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Background 
Under current fire suppression policies, all wildfires on the GMUG are to be suppressed.  
Examples from the Plan include:  

General Management Direction:  “Take appropriate suppression action on all escaped 
fires …” (Forest Plan page III-84)   

Management Area 6 (Grazing emphasis) Management Direction:  “Confine or control 
wildfires at fire intensity levels I, II and III.  Control wildfires at fire intensity level IV and 
above.”  (Forest Plan, page III-144). 

This direction in the current Plan provides no flexibility to wildland fire managers to use natural 
ignitions to benefit ecological conditions or improve natural fire regimes, but instead requires all 
ignitions to be suppressed.  

Fire managers have observed that in a number of circumstances, fires which are actually 
beneficial to the landscape, and which are functioning as a natural process, are being suppressed 
due to current policy.  This suppression is being done at considerable cost in terms of dollars and 
use of personnel.  In some situations, firefighters work to extinguish wildfires in locations where 
they might later ignite prescribed burns.  Fire suppression activities inevitably require some level 
of firefighter exposure to risk of injury.  Implementation of these amended policies would reduce 
these risks.    

Decision and Reasons for the Decision 
It is my decision to amend the Forest Plan (approved 1983; major amendments 1991, 1993) to 
modify fire management policies which will allow fire managers to manage certain lightning 
caused fires for resource benefits on the GMUG National Forest, if prescriptive conditions are 
met.  Wildland fire use is currently a management option on adjacent Bureau of Land 
Management and National Park Service lands.   

The specific language of the existing Forest Plan (affected pages) and of the Proposed 
Amendment is attached to this Decision and labeled 2007 Fire Use Amendment. 

There are two maps associated with the Decision.  These are also attached and labeled Fire Use 
Amendment Decision Map 1 and Map 2, respectively.  The first map portrays all areas where fire 
use MAY be allowed if the Plan is amended as proposed.  The second map will be amended to 
the GMUG Forest Fire Plan and used as a planning tool when preparing a Wildland Fire 
Implementation Plan (WFIP).  This information is updated yearly.  This map portrays the 
locations on the Forest where fire use is most likely to occur and not occur as consequence of 
applying the fire planning process described in Appendix D of the EA.  Under this process, once 
a fire is ignited naturally within the areas shown on Map 1 as allowing fire use, a WFIP is 
prepared and the information shown on Map 2 is considered along with other specific 
circumstances of the fire, including weather, anticipated fire behavior, and fire fighting resource 
availability, to determine the appropriate management action.  Appropriate management action 
may be suppression or wildland fire use.  Wildland fire use would only be implemented where 
resource benefits can be derived.   

The information shown on Map 2 includes critical resource data needed to determine if wildland 
fire use is appropriate and provides detail on the location of the wildland/urban interface, high 
public use areas, sensitive watersheds, important wildlife habitats, cultural and historic sites, 
special management areas, and suitable timber.  These are Protection Attributes and consist of 
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either renewable or non-renewable values that could be damaged or destroyed by fire.  These 
attributes have been mapped as discrete areas.  The appropriate management response to 
ignitions in these areas will continue to be fire suppression and these areas are not candidate 
areas for wildland fire use.  

This amendment is an interim measure until the completion of Forest Plan revision, which will 
supercede the current Forest Plan. 

Specifically, I have decided to adopt fire use as the policy on this National Forest for all the 
reasons stated in the purpose and need of the EA.  Fire is a natural and integral part of the 
ecosystems that make up the GMUG.  The artificial elimination of fire has produced skewed age 
classes and unhealthy forest and rangeland conditions.  Fire, properly managed in the form of 
prescribed fire, is already a very important tool we are using to restore vegetation mosaics, 
younger vegetation, and more diverse habitats.  Giving managers the tool of fire use extends this 
opportunity and just makes plain good sense for the land.   

 I am confident that using the WFIP process described in Appendix D of the EA, we will bring 
our very best expertise to bear on the decision to use fire use, and we will use our very well 
developed systems of land and resource information (using satellite and data base-generated 
imagery and information) to make these determinations.   Fire use allows us to reintroduce 
natural fire back onto the landscape and to meet the National Forest management objectives of 
providing for healthy sustainable forests.  At the same time, we are well aware of concerns for 
protection of private property within the boundaries of the National Forest and for the protection 
of municipal watersheds from the effects of fire.  These factors, along with the others shown in 
Decision Map 2, will be prominent in the thinking of fire managers as we determine whether fire 
use is appropriate for any given fire.  Protection of the National Forests from wildfire is still a 
foundation of the role and function of the Forest Service.   

Other Alternatives Considered 
Alternative 1 – No Action 
The No Action Alternative represents the existing Forest Plan management situation for the 
GMUG.  The Forest Plan policies and direction relating to the suppression of all fires would 
remain intact during the interim Forest Plan Revision period.  There would be no change to the 
management direction, outputs, or the monitoring and evaluation section of the Forest Plan.  
Implementing this alternative would not involve preparing a forest plan amendment. 

