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Environmental	  Assessment	  
	   Assessment	  of	  Effect	  
 

  

Fire Management Plan 
	   Gila	  Cliff	  Dwellings	  National	  Monument	  •	  New	  Mexico	  
 
Summary	  
	  
This	  Fire	  Management	  Plan/Environmental	  Assessment	  was	  prepared	   in	   response	   to	   the	  need	  
for	  a	  fire	  management	  plan	  at	  Gila	  Cliff	  Dwellings	  National	  Monument	  (“the	  monument”)	  and	  to	  
evaluate	   strategies	   for	   the	   management	   of	   fire	   and	   fuels	   within	   the	   monument,	   which	   is	  
surrounded	  by	  the	  Gila	  Wilderness.	  	  The	  monument	  is	  administered	  jointly	  by	  the	  National	  Park	  
Service	  (NPS)	  and	  the	  U.S.	  Forest	  Service	  (USFS)	  under	  a	  cooperative	  agreement.	  	  The	  USFS	  has	  a	  
Prescribed	  Natural	  Fire	  Management	  Plan	  in	  place,	  but	  no	  similar	  plan	  or	  fuels	  management	  plan	  
had	   been	   developed	   for	   the	   monument	   lands	   to	   date.	   	   Therefore,	   the	   preferred	   alternative	  
complies	   with	   NPS	   requirements,	   but	   also	   takes	   into	   account	   the	   USFS’s	   existing	   plan	   and	  
promotes	  interagency	  coordination	  and	  activities	  in	  and	  near	  the	  monument.	  	  
	  
Six	   alternatives	   were	   developed	   for	   implementing	   the	   fire	   management	   plan,	   and	   two	   were	  
selected	  for	  further	  analysis	  in	  this	  EA.	  The	  No	  Action	  Alternative	  (Alternative	  A)	  would	  continue	  
the	   current	  management	   practice	  within	   the	  monument,	  which	   consists	   of	   full	   suppression	   of	  
wildland	  fires,	  with	  no	  fire	  being	  allowed	  to	  enter	  or	  exit	  the	  monument	  boundary,	  and	  no	  fuels	  
being	   reduced.	   	   Alternative	   B,	   the	   preferred	   alternative,	   includes	   several	   management	  
prescriptions	  and	  promotes	  interagency	  cooperation	  and	  activities	  relative	  to	  fire	  in	  and	  near	  the	  
monument	  boundary.	  	  It	  allows	  for	  wildland	  fire	  use	  and	  various	  fuels	  reduction	  activities	  within	  
the	   monument	   as	   appropriate,	   using	   the	   existing	   Gila	   National	   Forest	   Prescribed	   Natural	   Fire	  
Management	   Plan	   and	   the	   interagency	   Wildland	   and	   Prescribed	   Fire	   Management	   Policy	   –	  
Implementation	   Procedures	   Reference	   Guide	   (1998)	   as	   a	   guide	   for	   wildland	   fire	   use	   decisions.	  	  
Fuels	   reduction	   activities	   would	   include	   manual	   trimming	   and	   limbing,	   and	   prescribed	   and	  
natural	  fire	  use	  where	  appropriate.	  
	  
Implementation	  of	  the	  preferred	  alternative	  would	  not	  result	  in	  any	  major	  adverse	  impacts,	  with	  
beneficial	   impacts	  resulting	   from	  the	  reduction	  of	   fuels	  and	  the	  resulting	  reduced	  potential	   for	  
severe	  or	  widespread	  wildfires.	  	  
	  
Public	  Comment	  
	  
If	   you	   wish	   to	   comment	   on	   the	   environmental	   assessment,	   mail	   comments	   to	   the	   name	   and	  
address	  below.	  	  This	  environmental	  assessment	  will	  be	  on	  public	  review	  for	  30	  days.	  Please	  note	  
that	  names	  and	  addresses	  of	  people	  who	  comment	  become	  part	  of	  the	  public	  record.	  	  If	  you	  wish	  
to	  have	  your	  name	  or	  address	  withheld,	   state	   this	  prominently	  at	   the	  beginning	  of	  your	  
comment.	   We	   will	   make	   all	   submissions	   from	   organizations,	   businesses,	   and	   individuals	  
identifying	  themselves	  as	  representatives	  or	  officials	  of	  organizations	  or	  businesses	  available	  for	  
public	  inspection	  in	  their	  entirety.	  
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GLOSSARY OF FIRE MANAGEMENT 
TERMS USED IN THIS DOCUMENT 

 

Crown Fire – fire that involves the tops of the canopy trees in the forest; can spread rapidly. 

Fire Line – a break in fuel made by cutting, scraping, or digging to stop the progress of fire; needs to 
be wide enough to prevent smoldering, burning, or spotting across the line. 

Fire Management Plan – a strategic plan that defines a program to manage wildland and prescribed 
fires and provide for fuels reduction as needed. 

Fire Regime – the frequency of occurrence, size, and intensity of fires that occur within a given area.  
Includes non-lethal (one fire every 5-25 years), mixed severity (one fire every 5-67 years), and stand 
replacement (one fire every 70-120+ years) regimes. 

Fuels (Ground/Ladder) – wood, foliage or grass that can burn. Ground fuels are grasses, duff, 
herbaceous cover; ladder fuels are understory branches or shrubs that can allow a fire to ascend into 
the canopy. 

Fuels Reduction – removal of excess fuels through thinning, limbing, slash pile burning, or other 
methods to reduce the potential for severe wildfires. 

Limbing – removal of large tree limbs to reduce fuel load and the potential for crown fires. 

Pile Burning – controlled burning of slash (trees, brush, branches) removed during thinning. 

Prescribed Fire – any fire ignited by management actions to meet specific objectives.  A written 
approved prescribed fire plan must be completed and appropriate NEPA requirements followed prior 
to ignition.  This term replaces the term “management ignited prescribed fire.” 

Prescribed Natural Fire – A term previously used; has been replaced by “Wildland Fire Use.”   

Start – Any new fire. 

Suppression – a response to wildland fire that results in curtailment of fire spread and elimination of 
all identified threats from the fire. 

Thinning – removal of trees, branches, or shrubs to reduce fuel loads. 

Wildfire – an unwanted wildland fire. 

Wildland Fire – any non-structure fire, other than prescribed fire, that occurs in the wildland.  This 
term encompasses fires previously referred to as both wildfires and prescribed natural fires. 

Wildland Fire Use – the management of naturally ignited wildland fires to accomplish specific pre-
state resource management objectives in pre-defined geographic areas. 
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INTRODUCTION 

PURPOSE AND NEED 
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument (“the monument”) is located in southwestern New Mexico, 
approximately 44 miles northwest of Silver City (Figure 1).  The monument was established on 
November 16, 1907 because “the group of cliff dwellings known as Gila Hot Spring Cliff-Houses…” 
was considered to be “of exceptional scientific and educational interest, being the best representative 
of the Cliff Dwellers’ remains of that region.…”  In 1962, additional acreage was added to the 
monument, bringing the total area to 533 acres.  

The monument is surrounded by Gila National Forest, including portions of the Gila Wilderness, the 
nation’s first designated wilderness area.  In 1975, the National Park Service (NPS) and the U.S. 
Forest Service (USFS) signed a cooperative agreement, whereby the monument is administered by 
the USFS in accordance with NPS guidelines and regulations. 

The purpose of developing a fire management plan (FMP) and conducting the associated 
Environmental Assessment (EA) for Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is to evaluate strategies 
for the management of fire and fuels within and adjacent to the monument, as determined 
cooperatively by NPS and USFS, in order to protect the resources and values of the monument and 
the adjacent Gila National Forest lands. 

The need for action is to develop a fire management plan for a National Park Service unit that 
currently does not have such a plan in order to comply with NPS Director’s Order #18: Wildland Fire 
Management (DO-18).  DO-18 states that “each park with vegetation capable of burning will prepare a 
fire management plan to guide a fire management program that is responsive to the Park’s natural 
and cultural resource objectives and to safety considerations for Park visitors, employees, and 
developed facilities.”  The completion of this FMP will satisfy these requirements.  This plan and the 
associated EA will establish future management direction for fire-related activities at Gila Cliff 
Dwellings National Monument and the adjacent Gila Wilderness/National Forest by analyzing a range 
of alternatives and strategies that would protect both NPS and USFS resources and values. 

SCOPE OF THE PLAN  
As described above, DO-18 and the need for action have defined the general scope of the FMP and 
related EA.  The monument has never had a site-specific FMP that meets current NPS guidance, and 
fire-related activities that currently take place at the monument are not defined in any specific park 
plan.  Geographically, the monument is a NPS unit with a defined boundary that is completely 
surrounded by USFS lands (Gila Wilderness/National Forest).  Discussions with National Park and 
Forest Service staff resulted in the proposal that the geographic scope of this project should include 
the monument and the immediately adjacent USFS lands.  Concurrence regarding the revised 
geographic scope of the project was reached by the entire EA Interdisciplinary (ID) team, which was 
important because fire management crosses the boundaries between NPS and USFS lands. 

With the agreement to include both NPS and USFS lands, it was determined that National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) documentation be provided an equivalent level that satisfied the 
needs of both the NPS Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument and the USFS Gila 
Wilderness/National Forest.  Because USFS has a current fire management plan for the Gila 
Wilderness/National Forest that surrounds the monument (the 1993 Gila and Aldo Leopold 
Wilderness Areas Prescribed Natural Fire Plan/Environmental Assessment and Finding of No 
Significant Impact), it was determined that an EA should be prepared if the impact analysis could 
support this level of NEPA documentation.  
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Figure 1: Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument Location 
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If an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) were required for this project, then the USFS would 
redevelop their existing fire plan to make it equivalent.  Otherwise, the USFS will append this FMP 
into their existing plan. 

Therefore, the scope of this plan and EA includes development of a fire management plan for the 
monument that complies with current fire management policies within the Gila National Wilderness 
Area, DO-18, and NEPA. This plan and EA also considers the cooperative agreement that exists 
between the NPS and USFS for management of the monument, as well as the FMP currently in effect 
for the surrounding Forest Service wilderness area.  

FIRE AND FUELS MANAGEMENT AT GILA CLIFF DWELLINGS 
NATIONAL MONUMENT 

Background 
Fire regime is an important component of most North American ecosystems, as fire is probably the 
most influential agent of change in temperate forests and rangelands (Mutch and Cook 1996). Fire 
has helped shape the vegetative structure and biological diversity of North America since plants 
began to emerge from under the receding glaciers tens of thousands of years ago. As the forests 
evolved, they did so with the presence of fire, both lightning and human caused. It has only been in 
the last 100 years that technology has helped remove the influence of fire over much of the landscape 
and effectively eliminate a vital process from these ecosystems.  

Fire regime can be described using measures such as frequency of occurrence, size, and intensity of 
fires that occur within a given area (Agee 1993). Rather than using these measures to discuss fire 
regimes, generalizations are typically made, and fire regimes are defined by fire severity categories 
such as High/Moderate/Low Severity or Non-Lethal/Mixed-Severity/Stand Replacement regimes.  

From a land management prospective, the idea of a fire regime is useful because it helps in 
understanding how the current ecosystems evolved.  This information can be used to maintain and 
even restore ecosystems, not by the use of untested technologies, but by the application of fire, which 
was one of the key factors in creating these systems.  

Fire regimes in the Gila Wilderness and Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument analysis area include: 
1) Non-Lethal, 2) Mixed-Severity, and 3) Stand-Replacement (Pearson 2002).  The Non-Lethal fire 
regime is represented by the pinyon-juniper-oak and mature ponderosa pine stands.  Some stands 
are scattered with Douglas-fir that grow on southern exposures in open, park-like stands with grass, 
shrubs, and litter in the understory.  In these vegetation types, frequently occurring fires (one fire 
every 5-25 years) maintain lower fuel levels and result in low intensity surface fires (Crane and 
Fischer 1986).  Fires in these fuel types typically result in few overstory trees being killed, particularly 
in the pinyon-juniper habitat types.  Reestablishment of grasses, forbs, and brush quickly follow fire, 
and many species thrive in the post-fire environment.  These areas are the most predominant in the 
monument.  

Large, non-forested sections, dominated by grasses and shrubs, exist in the area and are best 
represented by a Non-Lethal fire regime. While most of the aboveground vegetation is destroyed by 
fire, most grasses and shrubs in the analysis area are adapted to fire and quickly become 
reestablished from seed or underground plant parts after a fire (Swetnam n.d.). Most of these areas 
are located on dry, south to west aspects. Many of these open, non-forested areas are maintained by 
frequent fire, which retards the encroachment of tree species. These areas burn from 3 to 30 years, 
with an average return of about 10 years (Crane and Fischer 1986).  
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The Mixed-Severity fire regime is represented by stands of ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir/deciduous 
varieties in the riparian areas that grow in mixed stands of open and closed canopy with litter, grass, 
shrubs, and seedlings/saplings of ponderosa, Douglas fir, oak, and cottonwood in the understory. 
Various studies have found fire return intervals ranging from 5 to 67 years, reflecting the mixed nature 
of these areas (Crane and Fischer 1986). Fuel accumulations and canopy closure vary throughout 
these stands, often due to moisture gradients and fire occurrence. Fires in this regime are typically a 
mixture of low and high severity, with areas of little damage alongside patches of heavy overstory 
damage.  This regime exists in the monument along riparian areas, but is primarily outside the 
monument boundaries.  

The Stand-Replacement fire regime is represented by stands of Douglas-fir, grand fir, and subalpine 
fir (higher elevations) in multiple age classes that include seedlings/saplings, young trees, mature, 
and even overmature overstory trees. These stands typically exist on wet, north slopes within the 
analysis area. The majority of these stands are closed and have accumulated a substantial amount of 
ground and ladder fuels that would support crown fire. Stands such as these burn only once every 70- 
120+ years; the resulting fire is usually a crown fire that kills a large portion of the overstory trees 
(Crane and Fischer 1986).  Only very small patches of this fire regime exist in the monument; most 
are located in high elevations outside the monument boundaries.    

Fire History 
The history of fire in ponderosa pine forests in the Gila Wilderness, New Mexico (Swetnam, et al.) 
shows that extensive surface fires were a common occurrence before 1900.  Mean fire intervals from 
1633 to 1900 were approximately four to eight years, and fire intervals ranged from one to 26 years.  
After 1900, periodic recurrence of fires that scarred the sample trees ceased, with a striking decrease 
in the number of fires recorded after 1900.  This evidence indicates that the fire regime that had 
persisted for centuries was essentially eliminated by the beginning of the 20th century. 

The decline of the periodic fires was a direct result of several human-induced changes.  These 
changes include removing Apache tribes from the Gila area by the 1880s and initiating fire 
suppression efforts in the 1900s.  The relationship of changes in land use to changes in fire regime 
has been recognized and discussed in many fire histories and other ecological studies (Leopold 1924; 
Weaver 1951; Cooper 1960; Arno 1980). 

Fire exclusion activities started on public lands in and around the Gila National Forest in the early 
1900s.  Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument does not permit prescribed fire within the monument, 
and all naturally ignited fires within monument boundaries are suppressed.  The USFS has a 
Prescribed Natural Fire Plan that allows wildland fire use in the Gila Wilderness, but human-induced 
prescribed fire is generally not used in the wilderness, and may be evaluated on a case-by-case 
basis. 

Due to the fire suppression activities in the monument, forest fuels have accumulated to higher levels 
than would have existed with more frequent fires in several locations, especially in the canyons.  
Without frequently occurring fires, vegetation continues to accumulate, altering stands from their 
historic condition to longer interval, potentially higher severity fires.  

