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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Purpose of this Document

This document is the draft of a revised land management plan, or forest plan, for the Gila National
Forest (Gila). Forest plans establish a vision for management, as well as management requirements for
resources and activities, and provide guidance for planning of projects and activities.

An interdisciplinary team of Gila staff compiled this draft forest plan using stakeholder input and earlier
feedback on the preliminary draft plan. By presenting this document, Gila staff invite stakeholder
feedback and hope to promote dialogue between Gila specialists; decision-makers; and stakeholders,
including other Federal agencies, State and local governments, tribes, non-governmental organizations,
and individual citizens. From this dialogue, Gila staff will gather information to improve on this draft
plan. Gila staff also intend for this dialogue to promote understanding and strengthen relationships.
Feedback received on this draft forest plan will be used as Gila staff revise and finalize the forest plan.

Forest Plans and the 2012 Planning Rule

A forest plan is the principal document that guides decisions about national forest land and resource
management. Forest plans, which are intended to be applicable for 15 years, are required by the
National Forest Management Act of 1976. The current Gila Forest Plan was approved in 1986. Since
then, the forest plan has been amended 11 times to reflect changes in social, economic and ecological
conditions. The 1986 Gila Forest Plan was written following guidance in the 1982 planning rule and
related National Forest Service directives. Gila staff are revising the 1986 Gila Forest Plan using the
provisions of the 2012 Planning Rule, as outlined in 36 Code of Federal Regulations - Part 219 and the
accompanying Planning Rule Final Directives, which are composed of the Planning Manual (FSM 1920)
and the Planning Handbook (FSH 1909.12, Chapters 10-90).

The 2012 Planning Rule differs from the 1982 planning rule by creating an adaptive framework to allow
the Forest Service to better meet current and future needs, taking into account new understanding of
science, land management, and a cross-jurisdictional collaborative approach for managing resources. It
focuses more on outcomes and helps identify national forests’ roles in the broader landscape. It aims to
help create proactive land management plans that guide national forest contributions to ecological,
social and economic sustainability. It emphasizes collaboration, improves transparency and strengthens
public involvement and dialogue throughout the planning process. It also maintains the longstanding
requirement to use the best available scientific information in decision-making.

Collaboration and Public Involvement

Gila staff hosted six formal rounds of public engagement around plan revision:

1. The first round (in winter 2015) introduced forest plan revision concepts; identified expectations,
opportunities and methods for communication and engagement; and built or enhanced
relationships between the Gila staff and Gila stakeholders.

2. The second round (in summer 2015) provided opportunities for stakeholders to share
knowledge, plans, and data for the assessment.

Gila National Forest
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3. The third round (in fall 2016) involved assessing key findings, identifying current plan needs-for-
change, and continuing the dialogue between Gila staff and nearby residents, users, and
interested individuals.

4. The fourth round (in spring 2017) helped create a shared understanding of desired conditions on
the Gila and other plan components, while providing an opportunity to learn about and
contribute input on the next steps in the forest plan revision process.

5. The fifth round (spring 2018) provided an opportunity for stakeholders to give feedback on the
preliminary draft plan.

6. At the sixth round (in fall 2018) stakeholders discussed how significant issues (or issues that are
important to the community) are reflected in the preliminary range of alternatives, with an
opportunity to provide feedback and additional suggestions.

Seven extended technical meetings were held in 2017 and 2018, to allow more in-depth discussion by
interested local governments, State and Federal agencies, non-governmental organizations, and the
public on stakeholder-suggested topics. These technical meeting topics included multiple uses,
riparian/watershed, designated areas, sustainable infrastructure, local economies, monitoring, and
vegetation management tools. In addition, Gila staff, in cooperation with partner agencies and
organizations, held a workshop in August 2017, to discuss the science supporting desired conditions,
management activities, opportunities, and challenges for frequent-fire forest ecosystems.

Stakeholder engagement will continue throughout the release of the draft plan and draft environmental
impact statement.

A Description of the Gila National Forest

Located in southwestern New Mexico, the Gila National Forest covers about 3.3 million acres of forested
hills, majestic mountains and rangeland. One of five national forests in New Mexico, the Gila includes
the former Apache National Forest lands east of the Arizona-New Mexico state line. In 1974, the
administration and management of the Apache National Forest was divided between the Sitgreaves
National Forest (now the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests) and the Gila National Forest at the state-
line to reduce the complexities of managing under laws and regulations of two different states and to
reduce administrative costs. The Gila National Forest is divided into six ranger districts: Quemado,
Reserve, Glenwood, Silver City, Wilderness, and Black Range. These ranger districts are located within
portions of Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, and Sierra Counties (see figure 1).
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The Vision

People who care about the Gila have invested a lot of time and effort working with current leadership
and staff to build this land management plan. Through this engagement, the forest supervisor has
developed a vision for the path forward. This vision is to:

Connect individuals and communities to a healthy functioning landscape by recognizing and providing
the opportunities for traditional uses and recreational experiences that stakeholders desire, and that
the Gila National Forest is uniquely positioned to provide.

