA are 

enjoyed by all types of users (hikers, runners, equestrians, mountain bikers, dirt bikers, and 

ATV/UTV riders). 

 

The Gunnison and North Fork River SRMA provides upland and river-focused recreational 

opportunities, including road access to NCA river access points (boat ramps) where boating 

and float fishing are less arduous and technical than wilderness trips. Other great 

opportunities include 4X4 and ATV/UTV scenic driving, mountain biking, camping, 

horseback riding, and walk-wade fishing. A number of developments support recreation in 

this SRMA, including three boat ramps, a campground with a universally accessible 

campsite and fishing pier, parking areas, vault toilets, dispersed campsites, picnic tables 

and cabanas. 

 

There are over 200 miles of trails in the NCA, including one of the premier single-track 

trails on Colorado’s west slope, Sidewinder Trail. 

 

Recreational Values Status and Trend Table 
  

Status of Resource, Object, or Value Trend 

Good Stable 
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Recreational Values) Inventory, Assessment, Monitoring Table 
  

Acres in Unit Acres Inventoried 
Acres Possessing 

Object 

Acres Monitored in 

FY14 

63,201 63,201 63,201 55,000 

Stressors Affecting Recreational Values 

 

Monitoring of recreational uses and impacts is normally done annually by jointly funded 

NCA and field office staff and seasonal employees. Budget cuts reduced our seasonal park 

ranger staff to three, instead of four, and eliminated four biological seasonal positions that 

assist with weed inventories and treatments and land health monitoring of recreation trails 

and management areas.  

 

The loss of seasonal employees resulted in unmanaged weed infestations at recreation 

sites, campsite impacts, reduced compliance with permit fees and rules, increased 

vandalism and user conflicts, and reduced capacity to collect 2014 recreation inventory 

and monitoring data. 

 

Maintenance of 57 NCA and 33 field office recreation sites is done by one seasonal 

employee and one fulltime park ranger employee shared with the field office. Our park 

ranger was re-deployed by the U.S. military in 2013, and was injured in the line of duty. He 

was unavailable for work in early FY2014, and after returning to work was on light-duty for 

much of the rest of the year. Our river rangers, seasonal maintenance worker, and 

permanent staff helped with the workload, but because of the partial loss of this position in 

2014 we now have maintenance backlogs, particularly in recreation site maintenance and 

weed treatment. 

 

 
Families using the “Beginner Loop” at the Peach Valley Recreation Site  
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Summary of Performance Measure 
 

Overall, resources, objects, and values in the NCA were in good shape with stable trends.   

 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife is continuing its long-term management and enhancement of 

the Gorge’s outstanding trout fishery. Since the near 100% loss of rainbow trout to whirling 

disease in the 1990s, CPW has worked steadily toward the successful reintroduction of 

whirling disease-resistant rainbow trout. 

 

Illegal off-route OHV use continues to be a concern on about 400 acres in the lower 

Elephant Skin drainage. 

 

The 2011-2012 Land Health Assessment in the NCA showed that much of the land in the 

NCA is in good shape and meeting land health standards. It also revealed areas that have 

problems that need to be addressed, as well as areas that are failing to meet standards. 

There is significant work to do to get all lands in the NCA trending in the right direction. 

 

Resources, Objects, and Values Status Summary Table   

Resource, Object, or Value Status Trend 

Hunting Good Stable 

Trapping Good  Stable 

Fishing Good  Improving (due to 

enhancement of 

rainbow trout 

populations by CPW, and 

improve resource 

conditions at the Relief 

Ditch diversion) 

Motorized Vehicle Use Good Stable 

Natural Appearance Good overall, but poor in the 

400-acre Elephant Skin 

problem area 

Stable 

Ecological Naturalness Varies depending on location 

and land health standard.  

See LHA report for details. 

Varies depending on 

location and land health 

standard. See LHA 

report for details. 

6 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/co/field_offices/uncompahgre_field/land_health_assessments.Par.16687.File.dat/Gunnison%20Gorge%20LHA.pdf
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Resources, Objects, and Values Status Summary Table   

Resource, Object, or Value Status Trend 

Scenic Values Good  Stable 

Wilderness Values Good Slightly Improved (high 

river flows in 2014 led to 

improved naturalness 

and increased 

opportunity for solitude) 

Recreational Values Good Stable 
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Manager’s Letter  
 

Dear Friends, 

 

2014 brought change and challenges to the management of Gunnison Gorge National 

Conservation Area. Of note is the retirement of long-time NCA manager, Karen Tucker. Her 

dedicated attention left the NCA in good shape, and we wish her well in her retirement.   

 

2015 is looking like it will bring more challenges and opportunities. As archaeologists 

finish the excavation of Eagle Rock Shelter site, we look forward to the final report on the 

findings of the project. With the backfill and stabilization of the site, there will be new 

opportunities for public visitation and interpretation of the site. 

 

We will continue the important work of the NCA with the support of our friends group, 

Colorado Canyons Association. We anticipate collaborating on outreach, interpretation and 

education programs, and piloting a citizen science program of resource monitoring in the 

NCA. 

 

With the designation of the Gunnison Sage Grouse as “threatened” under the Endangered 

Species Act in early FY2015, our active conservation of this species will take on ever more 

urgency. We look forward to working with our partners on this important effort. 

 

We anticipate working to improve land health across the NCA and adjacent lands in 

support of Colorado BLM’s Land Health Standards. Working with our livestock grazing 

permittees in the process of renewal of their grazing permits will be a key part of this 

effort. The continuing efforts of the Gunnison Sage Grouse Working Group in the 

conservation of the Crawford population is vital to this effort. 

 

We will be applying for an $85,000 Good Management Grant from the State Trails 

Program in support of our OHV program. We anticipate competing favorably. 

 

In the coming year Gunnison Gorge will be supporting National Conservation Lands 

initiatives, including updated signage and the production of recreation maps designed to 

have the same look and feel across BLM’s system of National Conservation Areas and 

National Monuments. 

  

In 2014, BLM released a new five-year national recreation strategy, Connecting with 

Communities. In the coming year we look forward to continuing to work closely with our 

local communities. Implementing the strategy will involve committed engagement with our 

communities’ networks of service providers that are vital to helping people achieve their 

desired recreation experiences in the NCA and surrounding public lands, while supporting 

the communities’ desired social and economic outcomes that can be derived from 

recreational opportunities available on the public lands. 

 

2015 looks like it will be a big year for us. Thank you for supporting your National 

Conservation Lands. 

7 

http://www.coloradocanyonsassociation.org/
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/wo/Planning_and_Renewable_Resources/recreation_images.Par.8212.File.dat/2014ConnectingWithCommunities.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/wo/Planning_and_Renewable_Resources/recreation_images.Par.8212.File.dat/2014ConnectingWithCommunities.pdf
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Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Barbara Sharrow 

Field Office Manager, Uncompahgre Field Office 
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