The area including the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument and the surrounding Gila Wilderness 
area is a low fire occurrence area. During the past 10 two recorded fires have occurred; one was 
caused by lightning and one was human caused.  In addition, the Gila Cliff Dwelling landscape area is 
very broken, with numerous intersecting drainages and multiple aspect changes. Additionally, few 
expanses of similar aspect and slope exist. These features, as well as the pinyon-juniper ecotones, 
tend to limit fire spread because changes in aspect, slope, fuel type, and fuel moisture constantly 
interrupt large burns.  The Gila National Forest maintains access to an aerial firefighting force 
(helitack, smokejumpers) that can usually reach fires quickly and limit fire spread, even in inaccessible 
terrain.  
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Table 1 illustrates that fires occurring in the forested fuel models located in or near the monument (8, 
9, and 10) have relatively low flame lengths. Fires with flame lengths less than four feet are typically 
within the control capabilities of firefighters with hand tools. The initial size of the fire is assumed to be 
less than one acre.  

Table 1:  Fuel Model Descriptions (Typical Summer Day) 

Fuel 
Model 

Fuel Type Flame 
Length 

(ft.) 

Size After 
One Hour 

(acres) 

FM 2 Grass with Sage and/or Open Timber 4.2 13 
FM 5 Low Brush 3.8 5 
FM 8 Timber with Light Litter 0.8 Less than .25 

Acre 
FM 9 Timber with Heavy Litter 1.9 1 
FM 10 Closed Timber with Heavy Litter/Woody 

Debris 
3.5 1 

 The following parameters were used to represent conditions for a typical summer day: 
Temperature 80-85°F; relative humidity 20-25 percent; 20 ft. wind up-slope 5 mph; slope 30 
percent; live fuel moistures 100 percent; and shading 50 percent. 

Fuel models 2 and 5 would be more difficult to control; additional resources and possible aerial 
support (retardant or helicopter buckets) could be used on a case-by-case basis, depending on the 
presence and size of sensitive resources in the area. These fires would be about 5 to 13 acres in size 
by the time the first fire crews arrived.  

The current risk of a large stand-replacing wildland fire in the analysis area remains relatively low, as 
evidenced by the lack of fires greater than 100 acres in the past 40 years.  However, with the eventual 
buildup of fuels in and adjacent to the monument, the risk of a large wildland fire increases.  

LAWS, PLANS, POLICIES, AND AUTHORITIES 

Existing Regulations, Guidance, and Plans 
The following regulations and guidance documents relate directly to the completion of a FMP and EA 
for the monument. 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) – The purpose of NEPA is to encourage productive and 
enjoyable harmony between man and his environment; to promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate 
damage to the environment and stimulate the health and welfare of mankind; and to enrich the 
understanding of the ecological systems and natural resources important to the Nation.  NEPA 
requirements are satisfied by successful completion of an EA or EIS, in addition to a decision document. 

Director’s Order-12 (DO-12) – DO-12 is the NPS guidance for Conservation Planning, Environmental 
Impact Analysis, and Decision Making. DO-12 states the guidelines for implementing NEPA according 
to NPS regulations.  DO-12 meets all Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations for 
implementing NEPA.  In some cases, NPS has added requirements under DO-12 that exceed the 
CEQ regulations. 

NPS Organic Act of 1916 – Congress directed the U.S. Department of the Interior and NPS to 
manage units “to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein 
and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them 
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unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” (16 U.S.C. § 1).  Congress reiterated this 
mandate in the Redwood National Park Expansion Act of 1978 by stating that the NPS must conduct 
its actions in a manner that will ensure no “derogation of the values and purposes for which these 
various areas have been established, except as may have been or shall be directly and specifically 
provided by Congress” (16 U.S.C. § 1 a-1).  

Director’s Order-18 (DO-18) – DO-18 is the NPS guidance for Wildland Fire Management, which 
states that “every NPS unit with burnable vegetation must have an approved Fire Management Plan.”  
DO-18 defines what an approved FMP must include, stressing that “firefighter and public safety is the 
first priority” and promoting “an interagency approach to managing fires on an ecosystem basis across 
agency boundaries.”  Procedures for completion, review, approval, and required contents for FMPs 
are provided in Reference Manual-18 (RM-18).  Until an FMP is approved, NPS units must take an 
aggressive suppression action on all wildland fires. 

 

In addition to the regulations and orders listed above, other regulations and policies guide the 
assessment of impacts.  These are listed below, by impact topic: 

Air Quality 

• Federal Clean Air Act (CAA) and CAA Amendments of 1990 – includes national ambient air 
quality criteria; states that federal land managers have an affirmative responsibility to protect 
air quality-related values from adverse impacts 

• New Mexico Air Quality regulations – adopts the national criteria as state standards and 
oversees the permitting of prescribed fire and wildland fire use 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act 

Soils 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act 

Vegetation 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act 

Water Quality 

• Clean Water Act/Regulations – provides national recommended ambient water quality criteria 
and calls for no degradation of the nation’s surface waters 

• New Mexico Water Quality regulations – includes designated uses and water quality standards 
for those uses, plus non-degradation standard 

• Wild and Scenic Rivers Act – provides for designation and protection of wild, scenic and 
recreational rivers 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act 

Wetlands and Floodplains 

• Executive Order 11990 – provides for the protection of wetlands 
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• Executive Order 11988 – provides for the protection of floodplains 

• Rivers and Harbors Act – prohibits the unauthorized obstruction or alteration of any navigable 
waters of the United States. 

• Clean Water Act and Section 404 regulations – provides for the protection of wetlands and 
waters of the U.S. 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act 

Wildlife  

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act  

Threatened and Endangered Species 

• Endangered Species Act/Section 7 – provides for listing and protection of endangered and 
threatened species and their critical habitat; requires consultation under Section 7 if any listed 
species may be adversely affected 

• New Mexico Department of Game and Fish – maintains state list of endangered and 
threatened and sensitive species  

Cultural Resources 

• National Historic Preservation Act/Section 106 – provides for the identification and protection 
of historic sites and structures 

• Archeological Resources Protection Act – provides for the protection of archeological 
resources on public lands 

• Executive Order 13007 – provides for the protection of Indian sacred sites 

• NPS Director’s Order #28 – defines how the NPS will protect and manage cultural resources in 
its custody in accordance with the NPS Management Policies 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act  

Visitor Use and Experience 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act  

Public Health and Safety 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act  

Socioeconomics 

• NPS Management Policies (2001) – defines how the National Park Service will meet its park 
management responsibilities under the 1916 NPS Organic Act  



 

8 
Macintosh HD:Users:Randy:working:Scans:GICL_Final_EA_Fire Management Plan 2003.doc  10/23/14(7:23 AM) 

Project’s Relationship to Other Plans, Policies, and Actions 

NPS Plans and Policies 
Plans and policies that are already in effect at the monument must be considered in developing this 
fire management plan and EA.  Consistency with these plans and policies must be ensured. 

The monument currently has no General Management Plan, but does have a “Statement for 
Management” (August 1989) that discusses various issues and management objectives that include 
concern for cultural and natural resource protection and visitor safety, plus an objective of achieving a 
harmonious relationship with the USFS.  The fire management plan proposed in this EA would be 
consistent with this statement.  The monument’s Resource Management Plan (1987) addresses various 
resource areas and states that a fire management plan is needed.  Protection of archaeological sites 
during suppression activities and long-range resource management activities reflecting the role of fire 
were listed as major concerns. The provisions included in the proposed fire management plan and the 
mitigation measures listed in this EA would be consistent with addressing these concerns. 

Other Plans, Policies, and Actions 
Several other plans, policies, or actions may affect or be related to fire-related activities at the 
monument or the decision for the FMP and EA.  These include existing and reasonably foreseeable 
actions for USFS and other agencies, or private actions.  These actions were considered in 
developing the FMP and in conducting the cumulative impact analysis. 

The following plans and policies were identified as being relevant to the development of this EA: 

• The Gila National Forest has an existing Prescribed Natural Fire Plan, which provides a 
framework for wildland fire use based on site-specific conditions. 

• The Gila National Forest Plan includes a section on fire management that identifies standards 
for protection of life and property, fire support services, and fire suppression strategies. 

• The Cooperative Agreement between the USFS and NPS for management of the monument 
(which is currently being revised). 

• Wildland and Prescribed Fire Management Policy Implementation Procedures Reference 
Guide (August 1998). 

• Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review (1995). 

• Managing Impacts of Wildfires on Communities and the Environment, and Protecting People 
and Sustaining Resources in Fire Adapted Ecosystems – A Cohesive Strategy 
(USDOI/USDA). 

• A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to Communities and the 
Environment:  10-Year Comprehensive Strategy Implementation Plan (2002). 

The following actions were identified for use in conducting the cumulative impact assessment: 

• The USFS is preparing two projects for the West Fork of the Gila River – a stream renovation 
project and a bridge project. 

• The New Mexico State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) is taking more interest in fire, as 
stated in a letter received by NPS from SHPO. 

• Statewide smoke management is becoming of greater concern. 
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OBJECTIVES OF FIRE MANAGEMENT AND PLANNING 
Objectives define what must be achieved for an action to be considered a success.  All alternatives 
selected for detailed analysis must meet all the objectives to a large degree, as well as the purpose 
and need for action. 

Based upon the ID team’s review of the project, the following objectives were identified for taking 
action: 

• Provide for the protection of human health and safety, including firefighters, agency personnel, 
and the public, during all phases of the fire management program. 

• Develop a plan that addresses the fire management needs of Gila Cliff Dwelling National 
Monument, but promotes interagency planning and activity between the NPS and USFS.  

• Protect identified values at risk from undesirable effects of fire. 

• Implement the fire management program using cost-effective and environmentally sensitive 
techniques. 

THE PLANNING PROCESS 

Planning Team and Scoping 
The NPS identified members of an internal interdisciplinary planning team (the ID team), which met in 
March 2002 to discuss project objectives, issues, impact topics, alternatives, and public scoping.  The 
team consisted of 20 members, including specialists in cultural resources, fire management, and 
natural resources, and included both NPS and USFS staff. 

The objectives, issues, and impact statements and alternatives described in this document were 
identified by the team and described in a public scoping newsletter that was issued in July 2002.  
Concurrently, consultations with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife service (USFWS) and the New Mexico State 
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) were initiated.  Based on the responses received and subsequent 
ID team communications, the action alternatives were refined and finalized prior to analysis. 

Additional details concerning public scoping and consultation documented for this project are provided 
in the Consultation/Coordination chapter of this EA, following the impact assessment. 

Issues and Impact Topics Included in the EA   
An “issue” describes an environmental problem and the relationship between the resources and the 
actions.  Issues associated with the development of a FMP for the monument were identified and 
refined during the internal scoping meeting held by the ID team.  From this discussion, eleven impact 
topics were identified for inclusion in the EA analysis.  These impact topics are listed below, followed 
by the issue statements identified for each.  Each of these topics is discussed in the “Affected 
Environment” chapter and is analyzed in the “Environmental Consequences” chapter. 

AIR QUALITY 
• Emissions from fires may degrade air quality below federal, state, or local air quality 

regulations. 
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SOILS  
• Fires of varying intensities may alter the physical, chemical, and biological properties of the 

soil as a result of vegetation removal, consumption of organics, and increased temperatures. 

• The lack of fire may alter the physical, chemical, and biological properties of the soil as a result 
of no nutrient cycling in fire maintained habitat types.   

• Microorganism populations in soils are directly influenced by temperature increases that kill 
the organisms, which indirectly affects the aeration, nutrients, and moisture content of the soil 
environment.  Fire use can result in furthering the nitrogen process, nutrient cycling, vegetation 
flushes, and composition diversity. 

VEGETATION  
• Fire affects the productivity and composition of vegetation over different temporal and spatial 

cycles. 

• As a result of fire exclusion, the ponderosa pine habitats are currently characterized by a more 
dense growth of small trees, which compete with and weaken the remaining large trees, 
making the stands susceptible to a variety of insect and disease epidemics.  This has also 
lead to fuel accumulations that have contributed to an ever-increasing large and severe 
wildfire problem in these otherwise fire dependent and tolerant vegetation types.  

WETLANDS 
• Fire can result in a loss of riparian or wetland vegetation, decrease stream shading, and may 

result in chemical changes for macroinvertebrates.  

WATER QUALITY 
• Bare, burned slopes would be subject to runoff during rainfall events, which may result in 

sedimentation and nutrient loading to streams.  This may degrade the water quality below 
federal, state, or local water quality regulations. 

• Increased sedimentation or nutrient loading to the West Fork of the Gila River may affect its 
eligibility as a designated Wild and Scenic River. 

WILDLIFE 
• Fire may remove or alter habitat for wildlife and fisheries. 

• Fire may result in direct mortality of wildlife species. 

• Fire may result in the growth of new fire-dependent species that would create new habitat for 
existing species and potentially new species that are attracted to the change of habitat.  

THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 
• Fire may remove or alter habitat for threatened and endangered species. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
• Fire or fire-related activities may damage, destroy, or reveal cultural resources. 
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SOCIOECONOMICS 
• Fire may alter the socioeconomics of the local area due to changes in visitation.   

PUBLIC HEALTH AND SAFETY 
• Fire may be dangerous or present risks to the health, safety, life, or property of firefighters, 

USFS and NPS employees, and the general public. 

VISITOR USE AND EXPERIENCE 
• Fires may prevent visitors from experiencing/enjoying all or part of the Park and adjacent Gila 

Wilderness/National Forest. 

• Fire-related activities and equipment may increase the level of sound in the Park and 
surrounding areas, which may affect the visitor experience. 

Issues and Impact Topics Considered but Not Further Addressed 
in this EA 
Several issues and impact topics were considered during the ID team scoping meeting, but were 
eliminated from further analysis in the EA.  Some of the issues identified were incorporated into other 
issues (e.g., “Wilderness“ was incorporated into “Visitor Experience”).  The following issues were 
eliminated for the reasons provided below: 

• Geology – No issues pertaining to geology at the monument were identified that would be of 
sufficient concern to warrant detailed analysis in the EA. 

• Water Quantity –The geographic scale of the project area would mean that regional water 
services would not be depleted. 

• Park Operations – No issues related to park operation were identified by the ID team. 

In addition to the above, the following topics that are specified in NPS DO 12 and handbook were not 
included in the analysis for the reasons provided below: 

• Prime and Agricultural Lands – No prime or unique agricultural farmland exists in the study 
area. 

• Energy Requirements/Depletable Resource Requirements and Conservation Potential – 
None of the alternatives would affect energy or depletable resource requirements or 
conservation potential to the extent that detailed analysis would be required. 

• Environmental Justice – None of the alternatives would have disproportionate health or 
environmental effects on minorities or low-income populations. 

• Indian Trust Resources – No Indian trust resources occur within the monument. 

• Ecologically Critical Areas – Impacts related to the proposed Wild and Scenic West Fork of 
the Gila River are covered under the Water Quality section. No other ecologically critical areas 
are known in or near the monument. 

• Sustainability and Long–Term Management – aspects of this topic are covered under 
several others that address long-term management objectives and impacts in relation to fire 
management activities that would occur under each alternative.  
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ALTERNATIVES 
All alternatives considered for analysis must be consistent with the park’s purpose and significance 
and must meet the purpose and need for action, as well as the project’s objectives. These 
considerations, as well as input obtained from ID team members, formed the basis of six alternatives 
that were developed for implementing a fire management plan at Gila Cliff Dwellings National 
Monument.  Two alternatives were then selected to be analyzed in this document and are described 
in detail below.  The other four alternatives were dismissed; a description and the reasons for their 
dismissal also follows. 

ALTERNATIVES CARRIED FORWARD 

Alternative A – No Action Alternative 
Under this alternative, current fire management activities would continue per the existing NPS and 
USFS policies.  Because Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument does not have a fire management 
plan, the current management strategy is to treat all starts within the park as wildland fires and 
manage them under the appropriate suppression strategy.  Reduction of fuels, prescribed fires, 
wildland fire use, or other fire-related activities would not occur within the Gila Cliff Dwellings National 
Monument boundary.  Further, no fire management activities would be permitted across the NPS and 
the USFS boundary. 

Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire Alternative 
Under this alternative, fire management would be based on “natural landscape” conditions and not 
agency land boundaries.  Fire and fire management prescriptions would be allowed to cross the Gila 
Cliff Dwellings National Monument/USFS boundary, and the NPS and USFS would coordinate 
actions. Various prescribed fire and fuels management activities would also be permitted in 
appropriate areas within the monument.  This alternative was developed to allow for flexibility in 
selecting the types of fire-related activities used at Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, in addition 
to meeting the objective of developing an interagency plan that addresses fire management in both 
USFS and NPS lands. 