This unique position is described under the distinctive roles and contributions section that follows. This
is the Gila’s “niche.” The intent of describing the vision here is two-fold. The first purpose is to change
how leadership and staff use the forest plan. In the past, it has been used as a checklist to see whether a
particular proposed action can be taken. In the future, the plan should drive what actions are proposed
and implemented. The second purpose is that when it is time to “pass the baton,” future leadership is
empowered with an understanding of local issues, relationships, and working agreements so that they
can stay true to the vision.

Staying true to the vision does not mean things will not change or are inflexible. Things always change
and the plan has the flexibility within it to adapt to change. Urgent situations will arise and demand
attention, opportunities that do not necessarily align with the niche will present themselves, and a
change of tactics may be necessary to achieve desired conditions. Staying true to the vision means
strategic continuity. It means honoring people and places, history, and hope for the future, all of which
have deep roots in this forest plan and help define the Gila’s niche.

The plan revision process has brought new energy and possibilities for strengthening existing and
forging new productive relationships. In order to continue to grow relationships and build trust, the plan
revision model for public engagement and collaboration needs to continue.

Distinctive Roles and Contributions

The Gila National Forest has a distinctive history and set of landscape characteristics that frame its roles
to the local area, State, region and Nation. Landscape, geologic, climatic and ecological transition zones
contribute to a high diversity of plant and animal life, which in turn provide for historic, current and
future diversity of ecosystem services and multiple uses. Ecosystem services are the benefits people
receive from the land. The Gila’s distinctive roles and contributions can be described as part of three
themes: traditional uses, undeveloped recreation, and restoration. The following subsections describe
each theme and expand on the vision.

Traditional Uses

The most distinct characteristic of southwestern New Mexico is its diversity of people, culture,
traditions, and values. The Gila has a rich cultural history, with archaeological resources reflecting more
than 12,000 years of human presence, including some of the best preserved Mogollon and Mimbres
sites in existence. The heritage, culture, traditions, and values that grew from this time period were
handed down over generations and still exist today where Native American, Hispanic, Anglo-American,
and other cultures have combined to make New Mexico a multicultural center. The Mogollon and
Apache tribes, as well as Spaniards, Mexicans, soldiers, ranchers, mountain men, prospectors and
miners, all contribute to the story of the Gila; and many individuals such as Mangas Coloradas,
Geronimo, Aldo Leopold, and Ben Lilly left their mark in the Gila.

Gila National Forest
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Catron, Grant, Hidalgo, and Sierra Counties are now home to more than 50,000 people, many of whom
rely on the forest to varying degrees as a source of sustenance. Central to this sustenance are fuelwood
and timber harvest, livestock grazing, and hunting.

Fuelwood Harvest has been an important use of the forest for centuries, and continues to be culturally
significant to local and traditional communities. Firewood remains the sole source of heat for many
homes, in part because it is more economical than propane, natural gas, and electricity. Gathering
firewood is a cultural tradition, which is often a family event.

Gila National Forest managers envision a future in which they advance fuelwood harvest as a
culturally and economically important use of the forest by opening new areas specifically for fuelwood
collection, providing gathering opportunities as restoration activities generate fuelwood products, and

leveraging opportunities to contribute to industry innovations by using commercial fuelwood harvest
as a restoration tool.

Timber Harvest, similar to fuelwood harvest, has been an economically and culturally important
traditional use for a long time. It is also a restoration tool that can help return the natural role of fire to
the landscape. As of the date of this plan, there are two mills on the north end of the forest (Reserve
and Luna, NM), with a couple of smaller, more mobile operators on the south end of the forest. Because
of the economics of haul distances, including weight limits on county roads, low-value product, market
conditions, and the large expanse of the national forest, there will always be challenges. However, they
will not be insurmountable if there is collaboration and cooperation between Gila managers, State
Forestry, and local governments.

Gila National Forest managers envision a future in which local operators thrive, industry innovation is
enhanced, new markets emerge, and sustainable timber harvest contributes to rural prosperity and
ecological restoration. Leadership advances this vision through partnerships and strategic placement
of treatments that include timber sales.

Livestock Grazing is an economically and culturally traditional use valued by local communities and has
been for generations. Like timber harvest, livestock grazing has its fair share of challenges, because
forage and water availability change with environmental conditions. Adaptive management is the
cornerstone of sustainable livestock grazing, providing managers with the flexibility and information
needed to respond to changing conditions. Successful adaptive management hinges on good
relationships, communication, and monitoring.