Alternative 2 - Proposed Action AND PREFERRED Alternative 
The proposed action is as it is described in detail in Chapter 1.  The proposed action is to modify 
the Forest Plan, through a forest plan amendment, to allow for the use of wildland fire use.   

Implementation of the proposed action would apply to all naturally-ignited fires with the area. 

Variables which could be used to define alternative strategies for when and where to allow fire 
use include: 1) the specific conditions under which naturally-ignited fires might be allowed to 
burn (such as specific weather conditions, relative humidities, or times of day), and 2) specific 
locations where fire use would be considered (Map 1) as determined by both protection and 
enhancement attributes.   
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Alternatives are intended to address issues while meeting the purpose and need for a proposal.  
No issues were raised during scoping and the preliminary phase of the analysis that would 
suggest alternatives driven by these variables be considered.   

Public Involvement 
In January of 2006, an interest/preliminary scoping letter was sent to individuals, agencies, and 
organizations on the GMUG Forest Plan mailing list.  This letter described the purpose and need 
for the action and summarized the proposed amendment.  In this scoping letter, notice was given 
that the opportunity to comment for this scoping period would extend through March 1, 2006, 
with the additional information that, “While we will accept and consider comments at any time 
during this analysis process, to be most helpful and to be fully considered in the analysis and 
decision process comments should be received by that date.” 

In addition, a news release was sent to all newspapers with distribution in the area of the GMUG, 
summarizing the proposed amendment and inviting public review and comment. 

The EA addressing this Plan amendment was released in December of 2006.  The public 
comment period on the EA ended January 11, 2007.  

Twenty nine comment letters or emails were received.  Nearly all supported the amendment.  
Commentors cautioned us to use it carefully and to please consider existing communities, 
infrastructure, and municipal watersheds as we decide whether to suppress natural fires or to let 
them burn.  

Issues Analyzed in the EA 
 Potential for escaped/catastrophic wildfire from not suppressing naturally-ignited fires 

immediately 
 Long-term effects on mosaic of vegetation types/seral stages on the Forest 
 Fire ecology/fuels management  
 Potential for loss of value of commercial timber 
 Plant re-vegetation/forest regeneration  
 Potential spread of noxious weeds into burned areas 
 Potential erosion and soil loss in burned areas  
 Nutrient cycles, water quality and quantity  
 Riparian/wetlands 
 Wildlife/fisheries 
 Visual impacts 
 Heritage resources   
 Impacts to recreation   
 Air quality 

Finding of No Significant Impact 
After considering the environmental effects described in the EA, I have determined that these 
actions will not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment considering the 
context and intensity of impacts (40 CFR 1508.27).  Thus, an environmental impact statement 
will not be prepared.  I base my finding on the following: 

My finding of no significant environmenal effects is not biased by the beneficial effects of 
the action. 

 4



There will be no significant effects on public health and safety.  Any naturally-ignited fire 
that poses threat to public health or safety will not qualify for fire use and will be suppressed 
according to current policies. 

There will be no significant effects on unique characteristics of the area.  See discussions of 
effects in Chapter 3 of the EA, pages 14 – 35. 

The effects on the quality of the human environment are not at all controversial.  

We have considerable experience with the types of activities to be implemented. The effects 
analysis shows the effects are not uncertain and do not involve unique or unknown risk.  
Wildfire management has been a key role played by the Forest Service since its inception.   

The action does not establish a precedent for any future actions with significant effects.  This 
decision stands on its own and establishes no precedent.   

The cumulative impacts are not significant.  Cumulative effects are discussed under each 
resource heading in Chapter 3 of the EA, pages 14-35. 

The action will have no significant adverse effect on districts, sites, highways, structures, or 
objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  The action 
will also not cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical 
resources.  This action is not considered to be an “undertaking”, per sec. 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act.  Effects on cultural resources are discussed in the EA at page 34.   

The action will not adversely affect any endangered or threatened species or its habitat that 
has been determined to be critical under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.  See EA, page 
33.  

The action will not violate Federal, State, and local laws or requirements for the protection of 
the environment. 

Legal Context in Terms of NFMA Planning Regulations 
While the 1982 rule has been superseded and no longer exists, for reasons outlined below, the 
Forest has elected to conduct this amendment under the provisions of the former 1982 rule, as 
modified by 36 CFR 219.14. 

§219.14 Effective dates and transition. 

(a) Effective dates.  A plan, plan amendment, or plan revision is effective 30 days after 
publication of notice of its approval (§219.9(b)), except when a plan amendment is approved 
contemporaneously with a project or activity and applies only to the project or activity, in 
which case 36 CFR part 215 or part 218, subpart A, apply. 