The two main components of this alternative include the following: 

(1) Naturally ignited fires would either be suppressed or allowed to burn under a plan for 
wildland fire use, based on the outcome of a decision-making fire prescription flowchart 
contained in the current USFS Prescribed Natural Fire Plan (Appendix C) and The Wildland 
and Prescribed Fire Management Policy – Implementation Procedures Reference Guide. 
Local fire and drought conditions, resources and funding, public safety, and smoke 
conditions would be considered in deciding whether or not to allow wildland fire use.  All 
unplanned human-caused fires would be suppressed. 

(2) Fuels reduction methods would be used as appropriate throughout the monument, including 
use of prescribed fire and manual thinning. 

The intent of any fuel reduction effort is to reduce the intensity of wildland fires to levels that enable 
fires to burn without damaging important park resources and values, and to reduce the hazard to 
firefighting resources involved in fire management activities.  The fuels management component of 
Alternative B would eventually follow the guidance of a five-year fuel reduction plan (Appendix B).  
The fuels management treatments would include manual vegetation cutting and removal from 
sensitive areas, pile burning, and selective, low-intensity prescribed fire.  
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Under this alternative, manual thinning, prescribed fire, and wildland fire use fires would be used in 
the following areas and situations: 

(1) Manual fuel reduction (thinning) – this prescription would be used in areas that have heavy 
fuels accumulation and cultural resources and/or other values that could be adversely 
affected by prescribed burns or wildland fire.  This prescription would include hand clearing 
of brush, and hand cutting or limbing of selected trees with chainsaws.  Vegetation would be 
disposed of in select areas by chipping with a mechanical chipper, scattering of smaller 
brush and trees on site away from sensitive resources, pile burning of slash, and/or hauling 
from the site for disposal outside the monument.  Manual thinning would be prescribed in at 
least two areas of the park: 

• Cliff Dweller Canyon and Side Canyon (a valley approximately one mile long leading 
from the trailhead to the ruins); any clearing would be preceded by Mexican spotted owl 
surveys and would follow Recovery Plan requirements (see mitigation section, below, 
and impact assessment discussion for Alternative B). 

• the immediate vicinity of various overhanging archeological sites and TJ Ruins — the 
immediately adjacent concentration of brush and mountain mahogany has created a fuel 
load that requires specific, directed fuel reduction work to protect at-risk sites 

(2) Selective prescribed fire – this prescription would be used only in areas of the park 
containing fewer values at risk and lower fuel loading, or in areas where satisfactory fuels 
treatments are completed.  Until the treatments are completed, prescribed burns would be 
limited to ridge tops or more remote areas of the Cliff Dweller Canyon parcel, where the 
vegetation consists mainly of pinyon-juniper open woodland.  Prescribed fire may be used in 
the TJ Ruin parcel with appropriate mitigation applied for the values at risk.  In all cases, a 
site-specific prescribed burn plan must be fully coordinated with the Gila National Forest. 

(3) Wildland fire use for resource benefit – Gila National Forest staff may consider allowing 
wildland fire use fires to move onto monument lands for resource benefits if park values at 
risk are adequately protected from damage from the fire or fire management activities.  
These activities would be coordinated with the NPS. 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED BUT DISMISSED 
The following four alternatives were dismissed from further consideration because they did not meet 
the Purpose and Need for the project; were not feasible; resulted in substantial environmental or 
health and safety impacts; or did not meet the objectives for the project, particularly the objective of 
interagency coordination between the NPS and the USFS. 

Alternative C – Monument Boundary Prescribed Fire Alternative 
This alternative is the same as Alternative B, except that no fires or fire-management activities would 
be permitted across the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument boundary, either into or out of the 
monument.  This alternative would not meet the objectives of interagency coordination, would require 
legal boundary fuels treatments at needless expense, and would cause alterations to the natural 
landscape. 

Alternative D – No Management Alternative 
This alternative would not permit any fire management activities within the Gila Cliff Dwellings 
National Monument boundary, including fuels reduction, wildland fire use, prescribed fires, or any 
other fire-management techniques.  Wildland fires would not be suppressed, but allowed to burn until 
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they extinguish naturally or approach the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument boundary, where 
they would be suppressed before extending onto adjacent USFS lands.  This alternative would not 
meet several objectives relating to safety, resource protection, and interagency coordination and 
could result in severe environmental impacts. 

Alternative E – Monument Boundary Mechanical Treatment 
Alternative 
This alternative is the same as Alternative C, except that the only type of fire-management activity 
allowed would be manual or mechanical treatment to reduce fuels.  No prescribed fires would be 
permitted under this alternative, and all wildland fires would be suppressed.  All activities would be 
permitted only within the Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, and not allowed to cross the Gila 
Cliff Dwellings National Monument boundary in or out of USFS lands.  This alternative would not meet 
the objective of interagency coordination, and it is unlikely that sufficient staff or funding would be 
available to manually or mechanically treat all areas needing treatment, which will lead to the buildup 
of hazardous fuels in the monument. 

Alternative F – Use of Herbicidal Treatment for Fuels Reduction 
Alternatives 
This alternative is the same as Alternative E except that it would involve the spraying of herbicides to 
reduce growth of vegetation that would eventually accumulate as fuel.  This alternative would not 
meet the objective of interagency coordination and would introduce a source of chemical 
contamination into an area surrounded by designated wilderness, where herbicide use is generally not 
permitted. 

MITIGATION INCLUDED IN THE ACTION ALTERNATIVES 
Both alternatives considered in this analysis would be implemented using all appropriate mitigation 
and best management practices in order to minimize impacts to natural, cultural, and human 
resources.  The following measures would be followed in implementing the two action alternatives and 
should be considered as part of the alternatives for purposes of impact analysis. 

Mitigation Included in No Action Alternative  
In conducting full suppression activities under the No Action alternative, these measures would be 
followed to provide for protection of resources and human health: 

Natural Resources 
• Use water bars to prevent erosion of disturbed soils. 

• Keep fire lines to a minimum width necessary to allow backfiring or creation of a safe blackline. 

• Whenever possible, use natural barriers to avoid unnecessary fire line construction. 

• If adequate water and pumps are available, use wet lines instead of hand line construction. 

• Rehabilitate all fire lines, camps, and other disturbances. 
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Cultural Resources 
• Use protective tactics in areas identified by the Natural or Cultural Resource Management 

specialist as having cultural significance, either archaeological, historical, landscape, or 
ethnographic. 

• Locate and isolate sites that are vulnerable to fire or to human activities associated with the 
burns, and flag known sites for avoidance. 

• Do not use retardant and low-level aircraft, unless approved by the District Ranger, Wilderness 
Ranger District. 

• Educate fire treatment personnel about cultural resources in general and the need to protect 
any cultural resources encountered.  This would include instructions for notifying appropriate 
personnel if human remains were discovered. 

• Minimize ground disturbance when possible. 

• Do not construct fire control lines through cultural sites. 

• Conduct post-fire cultural resources surveys to identify and evaluate newly discovered sites 
and/or document damage to known sites. 

• Develop a plan to ensure stabilization or information retrieval from cultural resources in burned 
areas. 

Mitigation Included in Alternative B 
In conducting suppression, wildland fire use, prescribed fire and thinning activities under Alternative B, 
these measures would be followed (in addition to those listed under Alternative A) to provide for 
protection of resources and human health: 

Natural Resources 
• Follow smoke management reporting procedures for burning in New Mexico for all prescribed 

fire operations and wildland fire use. 

• Employ “Minimum Impact Suppression Tactics” when possible. 

• Ensure that fire crews access the monument on foot or by helicopter to avoid resource 
damage. 

• Do not allow use of heavy equipment or pumps, unless approved by the District Ranger, 
Wilderness Ranger District. 

• Use refueling stations with ground protection for refueling chainsaws to minimize chances of 
gasoline spills, and do not conduct equipment maintenance or fueling in wetlands. 

• Do not use retardant and low-level aircraft, unless approved by the District Ranger, Wilderness 
Ranger District. 

• Do not move slash from upland sites into a wetland or place slash in open water. 

• Implement any fuels management programs outside the breeding seasons of most wildlife 
species. 

• Where the presence of any listed endangered or threatened species is suspected, the USFS 
or NPS biologist would be consulted as to the need for surveys to determine species 
occupancy.  If species are found, steps would be taken to reduce impacts, including avoidance 
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of breeding or nesting seasons. USFWS would be contacted to ensure that appropriate and 
effective mitigation is provided.  

Cultural Resources 
• Prior to prescribed burns or mechanical thinning, conduct an inventory of any previously 

unsurveyed areas using an archaeologist who meets the Secretary of the Interior’s standards. 

• Follow protection and mitigation measures for known cultural resource sites, especially those 
vulnerable to fire and situated in or near the project area, before a prescribed fire project is 
initiated. 

• Use or have available an archaeologist  as a resource advisor in the implementation of all 
projects where cultural resources are involved. 

• Do not use retardant and low-level aircraft, unless approved by the District Ranger, Wilderness 
Ranger District. 

• Cut heavy fuels (stumps) that could not be removed from cultural sites flush with the ground 
and bury the remaining stump, using sterile soils. 

• Define work limits in the vicinity of important cultural resources. 

• Monitor fire management activities, and halt work if previously unknown resources are located. 

• Protect and record newly discovered resources. 

• Brief work crews about the need to protect any cultural resources encountered, and instruct 
them regarding the illegality of collecting artifacts on federal lands.  This would include 
instructions for notifying appropriate personnel if human remains were discovered. 

• Identify suitable slash disposal areas lacking cultural sites (both on-site and off-site). 

• Avoid ground-disturbing activities in areas containing cultural sites. 

• Use non-sensitive routes for vehicular access. 

• Work with tribes and work crews to protect ethnographic resources. 

• Prior to implementation of the preferred alternative, identify and protect character-defining 
elements of the monument’s cultural landscapes. 

Socioeconomics Resources 
• Consider safety of personnel and the public as the highest priority for all fire management 

activities. 

• Do not initiate any fire management operations until all personnel involved receive a safety 
briefing describing known hazards and mitigating actions, current fire season conditions, and 
current and predicted fire weather and behavior. 

• Notify monument neighbors, park visitors, and local residents of all planned and unplanned fire 
management activities that have the potential to impact them. 

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE 
The environmentally preferred alternative is the alternative that will promote the national 
environmental policy as expressed by NEPA. This includes alternatives that: 

(1) fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding 
generations 



 

17 
Macintosh HD:Users:Randy:working:Scans:GICL_Final_EA_Fire Management Plan 2003.doc  10/23/14(7:23 AM) 

(2) assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing 
surroundings 

(3) attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of 
health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences 

(4) preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and 
maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual 
choice 

(5) achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of 
living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities 

(6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling 
of depletable resources 

Environmentally preferable is defined as “the alternative that will promote the national environmental 
policy as expressed in the National Environmental Policy Act’s §101. Ordinarily, this means the 
alternative that causes the least damage to the biological and physical environment; it also means the 
alternative which best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural resources” 
(CEQ 1978). 

Alternative A represents the current fire management direction for Gila. It is based on a policy of 
suppression of all wildfires, and no fuel reduction would be practiced.  Because Alternative A does not 
provide for protection against catastrophic wildfire, provisions 1, 2, 3, and 4 of the national 
environmental policy goals are not fully realized. Although Alternative A would provide a large degree 
of protection of cultural and natural resources, this alternative would not result in the same continued 
level of protection over time.  Also, catastrophic wildfire that would be more likely under Alternative A 
would endanger the quality of the monument’s renewable resources (provision 6). 

The environmentally preferable alternative is Alternative B because it surpasses the No Action 
alternative in realizing the full range of national environmental policy goals as stated in §101 of the 
National Environmental Policy Act.  Although the No Action alternative may achieve greater 
immediate levels of protection for cultural resources, natural resources, or visitor experiences, 
Alternative B (1) provides a high level of protection of natural and cultural resources for the long-term; 
(2) maintains an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice; and (3) 
integrates resource protection with an appropriate range of visitor uses.  It fulfills the responsibility of 
each generation to protect the environment for future generations (provision 1) and the actions 
included in Alternative B help to better assure safe and productive surroundings  (provision 2) and the 
quality of renewable resources (provision 6). 

SUMMARIES OF ALTERNATIVES 
The following tables provide comparative summaries of the features of the alternatives (Table 2), how 
well they meet the project objectives (Table 3), and the impacts associated with each for the ten 
impact topics included in the analysis (Table 4). 
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Table 2:  Comparison of Alternatives 

Component Alternative A:  No Action Alternative B:  Natural 
Landscape Prescribed Fire  

Wildland Fire Use Not permitted – all fires are 
suppressed. 

Permitted in accordance with Gila 
National Forest FMP and for some 
fuel reduction purposes, if 
appropriate. 

Prescribed Fire Not permitted. Permitted in limited situations for 
fuel reduction. 

Fuel Reduction – manual 
thinning, including slash disposal 
or pile burning 

Not done. Thinning would be done in areas 
of sensitive cultural resources 
and/or prior to prescribed burns in 
areas of heavy fuel load. 

Fire allowed to cross monument/ 
wilderness boundary 

No. Yes, with interagency coordination 
and any required NEPA 
compliance. 

 

Table 3:  How Each Alternative Meets Project Objectives 

Objective Alternative A:  No Action 
Alternative B:  Natural 

Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Protect human health and safety 
during all phases of fire 
management. 

Meets objective to some degree, 
but does not preclude occurrence 
of catastrophic wildfire and 
potential major health and safety 
impacts. 

Meets objective; includes 
provisions to lessen the possibility 
of catastrophic wildlife. 

Promote cooperative planning 
between NPS and USFS. 

Does not meet the objective to a 
large degree; would continue 
current level of interagency 
cooperation, but would not 
provide for planning and activities 
across jurisdictional boundaries. 

Meets objective; includes cross 
boundary management and 
decision making. 

Protect values at risk from 
undesirable effects of fire. 

Meets objective to some degree, 
but increases chances of wildlife 
impacts. 

Meets objective; provides for 
protection of cultural and natural 
resources; mitigation can be 
planned prior to proposed fuel 
reduction operations. 

Implement the FMP using cost-
effective and environmentally 
sensitive techniques. 

Does not meet objective to large 
extent, since suppression and 
wildfire fighting are not cost-
effective. 

Meets objective to large degree; 
technique selected should be cost-
effective over long-term. 
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Table 4: Summary Comparison of Impacts 

Impact Topic Alternative A - No Action Alternative Alternative B – Natural Landscape/Prescribed Fire 
(Preferred Alternative) 

Air Quality Alternative A would result in short-term, minor to moderate adverse 
impacts to air quality and air quality-related values as a result of 
more intense fires that would be expected to occur during the prime 
summer burning period, resulting in emissions of air pollutants, 
smoke, and odors.  

Under Alternative B, adverse impacts on air quality within the monument 
area would range from minor to moderate, but would be short-term and 
localized.  Slash pile and prescribed burning would cause some 
adverse, direct, short-term, localized smoke and particulate matter 
emissions.  However, there would be less chance of a major or 
extensive wildfire, resulting in long-term beneficial effects that would 
offset the moderate, short-term, adverse effects to air quality.  

Soils Under Alternative A, minor to moderate, short-term and long-term, 
adverse effects would occur to the soils resource from both 
suppression activities and higher severity wildland fires that would 
be more likely to occur.  

Under Alternative B, there would be negligible to minor adverse effects 
to soils in the short term, with beneficial long-term impacts.  The goal 
under this alternative is restoration of periodic low-intensity surface-type 
wildland fires, with occasional maintenance prescribed fires.  This would 
result in long-term benefits from the re-establishment of a fire-driven 
nutrient cycle and increased stability of the soil strata, given increased 
native herbaceous ground cover and the reduced frequency of 
unplanned fire suppression activities.  