Gila National Forest managers envision a future in which livestock grazing is sustained as a culturally
and economically important use of the national forest, forage is plentiful, and producers are
prosperous. Leadership advances this vision by (1) restoring productive rangelands; (2) encouraging
collaborative monitoring to support adaptive management; and (3) strategically selecting vacant
allotments to serve as forage reserves, or swing allotments that provide flexibility to support current
permittees during times of drought and other environmental disturbances.

Hunting is an important activity for the people of New Mexico. Many people in rural areas and small
towns in southwestern New Mexico continue this traditional practice, which provides food, bonding
opportunities between parents and children, and can be used to teach children about nature and
natural lands. Hunting has also emerged as a popular recreational activity that can involve larger groups,
off-highway vehicles, and hunting camps. The Gila is known for its high-quality hunts, especially elk,
which attract hunters from all over the country. Many hunters return annually. The popularity of
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hunting has given rise to a community of commercial outfitters and guides that contribute to local and
state economies.

Gila National Forest managers envision a future in which hunting is sustained as a culturally and
economically important use of the forest and enhanced by collaborative restoration of high-quality,
connected habitat.

Undeveloped Recreation

The Gila National Forest offers a variety of opportunities to connect with nature, rejuvenate, and escape
from urban environments and lifestyles. Recreation contributes greatly to the physical, mental, and
spiritual health of individuals, and bonds family and friends. Outdoor recreation in the forest also
contributes to tourism and the economies of the local communities.

Because of its size, remoteness, light visitation, and the relatively sparse population of surrounding
areas, the Gila NF provides for an unusually rustic recreation experience with ample opportunities for
solitude and a range of recreation opportunities, including access via roads and trails to vast expanses of
backcountry. With vast undeveloped areas extending across the mountains and volcanic calderas, the
Gila provides high-quality backcountry opportunities including hiking, driving for pleasure, off-highway
vehicle use, camping, horseback riding, hunting, fishing, and wildlife viewing. Magnificent mountain
scenery, cool summer temperatures, and relatively warm winters permit a wide range of recreational
opportunities year-round.

The Gila is home to the country’s first designated wilderness area, which was first envisioned and
championed by conservationist Aldo Leopold, and now the forest is known for large, mostly contiguous
wilderness areas. In addition, the Gila offers visitors the chance to view and admire the natural night sky
without light pollution. One area, the Cosmic Campground, is the first International Dark Sky Sanctuary
located on National Forest System lands and is the prime example of an opportunity that does not
necessarily align with the backcountry, undeveloped recreation niche the Gila occupies. While similar
developed recreation opportunities may arise in the future, they should not detract from the
undeveloped focus, which is the trail system. This focus arose from an outpouring of public comment
during plan revision. The national forest has more miles of trails than managers can maintain, and
recent large wildfires have increased the frequency of required maintenance on many trail miles.

Gila National Forest managers envision a sustainable trail system that provides access and facilitates
high-quality backcountry experiences. Leadership advances this vision through supporting a year-
round trail crew, involving the public in sustainable recreation planning, and leveraging partnerships
and volunteers to help with trail maintenance.

Restoration

The Gila NF provides habitat for many wildlife, fish, and plant species, several of which are valued as
food, for medicinal properties, or as a draw for outdoor enthusiasts. Some species are rare or endemic.
Compared to other national forests in the region, the Gila NF has one of the highest diversity of species,
and some of the strongest remaining populations of rare species. Gila NF personnel have been engaged
in efforts with partners to restore habitat to maintain species diversity and improve wildlife, fish, and
plant resources. One example is the iconic Gila trout; extensive restoration work has been done on the
forest to restore this species to its historic range, providing a unique opportunity to catch this fish.

As one of the first national forests where fire was used as a forest management tool for ecological
benefits, the Gila National Forest is known as a place of fire management innovation and leadership.

Gila National Forest
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Providing first for human health and safety, wildland fire has increasingly been allowed to function in its
natural ecological role, burning with a range of intensity, severity, and frequency that helps ecosystems
and watersheds to function in a healthy and sustainable manner. Although other restoration methods
support the traditional uses of the national forest and are an important part of the vision for the future,
fire has been and will remain the primary restoration tool. This is due to both economics and ecology.

The Gila does not compete well for funding for more expensive mechanical treatments, because of its
remoteness and the area’s low population density. The funding necessary to mechanically treat large
acreages tends to go to national forests close to urban areas and the designated municipal watersheds
those large population centers depend on. From an ecological standpoint, fire is the primary restoration
tool because the Gila landscape evolved with frequent fire. It is a natural ecological process that helped
shaped the national forest’s plant and animal communities, watersheds, and hydrology before the fire
suppression era began. But now, because the lack of fire on the landscape has contributed to higher tree
densities, restoration with fire is like surgery with a chainsaw, trade-offs abound, and it is all about
water.