(b) Transition period.  For each unit of the National Forest System, the transition period 
begins on January 5, 2005 and ends on the unit’s establishment of an EMS in accordance 
with §219.5 or on January 7, 2008 whichever comes first. 

*** 

(e) Plan development, plan amendments, or plan revisions previously initiated.  Plan 
development, plan amendments, or plan revisions initiated before the transition period may 
continue to use the provisions of the planning regulations in effect before November 9, 2000 
(See 36 CFR parts 200 to 299, Revised as of July 1, 2000), or may conform to the 
requirements of this subpart, in accordance with the following:  
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(1) The Responsible Official is not required to halt the process and start over.  Rather, 
upon the unit’s establishment of an EMS in accordance with §219.5, the Responsible 
Official may apply this subpart as appropriate to complete the plan development, plan 
amendment, or plan revision process.   

The transition rule allows for use of the provisions of the 1982 rule for the limited purpose of 
Plan amendment or revision during the transition period.   

Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations 
There is no effect on any Threatened, Endangered, or Sensitive species from this decision 
(Endangered Species Act).  This is determined not to be an “undertaking” for the purposes of 
compliance with the “National Historic Preservation Act” Section 106, hence, there is no effect 
on any cultural or heritage property.  There is no effect on any low income or minority 
population from this decision (Executive Order 12898).  There is no effect on the waters of the 
United States or any wetland (Clean Water Act).  This decision is consistent with all other laws, 
regulations, and policies that apply.  

Determination of Forest Plan Significance 
Appendix C of the EA provides excerpts from Forest Service Manual and Handbook applicable 
to determination of Plan amendment significance. 

FSH 1909.12 Chapter 5.32 lists specific criteria for making this determination.  Each is discussed 
below in terms of this decision.  

a.  Timing.  This amendment to the Plan will take effect immediately.  However, with 
approaching Forest Plan revision, and with implementation of new planning rules, this 
decision will be short term.   

b.  Location and Size.  While the amendment does apply to the entire National Forest covered 
by the Plan, its effect will actually be only of those areas subject to fire use.  This will be 
no more than a few hundred acres per year at most.   

c.  Goals, Objectives, and Outputs.  As in above, this amendment will have no effect on any 
goals, objectives, or outputs on the Forest.     

d.  Management Prescription.  Changes to management prescriptions (see amendment 
attached) result in very little change on the ground (see location and size above).   

In short, this is a change to a very small aspect of the overall Forest Plan.  It is my finding that 
this amendment to the Forest Plan is not significant and procedures prescribed for issuing and 
implementing non-significant amendments in that direction may be followed.   

Implementation Date 
Absent a stay, implementation of this decision may occur seven calendar days after publication 
of a legal notice in the paper of record, the Grand Junction Daily Sentinel.  If any appeal is filed, 
provisions of 36 CFR 217 would apply.   

Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities 
This decision is subject to administrative review pursuant to Federal Regulations at 36 CFR 217.  
It should be noted that this is not the appeal regulation that more commonly applies to project 
decisions.  In accordance with 36 CFR Sec. 215.12:  “The amendment, [or] revision, [of a Forest 
Plan] ….is subject to either the objection process of Sec. 219.32 or the administrative appeal and 
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review procedures of part 217 in effect prior to November 9, 2000 (see 36 CFR parts 200 to 299, 
Revised as of July 1, 2000)”.  In this case, as the amendment is prepared under the 1982 
Planning Regulations at 36 CFR 219 in effect prior to 2000, the decision is subject to review 
procedures of part 217 as referenced above. 

Appeals must be in writing and filed (regular mail, fax, e-mail, hand-delivery, express delivery, 
or messenger service) with the Appeal Reviewing Officer (see addresses below) within 45 days 
following the date of publication of a legal notice of this decision in the Grand Junction Daily 
Sentinel.  The publication date of the legal notice in the newspaper of record is the exclusive 
means for calculating the time to file an appeal.  Those wishing to appeal should not rely upon 
dates or timeframe information provided by any other source.   

Where to File an Appeal 
For delivery services to a physical 
street address 

For U.S. Postal Service delivery 

Appeals Reviewing Officer Appeals Reviewing Officer 
USDA, Forest Service USDA, Forest Service 
Rocky Mountain Region Rocky Mountain Region 
740 Simms P.O. Box 25127 
Golden, Colorado  80401 Lakewood, Colorado 80225 

Fax:  303-275-5134 to the attention of Appeals 

Email:  appeals-rocky-mountain-gmug@fs.fed.us.   

Contact 
For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service appeal process, contact: 

Jeff Burch  
Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forests 
2250 Highway 50 
Delta, Colorado  81416 
970-874-6600 

 
 
 
 
__________________________________________   ____________
Charles S. Richmond           Date 
Supervisor 
Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forests 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and 
activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, 
sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic 
information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individuals income is 
derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all 
programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of 
program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET 
Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a complaint of discrimination, write to 
USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, 
DC 20250-9410, or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD). USDA is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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