Vegetation Minor to moderate short-term and long-term adverse effects to 
vegetation, including a shift to fire-intolerant vegetative communities, 
would occur under Alternative A with continued fire suppression 
activities within the monument boundaries.  

Under Alternative B, the short-term, direct, adverse impacts to 
vegetation would be minor to moderate and localized, but there would 
be long-term beneficial impacts to vegetation in the planning area 
through re-introduction of fire into the system, which would decrease 
fuel loading and the potential for more severe wildfires.  

Water Quality Minor to moderate short-term adverse impacts to water quality 
would be expected under Alternative A because of the increased 
chance of wildfire, resulting in increased runoff of soil and ash into 
streams, an increase in stream temperature, higher temporary 
nutrient loading, and possible increased channel erosion.  Long-
term adverse impacts could occur if fire is extensive and affected 
much of the Gila watershed, resulting in continued erosion and 
runoff and slow recovery of streamside vegetation.  Efforts would be 
dependent on the intensity, location, and extent of the fire.  

Short-term, indirect, negligible to minor adverse effects to water quality 
would occur under Alternative B.  However, because of the reduced 
areas expected to be affected by extensive wildfires, the lower fire and 
fuels potential, and the controlled and limited location of prescribed 
burns, Alternative B would provide long-term beneficial impacts.  

Wetlands and 
Floodplains 

Implementation of Alternative A would result in short-term, minor to 
moderate, direct and indirect adverse impacts to the wetlands and 
floodplains along the Gila River and its tributaries.  Some longer-
term beneficial impacts could result if fires of lower intensity 
occurred in the vicinity of the river and streams that did not affect 
widespread areas.  

Alternative B would result in negligible to minor short-term adverse 
impacts on wetlands and floodplains, with possible long-term beneficial 
impacts.  
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Table 4: Summary Comparison of Impacts 

Impact Topic Alternative A - No Action Alternative Alternative B – Natural Landscape/Prescribed Fire 
(Preferred Alternative) 

Wildlife  Under alternative A, current management would result in minor to 
moderate, adverse impacts to wildlife and wildlife habitat over the 
short and long term, as a result of the continued limited role of fire 
as a natural disturbance process within these fire-dependent 
systems.  

Alternative B would generally result in minor, short-term, adverse 
impacts to wildlife.  When the natural role of wildland fire is again 
restored to these fire-adapted ecosystems, the habitat variety and 
diversity of plant communities would increase.  Wildlife would benefit 
from increased nutritional quality and availability of forage.  This would 
result in long-term beneficial impacts to most species.  

Threatened & 
Endangered 
Species 

Alternative A would result in no or negligible adverse impacts to 
many listed species, with short-term minor to moderate direct and 
indirect adverse impacts to those listed fish, amphibian, and bird 
species that inhabit the area, if the fires/suppression activities 
occurred during spawning, nesting, or breeding seasons.  
Alternative A could adversely affect the Mexican spotted owl if fuels 
continue to build up in Cliff Dweller Canyon and an intense wildfire 
would occur throughout this area. 
If any listed sensitive plants are present in the area, adverse direct 
and indirect impacts related to fire, especially higher intensity, 
unplanned wildfire, could occur and be both short- and long-term.  
However, the extent and intensity of impacts would depend on 
whether or not the plants are actually present in the area, which is 
not known, but is also not highly expected by USFS or NPS staff 
familiar with the area.  No adverse impacts would occur to federally 
listed threatened and endangered plant species, since none is 
known or expected in the area.  

Alternative B would result in no or negligible adverse impacts to many 
listed species, with short-term, minor, direct and indirect adverse 
impacts to some listed species due to unavoidable effects of fire use, 
prescribed fire, and thinning.  Alternative B could improve Cliff Dweller 
Canyon conditions so as to avoid severe impacts on the Mexican 
spotted owl — a beneficial impact. 
Actions taken under Alternative B could have adverse, direct and 
indirect impacts to listed plant species of special concern.  However, 
with the reduction in the potential for unplanned, widespread wildfire 
under Alternative B, and the participation of the team biologist during 
planned fuel reduction activities and wildland fire use decisions, the 
impacts to these plants would be expected to be minor.  Beneficial 
impacts could also occur from the long-term outcome of Alternative B 
(i.e., reduced potential for wildfire).  No adverse impacts would occur to 
federally listed threatened and endangered plant species, since none is 
known or expected in the area. 

Cultural 
Resources 

Alternative A would result in both direct and indirect, minor to 
moderate, adverse impacts on archaeological resources and 
ethnographic resources in the monument.  Short-term impacts may 
occur, but most impacts would be considered long-term, due to the 
non-renewable nature of these resources.  

Under Alternative B, there would be long-term, minor, direct and indirect 
adverse impacts to cultural resources, with some moderate, long-term 
beneficial impacts by eliminating the threat of extensive, high-intensity 
fires and reducing damaging fuels.  

Visitor Use and 
Experience 

Implementation of Alternative A would result in minor to moderate, 
generally short-term impacts to visitor use and experience, but with 
the possibility of major short- and long-term impacts in the case of 
widespread or extreme wildfire.  

Implementation of Alternative B would result in minor to moderate and 
mostly short-term adverse impacts during the periods of fuels reduction 
activities that would require restrictions on park use (such as prescribed 
fires and during wildland fire use in and across the monument 
boundaries).  However, long-term beneficial impacts would result from 
the increased protection from extensive wildfires and the resultant 
improved landscape scene.  
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Table 4: Summary Comparison of Impacts 

Impact Topic Alternative A - No Action Alternative Alternative B – Natural Landscape/Prescribed Fire 
(Preferred Alternative) 

Public Health & 
Safety 

Implementation of Alternative A would result in minor to moderate, 
short-term and long-term, adverse impacts that have more potential 
to reach major levels if fuels buildup reaches levels that could 
support an extreme wildfire.  

Implementation of Alternative B would result in more localized, negligible 
to minor, short-term adverse impacts from the fire and fuels reduction 
activities expected, but would also provide long-term, beneficial impacts 
resulting from the increased protection from extreme wildfires, which can 
create situations with higher health and safety risks.  

Socioeconomics Short- and long-term, indirect, adverse impacts would result from 
the implementation of Alternative A, with some beneficial short-term 
impacts resulting from the revenue generation due to the presence 
of fire crews.  The adverse impacts would include loss of revenue 
and the cost of suppression and fighting a possibly extreme wildfire.  
These impacts would be minor to moderate in nature, depending on 
the length and severity of the fire, the location of the fire, and when it 
occurred.  

Implementation of Alternative B would result in negligible to minor, short-
term, indirect adverse impacts during the periods of some fuels 
reduction activities, which would require restrictions on park use, such 
as prescribed fires.  However, long-term beneficial impacts would result 
from the increased protection from costly wildfires, both the direct 
firefighting costs and the indirect costs to the local economy from the 
reduction in tourism and recreation revenues, and short-term beneficial 
impacts would result from the increases in wages and work activities 
associated with fuel reduction projects. 
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AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 
This chapter describes the existing environment that could be affected by the alternatives considered, 
if they were implemented.  Each resource topic described below was selected for detailed analysis 
based on internal and external project scoping issues, and NPS requirements.  Each of these topics is 
also addressed in Chapter 4, where the environmental consequences associated with these topics 
are discussed. 

AIR QUALITY 
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is surrounded by the Gila Wilderness Area, which is 
designated as a Class I area under the Clean Air Act (CAA, Section 162(a)).  Resources in Class I 
areas, which have relatively pristine air quality, receive special protection against air pollution.  The 
protected resources are referred to as Air Quality Related Values (AQRV) and include the health of 
people and plants and visibility. The monument’s air quality and AQRVs are protected by CAA 
provisions that allow only limited increases over baseline concentrations of ambient air pollutants such 
as sulfur dioxide (SO2), carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and particulate matter (PM). 

The area is considered in attainment for all National Ambient Air Quality Standard (NAAQS) 
pollutants, i.e., ambient concentrations of SO2, CO, NOx, PM, ozone, and lead are below CAA 
standards for these pollutants (Ball, 2002, pers. comm.).  Ambient concentrations of these pollutants 
are not routinely monitored by the state in or near the park.  The closest monitoring station operated 
by the New Mexico Environment Department (NMED) is in Silver City, which monitors for PM only 
(Ball, 2002, pers. comm.).  

Few point sources of air pollution exist in the immediate vicinity of the park, and no expected 
development or new sources are expected in the near future.  The major threats to air quality at the 
monument are smoke from upwind smelters and smoke from both wild and prescribed burns (NPS 
1992).  Any haze that occurs in the area originates from both local conditions (fires), as well as from 
pollutants from distant sources, including fires and various industrial sources. 

Smoke from fires can contribute to haze as well as short-term exceedences of standards, adding high 
concentrations of particulates, CO, and other gases over the duration of the fire.  These pollutants can 
affect the health of staff and visitors (see Public Health and Safety discussion), as well as local 
wildlife. 

Smoke also affects visibility in the area.  A single visibility monitoring station was installed at 
Copperas Vista, approximately eight miles south of the Gila Visitor Center.  Visibility monitoring using 
a one-camera system began in 1985.  Observations in the form of photographs have shown that 
dispersal of smoke from fires is best during the early and mid summer months when air patterns are 
unstable, corresponding to the summer thunderstorm season when most lightning strikes occur.  
Observations of smoke activity in the Gila National Forest indicate a settling of smoke with movement 
down drainages following the natural air flows during night and early morning periods.  During the late 
morning, a lifting of air flows occurs, helping to disperse smoke (USFS 1993).  Similar patterns would 
be expected within the national monument. 

In 1994, an “IMPROVE” (Interagency Monitoring of Protected Visual Environments) monitor was 
installed above the Visitors Center.  This monitor includes four modules that sample and analyze for 
sulfates, nitrates, elemental carbon (C), and organic carbon — the primary aerosol pollutants of 
concern for regional haze.  The IMPROVE network was installed as part of a national monitoring 
network for all Class I areas, and the results can indicate which pollutants are actually causing haze 
conditions (NPS Staff, 2002, pers. comm.). 

Any NPS fire management activity that results in discharge of air pollutants is subject to and must 
comply with all applicable federal, state, and local air pollution control requirements.  Regarding fires, 
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the NMED requires that a permit be issued for any open burning that is used to prevent fire hazards, 
i.e., for prescribed burns (20 NMAC 2.60, 113).   

SOILS 
Soils in the monument have not been mapped or described in detail. No U.S. Department of 
Agriculture/Natural Resources Conservation Service (USDA/NRCS) Soil Survey exists for this portion 
of Catron County (USDA 2002).  General soil maps are available for the entire Gila National Forest, 
but are not detailed enough to provide meaningful information for the monument (NPS 1987). 

Soils within the monument would be expected to be similar to those in the Gila Wilderness, which 
were described generally in the fire plan developed by the USFS for the Gila and Aldo Leopold 
Wilderness Areas (USFS 1993).  According to this plan, soils in the area have formed from parent 
materials such as Gila conglomerate, basalt, andesite, and rhyolite geology types.  Soil depths would 
be highly variable, with deeper soils on level to moderately sloping topography.  As slopes increase, 
soil depth would decrease and rock fragments would be found both on the surface and in the 
subsurface soils. Soil erosion occurs where vegetation cover is sparse and slopes are steep, 
especially from surface runoff during storms.  However, past fires managed under the existing Forest 
Service plans have not led to highly adverse erosion on any Forest Service lands, and to date all fires 
have been suppressed within the national monument boundaries.  Because of fire suppression, 
monument soils have been protected from post-fire erosion, and a thick layer of duff and organic 
matter has accumulated over the topsoil in many areas. 

VEGETATION 
Gila Cliff Dwellings is located at the overlap of the Upper Sonoran and Transition Life Zones at an 
elevation of approximately 5,800 feet above sea level (NPS 1986 and USGS, Gila Hot Springs quad).  
The monument has little baseline data on vegetation within the park boundaries, and no vegetation 
cover type maps are available.  A plant list and herbarium exist, but the list is for a larger area of the 
National Forest. 

The major vegetation communities that would be expected to occur within the park include:  

• Ponderosa Pine – generally occurs between 6,000-8,500 feet elevation; large stands of 
ponderosa pine; trees range from 80-100 feet tall.  Reduced grass/forb ground cover due to 
fire suppression and accumulation of pine litter. 

• Pinyon-Juniper-Oak – generally found on lower elevations (5,000-7,000 feet); consists of 
shrubby woodland species of oak, mountain mahogany, and associated chaparral species 
plus pinyon-juniper woodlands.  Pinyon pine is a 20-40 foot tall tree, common on drier areas 
and south slopes.  Understory consists of various grasses. 

• Mixed Conifers – found at higher elevations (8,000-11,000 feet); mixed stands of Douglas fir 
(80-200 feet), white fir, southwestern white pine, Engelmann spruce, blue spruce (80-100 feet 
tall), and ponderosa pine, interspersed with stands of aspen. 

• Grasslands – open areas of various native grasses and forbs, with occasional scattered 
shrubs. 

The Gila National Forest contains some of the most extensive stands of virgin ponderosa pine 
remaining anywhere within the widespread range of this species.  Rocky Mountain ponderosa pine 
(Pinus ponderosa var. scopulorum Engelm.) occupies nearly 11 million acres (4.5 million ha) in New 
Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and Colorado. The variety grows in the Rocky Mountains and on canyons, 
plateaus, breaks, and discontinuous mountain ranges of the plains at elevations up to 10,000 feet (3050 
m) in the southern Rocky Mountains.  Ponderosa pine in the Southwest occur between 6,000 and 8,500 
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feet (1830 and 2590 m) in elevation, reaching optimal development between 7,000 and 7,800 feet (2135 
and 2375 m).  

Ponderosa pine typically grows in pure stands at elevations where it is considered the climax 
vegetation community. At higher and lower elevations, ponderosa pine may be replaced, respectively, 
by more mesic or xeric species that have a competitive advantage.  In the ecotone with lower 
woodland or grassland types, associates of ponderosa pine include Rocky Mountain juniper 
(Juniperus scopulorum Sarg.), alligator juniper (J. deppeana Steud.), Utah juniper (J. oseposperma 
(Torr.) Little), pinyon pine (Pinus edulis Engelm.), and Gambel oak (Quercus gamelii Nutt.).  

The climate of ponderosa pine forests in the Southwest is cool and mostly subhumid. Pinyon-juniper 
or oak woodlands are generally found in the warm-dry zone below ponderosa pine, while the more 
mesic mixed conifer, Douglas-fir, or lodgepole pine forests are situated above. 

Ponderosa pine do not regularly produce cone crops, but good crops can be expected every 3 to 4 
years in the Southwest.  Seedfall varies, but begins about the middle of October and is 65 percent 
complete by the first week in December. 

WATER QUALITY 
The park and surrounding forest are transected by both the West Fork and Middle Fork of the Gila 
River, plus several small drainages in canyons leading to the rivers (see Figure 2).  The West Fork is 
a perennial stream that flows southeast through the larger parcel containing the cliff dwellings.  It then 
parallels the access road to the campgrounds and visitor center. In 2001, the West Fork was listed as 
eligible for inclusion in the wild and scenic rivers system, in recognition of its scenic, recreational and 
cultural values.  The Middle Fork is also perennial and flows south, just west of the TJ Ruins parcel, to 
join the West Fork near the park entrance. 

The waters of the West and Middle Forks of the Gila River are of excellent quality, based on their 
designated uses for domestic water supply and as high quality cold water fisheries.  Other designated 
uses include irrigation, livestock watering, wildlife habitat, and secondary contact (20 NMED 6.4.503). 
Other intermittent drainages flow down canyons in the area, including one in Cliff Dweller Canyon that 
usually flows. Some small ponds exist along the edge of the main stream channels; these formed in 
low areas that have been scoured out below the water table (USFS Staff, 2002, pers. comm.; see 
Wetlands and Floodplain discussion). 

WETLANDS AND FLOODPLAINS 
Small wetlands exist in low spots or old channels that have been scoured below the water table in 
several areas along the West Fork of the Gila River.  These consist primarily of emergent vegetation 
surrounded by willows (USFS Staff, 2002, pers. comm.). No formal surveys or studies have been 
done of the wetlands in the park, and no National Wetland Inventory (NWI) maps are available for the 
area (USFS Staff, 2002, pers. comm; and USGS, 2002). 