Other Factors Relevant to the Niche

Access

Access to the Gila National Forest for the multitude of activities and uses is the greatest common thread
tying together all aspects of the Gila’s niche. One outcome of the public engagement is the knowledge
that because access to the national forest is a fundamental need for all forest uses, whether by road for
collecting firewood or by trail to attain solitude deep in the Aldo Leopold wilderness, it is perhaps the
foremost concern of national forest management in most peoples’ minds.

The Gila’s transportation system is integral to allowing Forest Service personnel to access the national
forest to perform resource management activities and supporting the many uses and opportunities the
public enjoys. Gaining access to the Gila through roads is important for local residents to continue their
traditional uses, which are integral in maintaining the social and cultural fabric of many Gila National
Forest communities.

Forest visitors engaging in hiking, backpacking, mountain biking, horseback riding and packing, make use
of the Gila’s extensive single-track developed trail system. Many of these backcountry trips are multi-
day in duration and involve the use of both pack and saddle stock. Day-use equestrians are more likely
to use Gila trails adjacent to local communities.

Assessment Summary

The Gila’s 2017 final assessment report provided information about ecological, social, and economic
conditions, trends, and risks to sustainability. Following are the main points of the assessment report:

e Ecological resilience and sustainability. Past and current management actions, inactions, and a
changing climate have contributed to ecosystem and watershed departure from what is known
about the historic range of variability. For example, past fire suppression and historic overgrazing
contributed to altered fire regimes and other ecological processes. Legacy issues associated with
past management remain evident in many places. These issues include woody vegetation
encroachment into grasslands, infill of forest and woodland openings, increased tree densities
within forest and woodland patches, altered distributions of vegetation structural states and species
composition, and impaired soil conditions. While current management has generally improved
conditions across most of the forest, some ecosystems or ecosystem characteristics remain
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departed from the historic range of variability, and others continue to move away from that range of
variability.

e Social, economic and cultural resilience and sustainability. The Gila NF is a relatively remote forest
surrounded by many small towns, communities, and people who rely upon the forest to provide
resources and uses important to their social and cultural traditions, way of life, and economic well-
being. Risks to ecological sustainability pose real and direct threats to social, cultural and economic
sustainability. The ability of the Gila NF to contribute sustainably to the social and economic welfare
of local communities will be largely dependent on the success of Forest management’s adaptation
approaches to future climate, and the capacity and capability of its future landscape. The downward
trends in budget and staffing levels continue to limit management’s ability to keep up with the
demand for forest resources and uses and represents a significant threat to forest management’s
ability to implement ecological restoration and adaptation in a timely manner.

Needs for Change Summary

The final assessment report also served as the basis for identification of 54 individual needs for change
in management direction (found in the final Need for Change document), upon which this draft plan is
based. A “need for change” describes a strategic change to the current (1986) forest plan necessary to
address issues identified in the assessment report. Following is a summary of the needs for change
statements addressing risks to sustainability.

Plan-Wide Changes

The ability of the Gila NF to continue providing desired social and economic benefits associated with
recreation and tourism, ranching, hunting, timber, and other natural resources is affected by changing
social, economic, and environmental conditions. The successful implementation of this forest plan
requires good working relationships between the Gila NF and all stakeholders. The forest has not always
capitalized on partners who are willing to help, and struggles to reach all stakeholders, which challenges
relationships. The current forest plan imposes internal management boundaries, often with different
management direction, which artificially fragments the landscape within the national forest boundary
and creates unnecessary complexities. Many advances in scientific understanding, methods, and
technology have occurred since 1986. The monitoring plan has not been amended for years, and it is out
of date with current science and trends in resources. To address these issues, there is a need to:

e Develop a desired condition to recognize and improve the forest’s role in contributing to local
economies through recreation and tourism, timber and forest products, livestock grazing, and other
multiple-use related activities and products, while balancing these uses with available resource
capacity and emerging opportunities.

e Use collaboration with stakeholders, partnerships and volunteer opportunities as a management
option to strengthen relationships and to promote movement toward desired conditions.

e Strategically leverage and streamline processes for engaging partners and volunteers during project
implementation and monitoring.

e Emphasize public education about the Gila NF’s diverse ecological, social, and economic resources,
the multiple-use sustained yield philosophy, public laws and regulations, shared use ethics, and
management strategies.

e Connect people—particularly youth and underserved populations—with public lands and nature.
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e Reevaluate the number, arrangement, and boundaries related to current forest plan management
areas.

e Encourage working with neighboring land managers to implement projects at a scale that improves
landscape-scale connectivity across mixed ownerships where natural systems span multiple
administrative boundaries.

e Develop a monitoring program that collects relevant data, tracks progress toward desired
conditions, distributes information consistently, allows for a responsive adaptive management
program with available resources, and uses updated terminology and methodologies.

Ecological Changes

Past fire suppression, historic overgrazing, and other activities have disrupted many natural processes,
such as wildfire and natural vegetation succession. In the meantime, factors such as climate change,
drought, and large extents of high-severity fire have made upland vegetation more vulnerable to insects,
diseases, and non-native species, and have impacted soils, watersheds, riparian ecosystems and aquatic
habitat. Restoring historic vegetation conditions can increase environmental resiliency, but restoring
natural ecological processes such as fire is key to sustainability. Restored, resilient, and connected
habitats are also necessary to maintain species diversity across the Gila NF. Fire is an important tool, but
it is not the only tool available to facilitate restoration. Mechanical and manual vegetation treatments,
along with managed fire, are expected to occur more often and over larger areas. These types of
treatments have sometimes produced increases in shade-intolerant, re-sprouting native species such as
alligator juniper. While there are not currently extensive issues with invasive species, in the future, such
species may compound the challenges in effectively restoring ecosystem resiliency. To address these
issues, there is a need to:

e Promote ecological restoration and resilience.

e Promote the restoration and maintenance of native herbaceous vegetation, and limit woody species
encroachment/infill and non-native invasive plant establishment.

¢ Increase flexibility for restoring and maintaining fire as an ecological process, while addressing
firefighter and public safety and health concerns.

e Recognize fire’s natural role and its use as a management tool to help reduce fuel accumulations,
reduce the risk of future undesirable fires, improve wildlife habitat and range conditions, and
improve watershed and overall forest health.

e Address vegetation structure in within the wildland-urban interface
e Restore, maintain and sustainably manage watershed condition.
e Develop adaptive management approaches for water-dependent resources and multiple-uses.

e Inventory, restore, maintain, and sustainably manage riparian areas, including those associated with
springs, seeps, and wetlands.

e Allow for managing toward terrestrial, riparian and aquatic habitat and population connectivity for
terrestrial and aquatic species’ movement across the landscape, while allowing for the restoration of
the range of native species.

e Support ecological conditions that contribute to the conservation and recovery of federally
recognized species, as well as maintain viable populations of species of conservation concern and
other native species.
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e Update plan direction regarding integrated pest management and provide plan direction on the use
of pesticides for restoration.

e Address the presence of non-native species by encouraging the removal of existing populations and
limiting the introduction and spread of new populations.

Social, Cultural, and Economic Changes

For many years, the lands of the Gila NF have provided economic, social, and religious value to Native
Americans, Hispanics, and Anglo-American communities. Continued use of and access to the forest play
a large role in continuing local culture and tradition. The previously identified risks to ecological integrity
and sustainability may impact the forest’s ability to contribute to some of the social, cultural and
economic benefits desired and enjoyed by people in local communities, surrounding areas and visitors
to the area. Woody species encroachment, climate change, drought, and invasive species may reduce
rangeland productivity, while fire restoration objectives and the protection of endangered and
threatened species can pose range management challenges. Forest restoration and landscape-scale
restoration projects can help sustain forest and watershed health, and maintain the ability to
sustainably meet local demand for forest products.

The Gila National Forest features a diverse range of recreational opportunities and recreational
demands are increasing. Roads and trails across the national forest are important for access and fire
management, and facilitate multiple uses, but limited funding has led to an increasing amount of
deferred infrastructure maintenance. Historic and cultural sites are not fully inventoried and are
vulnerable to natural and human processes such as erosion, wildfire, and recreational use. Designated
areas represent identified exceptional areas that have distinct or unique characteristics warranting
special designation. The plan revision process includes an inventory and evaluation process for lands and
rivers that may be suitable for congressional designation, and other potential administrative
designations will be considered. To address these issues, there is a need to:

e Provide management direction for historic and contemporary cultural uses, including economic and
noneconomic uses for tribes and for those traditional communities not considered under tribal
relations.

e Consider the value and importance of areas that may be identified as part of an important cultural
landscape by tribes.

e Update plan direction for livestock management that incorporates increased flexibility and adaptive
management to restore and maintain ecological integrity of rangelands.

e Update timber suitability determinations consistent with updated plan desired conditions.

e Address the long-term sustainability, changing trends in demands, and intended use of recreation
infrastructure, trails, and facilities.

e Update plan direction for the road maintenance prioritization process and decommissioning of
unneeded roads that accounts for budgets/resource needs and constraints, but also involves
affected stakeholders.

e Emphasize the importance of scenery and recreation opportunity effects when planning projects.
e Stabilize, preserve, interpret, and protect historic and sensitive cultural properties.

e Manage existing or potential new designated areas to maintain desired character and values unique
to each area.
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e Encourage the protection of existing public access and the acquisition of new public access
opportunities to National Forest System lands.

e Develop plan direction related to Forest Service land adjustments that are not covered by the
existing forest plan.

e Include education and communication of policies regarding recreational mining and non-commercial
rock and mineral specimen collection activities.