The road system and cliff dwellings parking lot (including the contact station) are located within the 
100 year floodplain (NPS 1989).  Although the cliff dwellings are in a high, sheltered location that 
protects the ruins from heavy rains and floods, some of the site access roads, trails, and bridges have 
been damaged by floods in the past. 

As late as 1963, driving to the monument entailed fording the Gila River 14 times, and even after 
construction of a paved highway, floods have occasionally washed out the approaches to bridges — 
twice in 1978, once in 1983, 1984, 1985, and most recently in 1988.  These washouts required the 
closure of the monument for periods ranging from two to six weeks.  One of the 1978 floods  
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Figure 2: Park Map 
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submerged portions of the parking lot and undermined the contact station and the restrooms.  In 1978 
and again in 1984, a section of the road between the monument and the Forest Service’s nearby 
Scorpion Campground was washed out (NPS 1992). 

Within the monument, floods that occurred several times prior to 1967, and in 1967, 1972, and 1978 
washed out the footbridge over the West Fork of the Gila River.  The bridges in Cliff Dweller Canyon 
have suffered intermittently from flooding.  Currently, eight bridges exist in the canyon, all built 
between 1984 and 1989, and the spans and heights of supporting piers appear to have been 
increased sufficiently to avoid substantial flood damage. The trail, on the other hand, continues to 
require maintenance after heavy rains and even reconstruction in the section located along the stream 
in Cliff Dweller Canyon (NPS 1992). 

WILDLIFE  
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is characterized by the overlap of the Upper Sonoran and 
Transition Life Zones of the Basin and Range physiographic province.  The exposed benches of the 
TJ Ruin areas typify the Upper Sonoran zone, while the cooler, forested depths of the canyons in the 
Cliff Dweller Canyon section typify the Transition Zone (NPS 1986).  Habitat types range from lowland 
riparian zones to montane pine and fir forests, plus interspersed grasslands and lower elevation 
pinyon-oak juniper woodlands.  

A wide variety of wildlife species use the various habitats available in the monument, and wildlife is an 
important component of the wilderness resource at the monument.  According to the 1986 Statement 
for Management – Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument, the fauna of the monument include 83 
species of mammals, 283 species of birds, and 49 species of reptiles and amphibians (NPS 1986). 

No formal wildlife surveys have been conducted in the park, but those species considered common 
inhabitants within the monument boundaries are listed on Table 5.  These species were included on 
the Gila National Forest species checklists, and their occurrence in the monument is based on staff 
knowledge and observation (USFS Staff, 2002, pers. comm.). 

The high quality of the streams in the area supports a diverse aquatic fauna, including many fish 
species.  Those fish likely to occur in the West and Middle Forks within the monument boundaries 
include rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), speckled dace (Rhinichthys osculus), longfin dace 
(Agosia chrysogaster), mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis), and smallmouth bass (Micropterus dolomieui) 
(USFS 1995, plus USFS Staff, pers. comm.). 

THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 
The National Park Service’s policy is to identify and promote the conservation of federal, state, and 
locally protected threatened, endangered, rare, declining, sensitive, or candidate species that are 
native to and present in the parks, and their critical habitat.  Formal consultation with the USFWS was 
initiated during the scoping and preparation of this EA, and the USFWS provided a list of species 
known to occur in both Catron and Grant counties (Appendix A).   

The USFS Wilderness District Wildlife Biologist was then consulted in order to reduce the county lists 
to focus on those species that are known to occur or could be expected to occur in the study area.  
Table 6 lists these species and their federal, state, and USFS designations. 
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Table 5: Common Wildlife Species of Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Mammals 

Elk 
Mule Deer 
Coyote 
Deer Mouse 
Brush Mouse 
Piñon Mouse 
Yellow-bellied Cotton Rat 
White-throated Woodrat 
Botha’s Pocket Gopher 
Cliff Chipmunk 
Rock Squirrel 
Abert’s Squirrel 
Desert Cottontail 
Pallid Bat 
Townsend’s Bat 
Hoary Bat 
Big Brown Bat 
Western Pipistrelle 
Silver-haired Bat 
Western Small-footed Myotis 
California Myotis 
Long-legged Myotis 
Fringed Myotis 

Cervus elaphus 
Odocoileus hemionus 
Canis latrans 
Peromyscus maniculatus 
Peromyscus boylii 
Peromyscus truei 
Sigmodon fulviventer 
Neotoma albigula 
Thomomys bottae 
Tamias dorsalis 
Spermophilus variegatus 
Sciurus aberti 
Sylvilagus audubonii 
Antrozous pallidus 
Plecotus townsendii 
Lasiurus cinereus 
Eptesicus fuscus 
Pipistrellus hesperus 
Lasionycteris noctivagans 
Myotis leibii 
Myotis californicus 
Myotis volans 
Myotis thysanodes 

Reptiles and Amphibians 
Western Rattlesnake 
Black-tailed Rattlesnake 
Bull Snake 
Western Terrestrial Garter Snake 
Short-horned Lizard 
Tree Lizard 
Eastern Fence Lizard 
Bullfrog 
Woodhouse’s Toad 
New Mexico Spadefoot 
Tiger Salamander 

Crotalus viridis 
Crotalus molossus 
Pituophis melanoleucus 
Thamnophis elegans 
Phrynosoma douglassii 
Urosaurus ornatus 
Sceloporus undulatus 
Rana catesbeiana 
Bufo woodhousii 
Scaphiopus multiplicatus 
Ambystoma tigrinum 

Birds 
Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 
Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis 
Gambel’s Quail Callipepla gambelii 
Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura 
Black-chinned Hummingbird Archilochus alexandri 
Broad-tailed Hummingbird Selasphorus platycercus platycercus 
Rufous Hummingbird Selasphorus rufus 
Acorn Woodpecker Melanerpes formicivorus formicivorus 
Hairy Woodpecker Picoides villosus 
Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus 
Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans 
Say’s Phoebe Sayornis saya 
Cassin’s Kingbird Tyrannus vociferans vociferans 
Western Kingbird Tyrannus verticalis 
Plumbeous Vireo Vireo plumbeus 
Steller’s Jay Cyanocitta stelleri macrolopha 
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Table 5: Common Wildlife Species of Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Birds (continued) 

Mexican Jay Aphelocoma ultramarina arizonae 
Pinon Jay Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus 
Common Raven Corvus corax 
Violet-green Swallow Tachycineta thalassina 
Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus 
White-breasted Nuthatch Sitta carolinensis 
Pygmy Nuthatch Sitta pygmaea melanotis 
Rock Wren Salpinctes obsoletus 
Canyon Wren Catherpes mexicanus 
House Wren Troglodytes aedon 
Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana bairdi 
Mountain Bluebird Sialia currucoides 
American Robin Turdus migratorius 
Yellow-rumped Warbler Dendroica coronata 
Grace’s Warbler Dendroica graciae graciae 
Wilson’s Warbler Wilsonia pusilla 
Western Tanager Piranga ludoviciana 
Green-tailed Towhee Pipilo chlorurus 
Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus 
Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis 
Black-headed Grosbeak Pheucticus melanocephalus 
Blue Grosbeak Guiraca caerulea 
Brown-headed Cowbird Molothrus ater 
House Finch Carpodacus mexicanus 

Source:  USFS 1995, 1999. 
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Table 6: Endangered, Threatened, and Species of Special Status 
(Fish and Wildlife) That May Occur in Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument 

  Federal 
Status 

State 
Status 

Forest Service 
Status 

Fish: 
Roundtail Chub  (Gila robusta) -- E S 
Spike dace  (Meda fulgida) T T S 
Loach Minnow  (Rhinichthys cobitis) T T S 
Sonora sucker  (Catostomus insignis) -- S -- 
Amphibians: 
Arizona toad  (Bufo microscaphus microscaphus) -- S S 
Chiricahua Leopard Frog (Rana chiricahuensis) T S S 
Birds: 
Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) T T S 
Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) -- S S 
Common Black-hawk (Buteogallus anthracinus anthracinus) -- T S 
Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus occidentalis) CW -- S 
Mexican Spotted Owl (Strix occidentalis lucida) T -- S 
Belted Kingfisher (Ceryle alcyon) -- -- S 
Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus) E E S 
Bell’s Vireo (Vireo bellii) -- T S 
Gray Vireo (Vireo vicinior) -- T S 
Mammals: 
Mexican Gray Wolf (Canus lupus baileyi) E E S 
Ringtail (Bassariscus astutus) -- -- S 

 
Key  
Federal Status: 

E = Endangered 
T = Threatened 
C = Candidate 
W = Warranted by Precluded Determination 

State Status: 
E = Endangered 
T = Threatened 
S = Sensitive 

Forest Service Status: 
S = Sensitive 

 

Threatened and endangered species and rare species of vegetation have not been completely 
surveyed in the park.  No federally listed endangered or threatened plant species are known to occur 
in the park (USFS Staff 2002, pers. comm.).  However, based on the list of New Mexico Rare Plants 
and consultation with the New Mexico Forestry Department staff, seven plants are federal or state 
Species of Special Concern that could possibly occur in or near the monument (Sivinski, pers. 
comm.).  Table 7 lists these and provides habitat information. 
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Table 7: Federal and State Plant Species of Special Concern that Could 
Possibly Occur in or near Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument 

Scientific Name Common Name Status Habitat 
Adenophyllum wrightii 
var. wrightii 

Wright’s dogweed Federal and State 
Species of Special 
Concern; also USFS 
sensitive species 

Sandy or silty soils in swales 
and drainages in pinyon-juniper 
woodland at 7,000-7,200 feet.  
Has been recorded in nearby 
Grant County. 

Crataegus 
wootoniana 

Wooton’s hawthorn State Species of Special 
Concern; also USFS 
Sensitive Species 

Canyon bottoms and forest 
understory in lower montane 
coniferous forest at 6,500-8,000 
feet.  Recorded in southeast 
Catron County and Grant 
County. 

Draba standleyi Standley’s 
whitlowgrass 

Federal and State 
Species of Special 
Concern 

Igneous rock faces, bases of 
overhanging cliffs, clefts of 
porphyritic rock and soil at 
5,500-6,500 feet. 

Lesquerella 
gooddingii 

Gooding’s 
bladderpod 

State Species of Special 
Concern 

Open areas in pinyon-juniper 
woodland and ponderosa pine 
forest at 6,000-7,500 feet.  
Recorded in south/southeast 
Catron County and Grant 
County. 

Penstemon metcalfci Metcalfe’s 
penstemon 

State Species of Special 
Concern; also USFS 
sensitive species 

Cliffs or steep north-facing 
slopes in lower and upper 
montane coniferous forest at 
6,600-9,500 feet. 

Pteryxia davidsonii Davidson’s cliff carrot State Species of Special 
Concern 

Cool, rocky places in pinyon-
juniper woodland and lower 
montane coniferous forest at 
6,500-8,000 feet. 

Talinum 
(Phemeranthus) 
humilus 

Pinos Altos fame 
flower 

Federal Species of 
Special Concern; also 
USFS Sensitive Species 

Shallow, gravelly, clayey soils 
overlying rhyolite, usually on 
rock benches in sloping terrain; 
Madrean grassland, oak 
woodland, or pinyon-juniper 
woodland, often with Nolina 
microcarpa and Agave perryii. 

 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
The primary focus of Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is its cultural heritage and resources.  
The park offers a glimpse of the homes and lives of the Mogollon culture, which was endemic to 
southwestern New Mexico, southeastern Arizona, and adjacent areas of northern Mexico and western 
Texas from the late 1270s through the early 1300s.  The “cliff dwellers” who occupied this site were 
Pueblo people who built their homes in natural caves and in the open.  The monument contains 
examples of both types of settlements. 
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Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is best known for its cliff dwellings and caves found in Cliff 
Dweller Canyon.  These cliff dwellings date to the late 1200s and are considered a Tularosa phase 
Pueblo (NPS 1992).  Seven natural caves occur high in the southeast-facing cliff of a side canyon, 
and five of the caves contain the ruins of dwellings.  A total of about 40 rooms were constructed of 
stone, mud, and timbers.  The walls of the dwellings were constructed of stone from the formation 
exposed to the cliff.  Tree-ring dates obtained from the timbers range from the late 1270s and 1280s.   

In addition to the cliff dwellings, the monument contains the TJ Ruin, which is located near the visitor 
center in a noncontiguous parcel referred to as the TJ unit.  This ruin in a Classic Mimbres phase 
pueblo that contains approximately 200 rooms.  It contains a variety of architectural features, including 
pit houses and pueblos.  TJ Ruin is not open to the public and has not been excavated, although it 
has been extensively surface-hunted over the years. 

An archaeological survey of the monument was completed in 1968, and more than 103 prehistoric 
sites were identified within several miles of the confluence of the West and Middle Forks of the Gila 
River.  Another survey was completed in 1989, and 45 archaeological sites, including the TJ Ruin, 
were identified and recorded within the monument boundaries (Bradford 1992).  All of these sites are 
eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places, and the ruins represent an ethnographic 
resource because of their ties to the Mogollon culture.  With the exception of the cliff dwellings, which 
were rifled by visitors to the area before the 1900s, sites within the monument are unique in 
southwestern New Mexico for their relatively undisturbed nature (NPS 1992).  

Consultation with local Native American tribes, as well as consultation under Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), has been initiated by delivery of information and the 
project newsletter to the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) and interested area tribes 
identified by the NPS archeologist.  Subsequent consultation activities will include delivery of this EA 
to the same parties, and the analysis and discussion of comments received during public scoping and 
on the EA. 

VISITOR USE AND EXPERIENCE 

Visitation 
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument is one of the smaller and lesser visited NPS park units.  It is 
located about 42 miles north of Silver City on New Mexico Route 15, a drive of about 2 hours over 
twisting and winding terrain.  It is open all year, with more limited hours in the winter months. 

Visitation reports for the past 20 years show that the number of visitors has generally increased from 
1981 to about the mid 1990s, from 34,417 in 2001 to a high of 62,292 in 1995.  In the late 1990s, 
visitation decreased, and the latest figures show 46,194 visitors in 2000 and 49,447 in 2001 (NPS 
2002b). 

According to the “Statement for Management – Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument,” 60% of the 
visitors come during the three month summer period of June, July, and August (NPS 1986).  Peak 
visitation occurs in July for most years. Table 8 provides the latest annual report by month for 2001.  
Weekend use normally exceeds weekday use; the average stay is about one hour in the park and  
1 ½  days in the area (NPS 1986). 
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Table 8:  Monthly Park Visitation Report – 2001 
Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument 

Month Year Recreation Visits Non-Recreation Visits Total Visits 
January 2001 1,332 0 1,332 
February 2001 2,280 0 2,280 
March 2001 5,728 0 5,728 
April 2001 4,871 0 4,871 
May 2001 5,336 0 5,336 
June 2001 5,625 0 5,625 
July 2001 7,840 0 7,840 
August 2001 4,908 0 4,908 
September 2001 4,018 0 4,018 
October 2001 3,309 0 3,309 
November 2001 2,251 0 2,251 
December 2001 1,649 0 1,649 
Total 49,447 0 49,447 

 

Visitation is affected by regional climate patterns and local conditions, and fire can make a big 
difference in visitation and visitor experience. 

Visitor Use Areas and Services 
The NPS holdings that comprise Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument exist in two noncontiguous 
parcels:  (1) the Cliff Dweller Canyon unit (480 acres), where the cliff dwellings and trail and contact 
station are located; and (2) the TJ Ruin unit (53 acres), where very limited visitor use occurs.  Visitors 
use areas between these two holdings that are located on Forest Service lands, such as 
campgrounds, trails, public corrals, and a visitor center. Some state fish and game land also exists in 
this vicinity.  The following list provides more detailed descriptions of the visitor use areas and 
services offered (see Figure 2). 