Plan Components, Management/Geographic Areas, Suitability of
Lands and Other Content

This draft plan includes “plan components” and “other content” as described in the 2012 Planning Rule.
Forest plan components are displayed in gray-shaded text boxes to distinguish them from other sections
of the plan. Other plan content (non-plan components) are not displayed in text boxes. Once a plan is
finalized and approved, any substantive changes to plan components require a plan amendment, with
appropriate analysis and public involvement as required under the National Environmental Policy Act. A
change to “other content” may be made using an administrative correction process with public
notification. Administrative corrections are used to make changes such as updates to data and maps,
monitoring plan, management approaches and relevant background information, and to fix
typographical errors. The public is notified of all administrative corrections.

Plan Components

Forest plan components provide a strategic and practical framework for managing the Gila NF, are
applicable to the resources and issues of the Gila, reflect the forest’s distinctive roles and contributions,
and are inclusive of the needs for change identified at the end of the assessment process. Forest plan
components may, but do not need to reiterate existing law, regulation or policy. Forest plan
components include desired conditions, goals, objectives, standards, guidelines, and suitability of uses.
With the exception of goals, these plan components are all content required by the 2012 Planning Rule.
Although not every resource or activity must have every type of plan component, all must have desired
conditions. Plan components are described below.

Desired conditions are descriptions of specific social characteristics, economic characteristics, ecological
characteristics, or a combination of these characteristics of the forest plan area, or a portion of the
forest plan area, toward which management of the land and resources should be directed. They must be
described in terms that are specific enough to allow progress toward their achievement to be
determined, but they do not include completion dates. They are not commitments or final decisions
approving projects or activities; rather, they guide the development of projects and activities. They
describe an aspirational picture of the Gila that is within the inherent capacity of the land.

Objectives are concise, measurable, and time-specific statements of a desired rate of progress toward a
desired condition or conditions, and should be based on reasonably foreseeable budgets. Objectives are
established for the work considered most important to address the needs for change and achieve
desired conditions. They also provide a way to measure or evaluate accomplishments. Note: Just
because there may not be a plan objective does not mean that management cannot or will not take
some action related to that resource, activity, or issue.

Standards are mandatory constraints on project and activity decision-making, established to help
achieve or maintain desired condition or conditions, to avoid or mitigate undesirable effects, or to meet
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applicable legal requirements. No deviation from a standard is allowed without a plan amendment.
Note: In terms of upland vegetation management, the Gila has placed most standards under the
activities they relate to, rather than placing them under each vegetation community type. The intent of
this organization is to limit complexity and facilitate ease of use.

Guidelines are also constraints on project and activity decision-making and are established for the same
reasons as standards. However, a guideline allows for departure from its terms, so long as the original
intent of the guideline is met. Deviation from a guideline must be specified in the decision document
with the supporting rationale. When deviation from the guideline does not meet the original intent, a
plan amendment is required.

Suitability addresses which specific lands within the forest plan area will be identified as suitable or not
suitable for various projects and activities based on legal and technical factors, and the desired
conditions applicable to those lands. The suitability of lands need not be identified for every use or
activity. Every plan must identify those lands that are suitable and not suitable for timber production.
The Gila NF is only doing timber suitability for this plan revision. Suitability is discussed further in
Chapter 4 — Suitability and Estimated Vegetation Management Practices.

Goals are optional plan components that are broad statements of intent, other than desired conditions,
usually related to process or interaction with the public. Goals are expressed in broad, general terms
and do not include completion dates. Goals are not being used in the draft plan.

Organization of Plan Components

It must be clear to the public, governmental entities, and Forest Service employees where plan
components apply. To that end, the forest plan identifies whether plan components apply Forest-wide
or to specific management areas, geographic areas, or both, which are further defined below:

Forest-wide plan components apply to all areas of the national forest not included in a management or
geographic area. Direction pertaining to forest-wide is detailed in Chapter 2 — Forest-Wide Plan
Direction.

Management areas describe how plan components apply to specific parcels of the Gila NF, with
locations shown on maps. Management areas are delineated areas with a common set of plan
components that differ from forest-wide plan components and are established to meet specific
management needs. Management areas are based on purpose.

Designated areas such as wilderness are considered a subset of management areas.
Designated areas have specific management objectives to maintain their unique
characteristics. Official designation of areas are established by statute (statutorily
designated areas or often called congressionally designated areas) or by administrative
processes (administratively designated areas).

Direction pertaining to management areas is included in Chapter 3: Management Areas.

Geographic areas also describe how plan components apply to specific parcels of a forest, also with
locations shown on maps. Geographic areas are delineated areas with a common set of plan
components that differ from forest-wide plan components and are established to address the needs of a
specific area. Geographic areas are based on place. The forest identified no geographic areas in the draft
plan.
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Other Required Plan Content

In addition to plan components, the 2012 Planning Rule includes other required plan content including a
description of the distinctive roles and contributions of the forest plan area, identification of priority
watersheds, a plan monitoring program, and proposed and possible actions.

e Distinctive Roles and Contributions of the Gila National Forest — Chapter 1
Describes the Gila National Forest’s distinctive contributions to the local area, region, and nation,
and the roles for which the Forest is best suited, considering the Agency’s mission and capabilities.

e Priority Watersheds — Chapter 2 in the Watershed section
Priority watersheds have been identified using the Forest Service national Watershed Condition
Framework (WCF) as areas where plan objectives for restoration focus on maintaining or improving
watershed condition.

e Monitoring Plan — Chapter 5
Monitoring includes testing assumptions, tracking changes, and measuring management
effectiveness and progress toward achieving or maintaining the plan’s desired conditions or
objectives.

e Proposed and Possible Management Practices — Appendix B
Possible actions are the types of projects that the Forest may use in the next 3 to 5 years to move
toward achieving desired conditions and objectives.

Optional Plan Content

Optional plan content includes background information, management approaches, a glossary, and
reference lists. Background information can include a description of the resource or resource use,
existing conditions, and other contextual information, such as the list of at-risk species associated with
each vegetation type. Management approaches help clarify how plan direction may be applied. Mini-
glossaries are provided for each section in chapter 2 to eliminate the need to navigate between each
section and a main glossary at the end of the document. Other chapters do not have glossaries, as there
is less need for technical language. Also for ease of use and a more direct linkage between the plan
content and the science that supports it, references are included as endnotes in each section in chapter
2. Other chapters do not have a references section, as there is no cited literature. To differentiate
references to footnotes and endnotes in the text, footnotes are symbolized with lowercase letters.
Endnotes are symbolized as numbers.

Key Plan Concepts

Forest plans rely on several concepts that are either foundational assumptions or frameworks that are
used throughout to describe plan direction. These concepts are described below.

Adaptive management is a system of management practices based on clearly identified intended
outcomes and monitoring to determine if management actions are meeting those outcomes. If needed,
it facilitates management changes that will best ensure that those outcomes are met or re-evaluated.
Adaptive management stems from the recognition that knowledge about natural resource systems is
sometimes uncertain, particularly for dynamic issues such as long-term weather patterns and
disturbances that are not easily predicted.

At-risk species are a combination of federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, and
candidate species (1909.12 Chapter 10 sec. 12.51 of Land Management Planning Handbook), and

Gila National Forest
13



Draft Revised Forest Plan

potential species of conservation concern (1909.12 Chapter 10 sec. 12.52 of Land Management Planning
Handbook). A listing of species is provided at the end of ecological response units (see below) section, as
well as any pertinent sections that they specifically may occupy. Federally recognized species within
these lists will be designated by an asterisk (*) after the species name.

Ecological integrity is the quality or condition of an ecosystem when its dominant ecological
characteristics occur within the historic range of variation, or other reference condition, and can
withstand and recover from most disturbances imposed by natural environmental dynamics or human
influence.

Ecological response units are essentially vegetation types based on groupings of terrestrial ecological
units with similar potential natural vegetation and historic fire regimes. The Ecological Response Unit
framework is used by the U.S. Forest Service Southwestern Region to facilitate landscape scale analysis
and planning. See the assessment report for more information about the Ecological Response Unit
framework and concepts, and the relationship between terrestrial ecological units and Ecological
Response Units (p. 14).

Historic range of variation references past conditions, disturbance regimes (such as windthrow, insect
infestations, disease outbreaks, and fire regimes) and other ecological processes that provide important
context and guidance relevant to the environments and habitats in which native ecosystems and species
evolved.

Integration recognizes and identifies key relationships between various resources and management
activities. Forest plan components are integrated to address a variety of ecological and human needs.
For example, desired conditions for ponderosa pine incorporate habitat needs for a variety of species,
the scenic components that visitors desire, and the forest products that contribute to local economies.

Resilience is the ability of an ecosystem and its components to absorb or recover from disturbance
effects through maintenance, restoration, or improvement of its essential structures and functions and
redundancy of ecological patterns across the landscape.

Restoration is the process of assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged,
or destroyed. Ecological restoration focuses on reestablishing the composition, structure, pattern, and

processes necessary to facilitate terrestrial and aquatic ecosystem sustainability, resilience, and health

under current and future conditions.