(1)  Cliff Dweller Canyon (Cliff Dwellings and Trail/Contact Station) 

This is the primary use area and provides the main interpretive activity offered at the monument.  The 
cliff dwellings and caves are located approximately one mile west of the visitor center.  A seasonal 
contact station is located at the entrance to the one-mile self-guided trail leading to the cliff dwellings. 

(2)  TJ Ruin 

The TJ Ruin is located in a separate parcel near the Visitors Center.  Because of its relatively pristine 
condition and large numbers of surface artifacts, this site is not open to the public. 

(3)  Visitors Center 

The Visitors Center, located within the USFS lands, is operated jointly by the NPS and USFS.  Visitors 
can obtain information about scheduled activities, the area, and the ruins.  A small museum houses 
cultural and natural history exhibits, and an audio-video program and bookstore are available.   

(4)  Campgrounds 

Two Forest Service campgrounds, the Upper and Lower Scorpion Campgrounds, are located 
between the Visitors Center and contact station.  They contain a total of 20 sites.  Both offer 
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developed campsites with picnic tables, grills, running water, and flush toilets.  Camping is free and 
based upon a first come, first served basis. The Forest Service also maintains two other dispersed 
recreation sites (the Forks and Grapevine Campgrounds) located 5½ and 6 miles respectively from 
the cliff dwellings.  These have only vault toilets; water is not provided (NPS 2002a). 

(5)  Trails  

Several trailheads in the National Forest lands surrounding the monument provide access for a wide 
variety of activities, including hiking, backpacking, fishing, bird and wildlife watching, nature walks, 
and horseback riding. The trailhead for the “Trail to the Past” is located at the Lower Scorpion 
Campground on USFS property. This trail accesses a two-room cliff dwelling, as well as some 
pictograph rock art, and is handicapped accessible for viewing the rock art.  As previously mentioned, 
a one-mile trail leads up Cliff Dweller Canyon to the caves and cliff dwellings.  The trail is steep in 
places and winds uphill through the canyon forest. 

(6)  Public Corrals  

Two public horse corrals are located on Forest Service land between the two NPS units.  These do 
not provide horse rentals, but do provide hitch and water facilities for visitors on horseback. 

Visitor Experience/Wilderness 
The 1986 “Statement for Management” reports that generally two types of users visit the park.  One 
type of user comes to recreate in the National Forest, and a trip to the monument is not the primary 
purpose of the visit.  The second type of visitor is interested in the prehistory of the southwest or 
habitually visits NPS units. 

Both types of visitors enjoy the visual amenities the park has to offer – the ruins, forests, natural 
landscape and beauty of the Gila River and the surrounding habitats.  The natural soundscape of the 
area is generally undisturbed by any man-made intrusions, other than the visitors themselves and 
park maintenance activities.  The visual amenities of the park and the surrounding Forest Service 
lands include the natural landscape, river corridors, and undisturbed night sky visible to campers and 
backpackers. The effects of wildfire can greatly change the visual nature and soundscape of the area.  
Fuels management activities (prescribed burns and thinning) can also greatly change the visual 
nature of the park on a more short-term basis. Fire and fuels activities add a different dimension to the 
visitor experience and provide opportunities for interpretation relating to fire’s role in and around the 
monument. 

A large part of the visitor experience for those users who come to recreate in the forest is related to 
the wilderness character of the lands surrounding the cliff dwellings, which exist beyond the more 
developed areas along the access road.  The entire monument is surrounded by National Forest, 
which is designated wilderness except for a narrow strip paralleling the access road.  Wilderness is 
defined as: 

“…an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where 
man himself is a visitor who does not remain.  An area of Wilderness is further defined 
to mean…an area of undeveloped federal land retaining its primeval character and 
influence, without permanent improvements or human habitation, which is protected 
and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and which:  (1) generally appears 
to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work 
substantially unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive 
and unconfined type of recreation; (3) has at least 5,000 acres of land or is of sufficient 
size as to make practicable its preservation and use in an unimpaired condition; and 
(4) may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, education, 
scenic, or historical value” (Public Law 88577, of September 3, 1964, establishing a 
National Wilderness Preservation System). 
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Visitors using the monument’s backcountry lands expect the preservation of natural values and little, if 
any, interference by humans.  To date, all recent wildfires within the monument have been 
suppressed, and no fuels management has occurred.  In the neighboring Gila Wilderness, prescribed 
natural fire (wildland fire use) has been used as needed and where appropriate, but no fuel reduction 
plan is in effect. 

PUBLIC HEALTH AND SAFETY 
The health and safety of park visitors, park staff, and fire personnel are of utmost importance to the 
NPS.  Wildfires, wildland fire use, and other fire management activities can present risks to both the 
public and park employees. 

No private landowners are located in or adjacent to the monument boundaries, but the community of 
Gila Hot Springs is located only about 2 miles southeast of the monument; approximately 40 
permanent residents currently live there.  Park staff levels vary seasonally; approximately 22 
employees and volunteers live in onsite employee housing in the summer, and 12-13 in the winter 
(NPS Staff, pers. comm.).  Visitors to the park now average about 45-50,000 annually, with peaks in 
June, July, and August.  All employees and visitors are at risk of wildfires that threaten the park, and 
firefighters or fire staff face direct risks. The NPS distributes information to visitors about health and 
safety risk dangers in the park, and the USFS distributes information about fire dangers within the 
wilderness at their facilities.  If fire danger became high, park personnel would direct visitors 
appropriately and possibly close part or all of the park or order evacuation of nearly residential 
communities.  

SOCIOECONOMICS 
The monument is located in Catron County, just north of the Grant/Catron County border in a remote 
area approximately 42 miles north of Silver City, New Mexico, the largest town in the vicinity of the 
park.  Silver City is the county seat of Grant County and a full-service community with a population of 
12,288.  The regional economy is traditionally based on mining and tourism, and the mining industry is 
the largest single employer.  Other large employers in the Silver City area include the USFS, Regional 
Medical Centers, the local school district, and Western New Mexico University (Silver City – Grant 
County Economic Development Corporation (SIGRED) 2002). 

Although the monument does not provide the major economic support for the area, Silver City does 
benefit from the tourism generated from visits to the Gila National Forest and the Cliff Dwellings/NPS 
lands.  Both the cliff dwelling and Forest Service facilities attract campers, hikers, and sightseers to 
the area.  Silver City has several businesses that sell camping and backcountry supplies and 
groceries and gas, and an active Main Street program that includes several retail shops (SIGRED 
2002). 

The only other community closer to the monument is Gila Hot Springs, located about two miles 
southeast of the monument.  In 1986, approximately 16 residents lived there year-round, and currently 
the population is expected to be approximately 40 (NPS Staff, pers. comm.)  Services provided 
include a gas station, trailer park, bed and breakfast, sundries/supply store, and an outfitter-guide 
service.  These businesses would be expected to receive a large portion of their income from visitors 
to the monument, especially in summer months. 

Employment at the monument is minimal, with four full-time staff who live in on-site housing. 
Additional seasonal workers are housed in the on-site employee housing.  If fires were to occur in the 
area, there would be an influx of firefighters and fire crew that would temporarily require food, 
housing, and other services from the local community. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 
 

IMPACT ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY 

General Methodology 
This chapter describes the environmental consequences, or potential impacts, on the natural, cultural 
and human environment at Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument from implementation of the two 
alternatives considered in this EA.  The topics discussed are the same as those described in 
Chapter 3, Affected Environment. 

For each topic, the impact analysis followed the same general approach. First, the regulations and 
policies that guide impact assessment were identified, and specific impact thresholds for intensity of 
impacts were developed.  A study area, or area of analysis, was also specified for each topic and 
impact duration definitions (short-term, long-term) were developed. Impacts were then identified and 
assessed based on these definitions and criteria, a review of relevant scientific literature, previously 
prepared environmental documents, and the best professional judgment of EA team resource 
specialists. 

Impacts are described in general terms and are qualified as short-term and long-term, adverse or 
beneficial, as appropriate.  Impacts may also be described as direct or indirect.  Direct impacts are 
caused by an action and occur at the same time and place as the action.  Indirect impacts are caused 
by an action and occur later in time or farther removed from the area, but are reasonably foreseeable.  
Cumulative impacts are also discussed, per NEPA requirements, and the specific method used for 
cumulative impact assessment is described below. 

Cumulative Effects Analysis  
The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations for implementing the NEPA require 
assessment of cumulative effects in the decision-making process for federal projects.  Cumulative 
effects are defined as “the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the 
action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of 
what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions” (40 CFR 1508.7).  
Cumulative effects are considered for both the No Action and proposed action alternatives. 

Cumulative effects were determined by combining the effects of the alternative with other past, 
present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  Therefore, it was necessary to identify other 
past, ongoing, or reasonably foreseeable future actions at Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument and 
in the surrounding region.  Other actions with the potential to have a cumulative effect in conjunction 
with this project are listed in the Purpose and Need discussion and include the following: 

• The Gila National Forest has an existing Prescribed Natural Fire Plan, which provides a 
framework for wildland fire use, based on site-specific conditions. 

• The Gila National Forest Plan includes a section on fire management that includes standards 
for protection of life and property, fire support services, and fire suppression strategies. 

• The Cooperative Agreement between the USFS and NPS for management of the monument is 
currently being revised. 

• The USFS is preparing two projects for the West Fork of the Gila River – a stream renovation 
project and a bridge project. 
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• The New Mexico State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) is taking more interest in fire, as 
stated in a letter received by NPS from SHPO. 

• Statewide smoke management is becoming of greater concern. 

Impairment Analysis  
NPS Management Policies (NPS 2001) requires analysis of potential effects to determine whether or 
not actions would impair park resources or values. 

The fundamental purpose of the NPS, established by the Organic Act and reaffirmed by the General 
Authorities Act, as amended, begins with a mandate to conserve park resources and values.  NPS 
managers must always seek ways to avoid, or to minimize to the greatest degree practicable, actions 
that would adversely affect park resources and values. 

These laws give the NPS the management discretion to allow impacts to park resources and values 
when necessary and appropriate to fulfill the purposes of a park, as long as the impact does not 
constitute impairment of the affected resources and values.  Although Congress has given the NPS 
the management discretion to allow certain impacts within parks, that discretion is limited by the 
statutory requirement that the NPS must leave park resources and values unimpaired, unless a 
particular law directly and specifically provides otherwise. 

The prohibited impairment is an impact that, in the professional judgment of the response NPS 
manager, would harm the integrity of park resources or values, including the opportunities that 
otherwise would be present for the enjoyment of those resources or values.  An impact to any park 
resource or value may constitute an impairment.  Impairment may result from NPS activities in 
managing the park, from visitor activities, or from activities undertaken by concessionaires, 
contractors, and others operating in the park.  An impact would be more likely to constitute an 
impairment to the extent that it has a major or severe adverse effect upon a resource or value whose 
conservation is: 

• necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the establishing legislation or proclamation of 
the park 

• key to the natural or cultural integrity of the park or to opportunities for enjoyment of the park 

• identified as a goal in the park’s general management plan or other relevant NPS planning 
documents 

A determination on impairment is included in the impact analysis section for all impact topics relating 
to park resources and values. 

AIR QUALITY 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts uses the general methodology described above and the resource specific 
information provided below.  Available information was obtained through interdisciplinary team 
meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, and relevant literature.  The area of 
analysis for this topic included the Gila Cliff Dwellings and the surrounding Gila Wilderness and local 
communities within an approximate 50-mile radius.  The intensity of effects and impact duration are 
described in the analysis below using the following criteria and definitions.  
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Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Changes in air quality and air quality-related values would be below or at 

the level of detection. If detected, effects would be considered slight with 
no perceptible consequences to health or visibility. 

Minor Changes in air quality and air quality-related values would be measurable; 
although the changes would be small, effects of smoke on health or 
visibility would be localized. 

Moderate Changes in the air quality and air quality-related values would be readily 
apparent.  The effects of smoke and other emissions to health or visibility 
would be sufficient to cause concern, although effects would be relatively 
local and short-term. 

Major Changes in air quality and air quality-related values would be obvious, the 
effects of smoke or other emissions would have substantial consequences 
to health or visibility, and be noticed regionally. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in seven days or less from fire or other action. 

Long-term Takes more than seven days to recover from fire or other action. 

Impacts of Alternative A (No Action) 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, all wildland fires would be fully suppressed, and fuels would continue to build up 
within the monument.  Fuel loading within the monument would continue to increase both the amount 
of emissions from unplanned fires and the risk of fire potential.  These emissions of air pollutants, 
including particulates and smoke, would result in short-term, minor to moderate indirect adverse 
impacts to public health and visibility on an intermittent basis and would result in the short-term, minor 
to moderate direct adverse impacts on air quality due to localized exceedences of some standards 
(e.g., particulates).  Mitigation actions to minimize smoke would be carried out under this alternative, 
and adverse effects would decrease to minor levels as fuel levels are slowly reduced.  On a regional 
basis, effects to air quality would generally include minor to moderate short-term adverse impacts, as 
large quantities of pollutants, primarily particulates, are released to the atmosphere and travel past 
monument boundaries.  Indirect effects from these air emissions would include reduced visibility along 
roadways, reductions in recreation values due to visibility limitations, smoke and odors, and possible 
health effects to sensitive residents and visitors.  

Under Alternative A, the continued potential for high-intensity wildfires exists during high-severity fire 
season, with resulting increased emissions periodically originating on monument land.  The potential 
for these high intensity fires is based on the continuing variance from historical conditions creating 
greater uncontrolled smoke production from the burning of accumulation of fuels (such as dense tree 
canopies, deadfall, ladder fuels, pine needle duff, and grass thatch) that were historically removed by 
frequent wildland fires.  

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative effects would include smoke from other wildfires originating in the surrounding national 
forest, regional haze, minor emissions from maintenance projects planned for the monument, and the 
potential for increased recreational and private development near the monument.  These effects 
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would cumulatively result in minor to moderate direct and indirect adverse effects to air quality, 
visibility, and plant/human health, due to the release of products expected.  The severity and duration 
of impacts would largely depend on the extent of fires in the area and whether or not these occurred 
at the same time.  Cumulative impacts could be more intense under the No Action alternative because 
of the increased potential for smoke emissions from the monument mixing with local and area source 
emissions.  

Conclusion 
Alternative A would result in short-term, minor to moderate adverse impacts to air quality and air 
quality-related values as a result of more intense fires that would be expected to occur during the 
prime summer burning period, resulting in emissions of air pollutants, smoke, and odors.   

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of air quality resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Alternative B includes either management or suppression of wildland fire through interagency 
coordination and allows for fuel reduction activities within the monument, including thinning, slash 
piling, slash pile burning, and prescribed fire in certain areas.  Before undertaking any prescribed fire, 
a permit application would be prepared that would include the location, size, type of fuels to be 
treated, estimates of emissions, modeling results showing plume direction, duration of burn, and 
whether air quality standards would be exceeded for any period of time.  In addition, notification to the 
New Mexico Environmental Department of Air Quality Bureau, as required in the State Implementation 
Plan’s approved Memorandum of Understanding with land management agencies, would be 
completed. 

Short-term, minor to moderate indirect adverse air quality impacts would occur in the area because of 
potential for wildland fires, coupled with prescribed fire activities.  However, the potential for more 
intense impacts and longer-term impacts would decrease, since fewer areas would have high wildfire 
potential, due to prescribed fire treatment, thinning, and establishment of fuel breaks to accomplish 
suppression activities.  Wildland fire use would be conducted at optimum smoke dispersal periods to 
keep adverse impacts to a minimum.  Also, wildland fire use fires produce fewer emissions, because 
they are carried out under less extreme conditions.   

Prescribed fire would be used in open woodlands, away from sensitive cultural resources, and in 
locations where thinning has already occurred.  Impacts would also be reduced by burning during 
selected times that the environment can better disperse smoke and when human presence is minimal.  
The use of slash pile burning and some vehicles and mechanical equipment would also occur under 
this alternative, resulting in very minor emissions of pollutants from the small fires and internal 
combustion engines.  These emissions would result in short-term, negligible to minor adverse impacts 
to air quality and air quality-related values.  

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative effects to local and regional air quality would range from minor to moderate adverse direct 
impacts, depending on timing and extent of other emissions that would coincide with fire events within 
the monument.  Fire management activities in the surrounding area, emissions from local 
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development and automobiles, and management activities in the monument, when viewed together, 
would result in minor to moderate short-term adverse impacts on air quality.    

Conclusion 
Under Alternative B, adverse impacts on air quality within the monument area would range from minor 
to moderate, but would be short-term and localized.  Slash pile and prescribed burning would cause 
some adverse, direct, short-term, localized smoke and particulate matter emissions.  However, there 
would be less chance of a major or extensive wildfire, resulting in long-term beneficial effects that 
would offset the moderate, short-term, adverse effects to air quality.  

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of air quality resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument, or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

SOILS 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts includes the use the general methodology described above and the 
resource specific information provided below.  Available information was obtained through 
interdisciplinary team meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, but specific soils 
data or surveys were not available.  General soil types and erosion potential have been discussed 
and analyzed, based on reference information.  The area of the analysis for soils includes the 
monument and the immediately surrounding USFS lands between and adjacent to the two monument 
parcels.  The intensity of effects and impact durations are discussed in the analysis below using the 
following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Effects to soil productivity, fertility, stability, or infiltration capacity resource 

would be below or at the lower levels of detection.  Any effects to soil 
productivity or fertility would be slight and no long-term effects to soils 
would occur. 

Minor The effects to soil productivity, fertility, stability, or infiltration capacity would 
be detectable, but generally of limited area and localized.  Effects to soil 
productivity or fertility would be small. 

Moderate The effects on soil productivity, fertility, stability, or infiltration capacity 
would be readily apparent and result in a change to the soil character over 
a relatively wide area. 

Major The effect on soil productivity, fertility, stability, or infiltration capacity would 
have a substantial and possibly permanent consequence.  Effects on 
productivity or fertility would be readily apparent, long-term, and 
substantially change the character of the soils over a large area. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than three years from fire or other action. 

Long-term Takes more than three years to recover from fire or other action. 
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Impacts of Alternative A (No Action) 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, all wildland fires would be suppressed and no fuel reduction would occur.  
Although it is not anticipated that soils productivity and overall stability would be adversely affected in 
the short term, there would be long-term adverse impacts to soils from the increased risk of high 
intensity wildfires.  As time passes, the forests in and near the monument would become denser, with 
greater fuel loads and greater duff thickness.  More severe wildfires could result and become more 
intense during dry periods.   

The more severe fires expected under Alternative A would have several impacts on the soils of the 
monument.  McNabb et al. (1990) state that “natural wildfires … have a far greater potential to 
seriously affect soil fertility than current prescribed burns … because the weather is usually more 
severe and fuel moistures are normally lower.”  Erosion resulting from decreased vegetative cover 
after high-intensity fires, particularly on those lands with steep slopes or following intense rainfall 
events, would result in both short-term and long-term minor to moderate direct adverse impacts to soil 
stability.  Fires of high intensity and severity eliminate organic cover, decrease soil nutrients, kill soil 
microorganisms that are critical to soil fertility, increase pH, and alter the soil structure (Walstad 
1990).  Intense fire can create hydrophobic soils, which repel water and result in decreased infiltration 
that can alter soil hydrology and promote erosion.  These direct effects of wildland fire are generally 
short-term and localized, but accelerated erosion and increased sedimentation may impact the area 
over the long-term, depending on soil types and fire severity.   

Suppression-related activities and equipment, such as use of caterpillars, tractors, wildland fire trucks 
and fire line construction, would also have direct, short-term adverse effects on soils due to soil 
compaction and disruption from these activities, resulting in some decrease in both productivity and 
infiltration.  To assure recovery of soils, mitigation and rehabilitation actions following firefighting 
activities would be necessary and would reduce impacts to negligible to minor levels.   

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to soils include the effects from fire and suppression activities in the monument 
and in the adjacent Gila National Forest, plus soil disturbance from other projects planned for the area 
and human presence in and around the monument.  High-intensity wildland fires resulting from 
continued fuels buildup are more probable under the No Action alternative and would likely result in 
more severe impacts to soils stability.  Historic use of grazing and agriculture, coupled with current 
uses and foreseeable activities, would result in minor to moderate, short- and long-term adverse 
effects on soil productivity and stability that could recover over time.   

Conclusion 
Under Alternative A, minor to moderate, short-term and long-term, adverse effects would occur to the 
soils resource from both suppression activities and higher severity wildland fires that would be more 
likely to occur.  

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of soils resources or values 
whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that are key to 
the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a management goal 
of the monument.   
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Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, similar types of adverse effects to soils from wildland fires and prescribed fire use 
would occur, but the effects would be lessened due to the use of more frequent but less severe fires 
and fuel reduction in the forest.  As the use of prescribed fire and fuel reduction would occur, the 
resultant reduction in severe fires would help protect soils.  Soils may experience short-term 
disturbance in areas where fuels are being treated due to the presence of staff, vehicles, the removal 
of slash, and prescribed burning.  However, these direct impacts would be very localized, short-term, 
and minor.  Prescribed fire can also lead to sudden increases in nutrient charge to soils from the 
creation of ash in the immediate vicinity of the burn.  Such increases may provide favorable conditions 
for many plant species, nitrogen-fixing microbes, and nitrifying bacteria.  Water infiltration capability 
could be enhanced in areas where native herbaceous plants become established after surface fires.  
Additionally, studies have shown that low-intensity fire can reduce the incidence of some forest tree 
root pathogens such as fomes root-rot (Fiedler 1980).  Conversely, beneficial soil fungi (mychorrizae) 
that help trees produce nutrients and moisture may be adversely affected by high-severity fire.  Soil 
and microclimatic conditions following prescribed fire or wildland fire use would favor establishment 
and growth of native herbaceous and shrub species.  Overall, Alternative B would result in negligible 
to minor adverse impacts to soils.  

Long-term impacts to soils would be largely beneficial, due to the lack of intense, unplanned wildfires 
and the expected increased productivity and subsequent plant diversity.  For several years following 
low-intensity surface fire, the generally warmer soil temperatures may increase soil microbial activity.  
If wildland fire use fires and prescribed fires are kept to lower intensities and remain on the ground 
surface, then it is anticipated that long-term benefits to soils and soil chemistry/nutrients would result.  
Also, with fewer wildfires, any unplanned need to use heavy equipment on the landscape would be 
reduced, resulting in a long-term benefit to soils. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts under Alternative B include minor compaction from recreation and wilderness 
users, planned bridge and maintenance projects, and some limited vehicle use.  However, as fire 
would be restored to a more natural role over the long term, vehicle use for fuels management and 
related wildland fire projects would decline, offsetting impacts from non-fire related activities.  
Therefore, cumulative adverse effects to soils are predicted to be minor and relatively localized, with 
reclamation and revegetation of burned areas providing beneficial effects over time.  

Conclusion 
Under Alternative B, there would be negligible to minor adverse effects to soils in the short term, with 
beneficial long-term impacts.  The goal under this alternative is restoration of periodic low-intensity 
surface-type wildland fires, with occasional maintenance prescribed fires.  This would result in long-
term benefits from the re-establishment of a fire-driven nutrient cycle and increased stability of the soil 
strata, given increased native herbaceous ground cover, and the reduced frequency of unplanned fire 
suppression activities.  

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of soils resources or values 
whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that are key to 
the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a management goal 
of the monument.   
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VEGETATION 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts to vegetation includes the use the general methodology described above 
and the resource specific information provided below.  Available information was obtained through 
interdisciplinary team meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, but specific 
vegetation cover type maps were not available within the monument boundaries.  Existing literature, 
Gila Wilderness vegetation mapping, discussion with local fire management personnel, and 
professional knowledge of the reaction of vegetation to differing fire severity and intensity were used 
to determine impacts of the alternatives on vegetation.  The areas of analysis for this topic included all 
lands within the monument boundary and the immediately adjacent Gila Forest/Wilderness.  The 
intensity of effects and impact duration are described in the analysis below using the following criteria 
and definitions.  

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Changes in vegetative communities would not be measurable, with no 

effect on native species populations.  Any effects would be small scale, and 
no species of special concern would be affected. 

Minor Changes in vegetative communities or species populations would be 
measurable, with small and localized effects to a relatively minor portion of 
any species population. 

Moderate Changes in vegetative communities or species populations would be 
readily apparent, with effects to a sizeable segment of the species’ 
population over a relatively large area. 

Major Changes to vegetative communities on species populations would have a 
considerable long-term effect and affect a relatively large area in and out of 
the park.  Species of special concern could be affected.  Reclamation 
success could not be guaranteed. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than three years from fire or other action. 

Long-term Takes more than three years to recover from fire or other action. 

Impacts of Alternative A (No Action) 

Impact Analysis 
Alternative A would continue fire exclusion and suppression of all ignitions, with no fuel reduction 
program.  Fuel loading within the monument and along the boundaries would continue to increase.  
Continued suppression would lead to continued lack of more frequent, but less intense wildfires, and 
an increase in severe wildfires would be likely. 

The vegetation communities would experience varying impacts and reactions to this fire regime.  For 
example, ponderosa pine is a fire-dependent species.  In a ponderosa pine community, fire 
suppression causes the ponderosa pine to decline as the more shade tolerant Douglas fir begins to 
expand and replace older ponderosa pine.  Also, the buildup of fuels in ponderosa pine forests 
decreases the chance of tree survival in extreme fires and creates fuel ladders that can allow 
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development of more severe crown fires.  Long-term impacts would include the shift to fire-intolerant 
vegetation that would ultimately change the structure and function of vegetative communities. 

Overall, Alternative A would result in short-term direct adverse impacts, including higher, more 
undesirable degrees of plant mortality from high-severity fires in or near the monument boundaries as 
a result of the fire regime moving from non-lethal/low severity to mixed severity/moderate severity.  In 
some areas within the monument boundary, a shift to stand replacing/high severity fires would be 
expected to occur.  These consequences would result in minor to possibly moderate long-term 
adverse indirect impacts to vegetation communities. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts consider the current policy and actions of wildland fire use in effect in the 
adjacent Gila National Forest, plus other small projects that are expected to occur within the 
monument, such as road and bridge maintenance.  The cumulative impacts of previous and potential 
future fire suppression operations (vehicle compaction, fireline construction, etc.) and the fuels 
reduction that occurs in the adjacent forest would gradually result in negligible to minor adverse 
impacts, as suppression actions become less frequent with decreasing fuels across the landscape.  
Other management activities or uses would add to the overall impacts on vegetation over time, 
resulting in long-term minor to moderate impacts to vegetation, depending on the extent and severity 
of fires and the nature and location of the projects.  

Conclusion 
Minor to moderate short-term and long-term adverse effects to vegetation, including a shift to fire-
intolerant vegetative communities, would occur under the No Action alternative with continued fire 
suppression activities within the monument boundaries.  

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of vegetation resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
The strategies of wildland fire use for resource benefit and the combined use of a combination 
manual/mechanical treatment and prescribed fire application would result in minor loss of individual 
plants through normal mortality.  Disturbance from the action of work crews, slash pile burning, 
removal of individual trees, and hard thinning/limbing would result in localized, direct, negligible to 
minor effects to plant communities.  However, thinning is desirable to promote reduction of 
overstocked understory trees and shrubs, and slash pile burning would result in some beneficial 
effects as nutrients are released into the soil.  

Most native plant associations are adapted to the effects of periodic surface fires, and prescribed fire 
would produce beneficial impacts in these communities.  The ponderosa pine forests of the southwest 
have been studied extensively (Potter and Foxx 1984, Wright and Bailey 1982, Grissino-Mayer and 
Swetnam 1983).  Prescribed fire typically benefits ponderosa pine through reduction in stem density, 
temporary reduction of understory shrubs (releasing nutrients for the pine), and reduction of ground 
and ladder forests (protecting ponderosa pine from more severe fires). 

Short-term direct adverse impacts (two to three years post-burn) to vegetation in the planning area 
would result from Alternative B, but the creation of vegetative mosaic patterns favoring an open 
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overstory and a perennial herbaceous-native forb understory would create a beneficial effect.  Over 
time (three years post-burn and beyond), more pronounced increases in species richness, diversity, 
and resiliency would occur, with a tendency toward fire-tolerant plant species across the affected 
landscape.  Under Alternative B, re-entries with fire would continue to encourage a structural mosaic 
of diverse plant associations.  Weedy plants tend to be poor competitors and would be gradually 
replaced by long-lived perennial plants, especially as nutrients increase through cycling.  Fire regimes 
would remain in a more natural non-lethal/low severity category within the monument boundary. 

Cumulative Effects 
The cumulative impacts to vegetation include those arising from activities within the monument and 
the surrounding National Forest, and projects planned for within the monument boundaries.  Previous 
and potential future fire suppression operations (vehicle compaction, fireline construction, etc.) and 
mechanical fuels reduction and prescribed fire activities would result in negligible to minor adverse 
impacts as suppression actions become less frequent with decreasing fuels across the landscape.  
Over time, use of wildland fire in all areas would result in indirect beneficial impacts to the vegetation 
communities in the area.  

Conclusion 
Under Alternative B, the short-term, direct, adverse impacts to vegetation would be minor to moderate 
and localized, but there would be long-term beneficial impacts to vegetation in the planning area 
through re-introduction of fire into the system, which would decrease fuel loading and the potential for 
more severe wildfires. 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of vegetation resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

WATER QUALITY 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts includes the use of the general methodology described above and the 
resource specific information provided below.  Available information was obtained through 
interdisciplinary team meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service.  Existing literature, 
existing spatial data, and professional knowledge of effects of fire on hydrologic systems were used to 
conduct this analysis.  The area of analysis for this topic included the surface waters within the 
monument and downgradient reaches of the Gila River, including the Middle Fork and West Fork.  
The intensity of effects and impact duration are described in the analysis below using the following 
criteria and definitions.  

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Changes to water quality would be either non-detectable or, if detected, 

would have effects that would be considered slight and localized.  

Minor Changes to water quality would be measurable, although the changes 
would be small and the effects would be localized. 

Moderate Changes to water quality would be measurable and apparent, with 
sufficient consequences to cause concern, although effects would be 
relatively local and/or easily mitigated. 
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Major Changes to water quality would be readily measurable, would have 
substantial and possibly permanent consequences, and would have 
noticeable effects on down gradient streams. Mitigation would likely be 
unsuccessful. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than one month after fire or action. 

Long-term Recovers in more than one month after fire or action. 

Impacts of Alternative A (No Action) 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, there would be suppression of all fires, no fuel reduction, and an increased 
possibility of severe or extensive wildfire.  Effects to water resources from Alternative A would depend 
on the incident rate, location, size, and time needed for suppression.  The increased fire severity and 
intensity expected under Alternative A would increase the effects of fire on watersheds and water 
quality from high severity fires, including physical and chemical changes from heat of the fire itself, 
dumping of slurry, sedimentation from loss of vegetation, channel erosion from loss of riparian 
vegetation, and increase in stream temperatures from loss of canopy.  Severely burned watersheds 
have shown pronounced long-term effects to hydrology from channel downcutting and displacement.   

Unplanned ignitions or wildland fires would have direct and indirect, minor to moderate impacts to 
water quality over the short term, as streams would be subject to heavy runoff of soil and ash during 
and after the fire.  Adverse long-term impacts could be minor to moderate, depending on the location, 
severity, and duration of the fire.  After the fire event, there could be continued loss of soils and 
sedimentation into streams, which could carry downstream.  Loss of canopy would result in long-term 
localized moderate adverse impacts until regrowth occurred in the area affected.   

Cumulative Impacts 
Cumulative impacts resulting from the existing practices at the monument, plus the additional wildland 
fire use in the National Forest and the smaller projects planned for the monument, would involve the 
same types of effects described above, but would be intensified if fire spread and affected more of the 
Gila River and its tributaries.  If this occurred at the same time as a planned bridge replacement or 
other activity that could cause erosion and sedimentation into the river, then direct adverse impacts to 
water quality in the short term would be moderate and may be noticeable downstream.  With recovery 
of the area surrounding the river, adverse cumulative impacts to water quality would be expected to 
be minor in the long-term. 