Sustainability is the ability of a resource to meet the needs of the present generation without
compromising the use of that resource by future generations. It embodies the principles and legal
mandates of multiple use and sustained yield. Ecological sustainability refers to the capability of
ecosystems to maintain ecological integrity. Economic sustainability refers to the capability of society to
produce and consume or otherwise benefit from goods and services, including contributions to jobs and
market and nonmarket benefits. Social sustainability refers to the capability of society to support the
network of relationships, traditions, culture and activities that connect people to the land and to one
another, and support vibrant communities. Sustainability it not a stationary target or static condition,
rather it is a dynamic target that changes constantly in response to all the drivers and stressors of
ecosystems, markets, and communities. Neither are the ecological, socio-economic aspects of
sustainability independent from one another. While there may be short-term benefit, there is no socio-
economic sustainability outside of what is ecologically sustainable.
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Plan Consistency

As required by the National Forest Management Act and the 2012 Planning Rule, all authorized Gila NF
projects and activities must be consistent with the Gila Forest Plan. In addition to consistency with plan
direction, national forest projects and activities are developed to be consistent with applicable laws,
regulations, and policies.

Ensuring Project or Activity Consistency with the Plan—where a proposed project or activity would not
be consistent with a plan component, the responsible official has the following options per the 2012
Planning Rule (36 CFR 219.15(c)):

1. To modify the proposed project or activity to make it consistent with the applicable plan
components;

2. To reject the proposal or terminate the project or activity;
3. To amend the plan so that the project or activity will be consistent with the plan as amended; or

4. To amend the plan contemporaneously with the approval of the project or activity so that the
project or activity will be consistent with the plan as amended. This amendment may be limited to
apply only to that project or activity

See Appendix A — Consistency with Plan Components for more details.

Transition in the Implementation of the Forest Plan

The forest plan is used as a direction source for future projects, plans, and assessments. It is not
expected that this new direction be used to re-evaluate or change decisions that have been made under
the previously existing forest plan. A smooth and gradual transition to the new forest plan is anticipated,
rather than one that forces an immediate reexamination or modification of all contracts, projects,
permits, and other activities that are already in progress. As new project decisions, contracts, permits,
renewals, and other activities are considered, conformance to the new plan direction as described in the
previous section is expected.

Plan Implementation

The plan implementation process involves several different stages, described below.

e Project-level planning is the mechanism for plan implementation. Project planning translates the
forest plan’s desired conditions and objectives into proposals that identify specific actions, design
features and project-level monitoring.

e Proposal development for projects addresses site-specific needs developed locally with input from
experts and stakeholders, and consideration of the most current and relevant information.

e Project decisions are made following public involvement and analysis. Important considerations in
project decision development include consistency with the plan, consistency with higher-level
direction, projects’ potential effects on achieving desired conditions at multiple scales, and feedback
from project monitoring and plan-level monitoring regarding the effectiveness of management
strategies.
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An Integrated Approach

This forest plan is not an assemblage of program plans with unique plan components for every resource.
Rather, resource plan components are viewed as a whole and are combined to meet requirements for
ecological integrity, diversity of plant and animal communities, multiple-use management, ecologically
sustainable production of goods and services, and contribution to economic and social sustainability.

To effectively manage to achieve desired conditions of a forest resource, project planners and decision-
makers must ensure that they use the entire plan and not just the forest plan components listed for that
resource. Effective integrated resource management recognizes the interdependence of ecological,
social, cultural, and economic resources.

To ensure that a project is consistent with the plan, its design and implementation should consider its
setting, any management areas it overlaps, and guidance for resources or conditions that may be
present in the area. It should also consider any potential conflicts with other authorized projects and
activities. Project design should be consistent with the direction contained in Chapter 2 — Forest-Wide
Plan Direction, except if superseded by more specific direction in Chapter 3 — Designated and
Management Area Plan Direction.

Monitoring and Evaluation

Forest plan and project-level monitoring and evaluation are the tools for gathering information on
progress toward desired conditions, the effectiveness of plan implementation, and the appropriateness
of plan direction. This information is used to determine management needs and adjust management
strategies. As such, monitoring and evaluation are key elements of plan implementation, as they guide
future management under the plan. The monitoring plan contained in Chapter 5 of this document, in
conjunction with project-level monitoring, will provide the framework for enabling adaptive
management on the Gila NF.

Chapter 1 References

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service. 2015. Forest Service Handbook 1909.12. USDA Forest
Service Headquarters, Washington DC.
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/planningrule/home/?cid=stelprd3828310.
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Chapter 2 — Forest-wide Plan Direction

This chapter lays out desired conditions and the strategies the Gila intends to use to achieve them.
Desired conditions define what the Gila NF’s resources and opportunities should look like, and what
ecosystem services or other benefits they should provide. Strategies consist of objectives, standard