Conclusion 
Minor to moderate, short-term, adverse impacts to water quality would be expected under Alternative 
A because of the increased chance of wildfire, resulting in increased runoff of soil and ash into 
streams, an increase in stream temperature, higher temporary nutrient loading, and possible 
increased channel erosion.  Long-term adverse impacts could occur if fire is extensive and affected 
much of the Gila watershed, resulting in continued erosion and runoff and slow recovery of streamside 
vegetation.  Efforts would be dependent on the intensity, location, and extent of the fire. 

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of water quality resources 
or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
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are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, impacts to water quality would be similar to those described for Alternative A, but 
would occur on a smaller scale and would be less severe.  Short-term indirect adverse impacts from 
any limited thinning/prescribed fire-combination treatments in some riparian areas would be minor, 
assuming vegetation immediately adjacent to the riverbank would not be treated and other 
appropriate protective measures would be planned and applied.  Long-term beneficial impacts to 
water quality would be expected following treatment, since the regrowth expected in these areas 
would allow streamside vegetation to maintain a healthy canopy that would mitigate effects on stream 
temperatures and provide erosion control on steeper slopes.  Adverse effects from any manual and 
mechanical fuels reduction activities would be very localized and negligible in the short term.  
Wildland fire use in these areas would likely be short-lived and very patchy, and adverse effects to 
water quality in the short term would be negligible to minor.  

In the long-term, limited thinning and the application of low-intensity fire under Alternative B would 
lead to a reduction in adverse water quality impacts, due to extreme or widespread wildfire — a 
beneficial effect.  

Cumulative Effects  
Adverse cumulative impacts under Alternative B would be less than expected under Alternative A, 
since fuels reduction activities and use of controlled, lower intensity fires would help limit extensive 
burns that could spread beyond the monument boundary and affect more of the Gila watershed or 
create more severe erosion and sedimentation.  Other projects and regional impacts to water quality, 
in combination with the proposed action, would result in short-term minor adverse impacts and long-
term beneficial impacts due to the recovery of streamside vegetation and the gradual increase in 
pioneer ground cover in areas treated. 

Conclusion 
Short-term indirect negligible to minor adverse effects to water quality would occur under 
Alternative B.  However, because of the reduced areas expected to be affected by extensive wildfires, 
the lower fire and fuels potential, and the controlled and limited location of prescribed burns, 
Alternative B would provide long-term beneficial impacts.  

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of water quality resources 
or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

WETLANDS AND FLOODPLAINS 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts includes the use of the general methodology described above and the 
resource specific information provided below.  Available information was obtained through 
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interdisciplinary team meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service.  Existing literature, 
existing spatial data, and an understanding of effects of fire on wetland complexes and floodplains 
were used for this analysis.  The areas of analysis for this topic included the wetlands and floodplains 
within the monument boundary and along the downgradient streams of the Gila River, including the 
Middle Fork and West Fork.  The intensity and impact duration of effects are described in the analysis 
below using the following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria:  
Negligible Effects to wetlands or floodplains would be below or at the lower levels of 

detection, with no long-term consequences. 

Minor The effects to wetlands or floodplains would be detectable and relatively 
small in terms of area and the nature of the change. 

Moderate Effects to wetlands or floodplains would be readily apparent, with possible 
long-term effects on wetland vegetation.  Wetland or floodplain functions 
and value would be affected and possibly difficult to mitigate. 

Major Effects to wetlands or floodplains would be observable over a relatively 
large area and would change the character of the wetland or floodplain 
substantially.  Wetland and floodplain functions and value could be 
permanently damaged, and mitigation would likely be unsuccessful. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than three years from fire or other action. 

Long-term Takes more than three years to recover from fire or other action. 

Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, an increased potential for wildfire would occur.  Such fire, and suppression 
activities associated with any fire, would result in loss of vegetation, which could include loss of 
wetland vegetation along the Gila River and its tributaries since there would be no pre-planning for 
these fires that could provide for avoidance of streamside wetland vegetation.  This could affect the 
functions and values of these wetlands, reducing their capacity for nutrient cycling, buffering of floods, 
and providing habitat.  The extent of impacts would depend on the severity, location, and extent of the 
fire.  Burned areas would eventually recover, and reseeding of wetland areas would be a priority if 
they were affected by fire.  Overall, Alternative A would result in minor to moderate direct and indirect 
adverse short-term impacts to wetlands.  If lower-intensity wildfires occurred, longer term localized 
beneficial impacts would result from the release of nutrients and subsequent mineral cycling within the 
wetland community. 

Cumulative Effects  
As described under Affected Environment, wetlands are extremely limited in this geographic area and 
occur in scattered bands and pockets along the Gila River watershed.  It is not likely that adverse 
cumulative effects would exceed minor to moderate levels if fire management or other projects that 
could cause removal or disruption of wetland vegetation activities in these areas are coordinated and 
protective measures are identified and applied.  
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Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative A would result in short-term, minor to moderate, direct and indirect 
adverse impacts to the wetlands and floodplains along the Gila River and its tributaries.  Some longer-
term beneficial impacts could result if fires of lower intensity occurred in the vicinity of the river and 
streams that did not affect widespread areas. 

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of wetlands and floodplains 
resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the 
monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions 
identified as a management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, the use of wildland fire and fuels reduction would occur and there would be less 
chance of a widespread high-intensity wildfire along the Gila River drainage.  Manual and mechanical 
thinning could be planned in advance, and the patchy riparian wetland areas that are not connected to 
areas of heavy fuel loads would be avoided during prescribed burns.  The cutting and presence of 
work crews would have minor, short-term, localized adverse impacts to wetland and floodplain 
functions, but many of these areas would be avoided altogether.  Debris would be removed from 
floodplains, and slash piles would not be burned in wetland areas, so these activities would not be 
expected to have any impacts on wetlands.  Prescribed burns in or upgradient of wetlands could have 
some beneficial effects on wetlands through the release of nutrients and resultant mineral cycling. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts would be similar to those described for Alternative A, but with minor adverse 
impacts, since wetlands would be less likely to be affected by more widespread fires.  Cumulative 
long-term beneficial impacts would result as natural vegetation is restored around naturally occurring 
wetlands. 

Conclusion 
Alternative B would result in negligible to minor short-term adverse impacts on wetlands and 
floodplains, with possible long-term beneficial impacts. 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of wetlands and floodplains 
resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the 
monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions 
identified as a management goal of the monument.   

WILDLIFE  

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts includes the use of the general methodology described above and the 
resource specific information provided below.  The area of analysis for this topic includes the 
monument lands and the surrounding Gila National Wilderness area.  Available information was 
obtained through interdisciplinary team meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service.  
Existing literature, existing spatial data, inventory data, and an understanding of effects of fire on 
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wildlife species and critical habitat were used for this analysis.  The intensity and duration of effects 
are described in the analysis below using the following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible There would be no observable or measurable impacts on native fish and 

wildlife species, their habitats, or natural processes sustaining them.  
Impacts would be well within the range of natural fluctuations.  

Minor Impacts on native fish and wildlife would be detectable, but would not be 
expected to be outside the natural range of variability and would not be 
expected to have any long-term effects on native species, their habitats, or 
the natural processes sustaining them.  Species viability and genetic 
variability would remain stable over the long term.  Occasional responses 
to disturbance by some individuals would not interfere with feeding, 
reproduction, or population dynamics.  Ecosystem process and species 
habitat could have minor disruptions, but no long-term impacts that would 
be considered outside natural variations.   

Moderate Impacts on native fish and wildlife would be detectable and could be 
expected to be outside the natural range of variability and to have long-
term effects on native species, their habitats, or the natural processes 
sustaining them.  However, species viability and genetic variability would 
remain stable over the long term.  Frequent responses to disturbance by 
some individuals could be expected, with some interference with feeding, 
reproduction, or population dynamics.  Ecosystem process and species 
habitat could have minor disruptions but no long-term impacts that would 
be considered outside natural variations.  Breeding animals of concern are 
considered present.  Mortality or interference with activities necessary for 
survival can be expected on an occasional basis without threatening the 
continued existence of the species in the park.   

Major Impacts on native fish and wildlife would be detectable, and would be 
expected to be outside the natural range of variability and have long-term 
effects on native species, their habitats, or the natural processes sustaining 
them.  Species viability and genetic variability could have long-term 
impacts affecting population dynamics.  Frequent responses to disturbance 
by some individuals would be expected, with adverse impacts on feeding, 
reproduction, or decreases in population levels.  Ecosystem process and 
species habitat could be lost over the long term and would be considered 
outside natural variations.  Breeding animals of concern might relocate to 
other areas of the park.  Mortality or interference with activities necessary 
for survival are expected. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than one to three years after fire or other action 

(depending on the species). 

Long-term Takes more than one to three years after fire or other action (depending on 
the species). 



 

50 
Macintosh HD:Users:Randy:working:Scans:GICL_Final_EA_Fire Management Plan 2003.doc  10/23/14(7:23 AM) 

Impacts of Alternative A (No Action) 

Impact Analysis 
Alternative A would continue the practice of full suppression of all wildland fires, with no fuels 
management.  In the short term, NPS lands would continue to experience impacts such as the spread 
of unwanted plants; the beginnings of a reduction in fire-dependent species; and an increase in tree 
densities, surface fuels, and laddering, which may facilitate crownfire conditions. Based on 
continuance of these conditions, disturbance to habitat for many species is likely, resulting in short-
term to long-term, adverse impacts to wildlife.  Short-term impacts from fire and suppression activities 
would range from minor to moderate for the species present, depending on the season, magnitude 
and location of the fire and the suppression effort. Possible localized loss of less mobile individuals, 
such as nesting birds and small mammals, could occur, especially during the breeding season.  Other 
species would escape most fires and move to unaffected areas. 

Long-term impacts would include the continued shift to fire-intolerant vegetation that ultimately would 
change the structure and function of vegetative communities.  This would result in minor to moderate 
adverse impacts on the diversity of wildlife that previously relied on the native plants.  Additionally, as 
open-canopy habitats become unnaturally closed in the absence of natural disturbance fire events, 
the diversity of wildlife that use those habitats would decrease, although species that require larger, 
mature trees would benefit.   

Cumulative Effects 
Alternative A includes the incremental impacts of past management practices (including fire 
suppression actions) added to existing and potential future fire management activities throughout the 
National Forest, as well as minor maintenance projects planned for the monument.  Cumulative 
impacts to wildlife from these actions are expected to be minor to moderate for the species present, 
depending on the species and the timing of projects and fires throughout the region.  The impacts to 
wildlife habitat from other sources relating to visitor use and projects would be detectable but slight, 
primarily through the interruption of movement from human presence in and around the monument.  
Overall, cumulative adverse impacts would be minor to moderate, direct and indirect, with short-term 
and long-term consequences. 

Conclusion 
Under the No Action alternative, current management would result in minor to moderate, adverse 
impacts to wildlife and wildlife habitat over the short and long term, as a result of the continued limited 
role of fire as a natural disturbance process within these fire-dependent systems.  

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of wildlife resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, the types of impacts to wildlife would be the same as described under Alternative 
A, particularly during wildland fire use across boundaries and for some prescribed fires.  However, 
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prescribed fires would be planned for non-breeding periods for most species, and would be less 
intense and widespread. 

Short-term impacts to some wildlife species include negligible to minor disturbances from the 
presence of humans and equipment during wildland or prescribed fire operations and infrequent, 
minor disturbance to breeding activity during the early part of the fire season as a result of human 
presence.  Small mammal cover would be exposed over localized areas, which benefits predator 
species.  Within two post-burn growing seasons, particularly during wetter years, sprouting and 
general re-growth of grasses, forbs, and shrubs would moderately enhance habitat conditions for 
many species of wildlife. However, those species that are more dependent on dense woodlands and 
large trees may be adversely affected.  

Long-term beneficial impacts would include a moderate increase in species diversity and overall 
species resiliency as treated vegetative communities became further re-established with healthy 
young growth.  Access to springs or seeps would be improved for wildlife use where thinning occurred 
and where surface fuels were reduced from fire or a combination of fire and mechanical thinning, as 
defined under Alternative B. 

For the ponderosa pine ecosystem, the reintroduction of fire into the present-day forest would have 
the potential to greatly change the frequency and distribution of key wildlife habitat components, such 
as snags, downed logs, old trees, and large oaks (Quercus spp.).  Snags are an important component 
and need to be present in appropriate densities in forested ecosystems for cavity-nesting birds.  
Downed logs are important to small mammals, and post-burn colonizing oaks provide habitat for birds, 
bats, ungulates, and small mammals.  In areas where snags are important to retain as wildlife habitat, 
lining (building fire lines around specific snags or logs) would  be used to protect these snags 
(Randall-Parker and Miller 1999).  Also, fire can create new snags that wildlife can use in the future.  
Therefore, beneficial impacts could result for wildlife in the ponderosa pine association through the 
long-term and periodic presence of low-intensity fire.  

Mitigating measures include adjusting thinning and prescribed fire prescriptions to allow for low-
intensity surface fire, ensuring that appropriate treatment areas are arranged to maximize edge effect, 
and providing for adequate cover and travel corridors, as well as snags and logs described above.  
Cave fauna may require specific protection measures to mitigate the impacts from wildland and 
prescribed fire, such as selective thinning and fuels removal in and around cave entrances.   

The strategies of wildland fire use and prescribed fire, in combination with mechanical fuel reduction 
and prudent application of mitigating actions (such as minimizing ground disturbance) would result in 
long-term beneficial impacts to habitats.  

Cumulative Effects 
Impacts resulting from incremental past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future fire management 
activities, combined with other administrative and maintenance actions in the planning area, would 
result in short-term, minor, adverse impacts to wildlife, assuming mitigation is used and fire use 
occurs in appropriate seasons to minimize impacts on breeding animals.  Alternative B would result in 
beneficial impacts to wildlife, especially as habitat improves with fire and non-fire treatments.  Human 
movements around wildlife may add to the short-term disruption of certain species.  

Conclusion 
Alternative B would generally result in minor, short-term, adverse impacts to wildlife.  When the 
natural role of wildland fire is again restored to these fire-adapted ecosystems, the habitat variety and 
diversity of plant communities would increase.  Wildlife would benefit from increased nutritional quality 
and availability of forage.  This would result in long-term, beneficial impacts to most species. 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of wildlife resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
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are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts uses the general methodology described above and the resource specific 
information provided below.  This assessment covers potential impacts to listed fish, wildlife, and plant 
species.  In consultation with the USFWS, a list of all current listed species was obtained for Grant 
and Catron counties.  This list was reviewed in consultation with park staff to identify those listed or 
special status fish and wildlife species likely or known to occur in the monument (USFS Staff, pers. 
comm.).  Similarly, consultation was conducted with a New Mexico Rare Plant Council representative 
to identify state-listed plant species that could occur within the monument (Sivinski, pers. comm.). 

The following evaluation applies to both the NPS and USFS, as a result of their boundary proximity 
and landscape similarities, regardless of documented observations for only one agency.  The area of 
analysis included lands within the monument boundary and the Gila National Wilderness area 
surrounding the monument.  Available information was obtained through interdisciplinary team 
meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, the USFWS, and the New Mexico State 
Forestry Division.  Existing literature relating to the habitat preferences of the species, survey data, 
and an understanding of effects of fire on wildlife species, critical habitat, and plants were used for this 
analysis.  The intensity of effects and impact duration are described in the analysis below using the 
following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible No federally listed species would be affected or the alternative would 

affect an individual of a listed species or its critical habitat, but the change 
would be so small that it would not be of any measurable or perceptible 
consequence to the protected individual or its population.   

Minor An individual(s) of a listed species or its critical habitat may be affected, 
but the change would be small and would not adversely affect the 
continued existence of the species or cause the death of any individual of 
the species. 

Moderate An individual or population of a listed species, or its critical habitat would 
be noticeably affected.  The effect would have some long-term 
consequence to the individual, population, or habitat and would be difficult 
to mitigate. 

Major An individual or population of a listed species, or its critical habitat, would 
be noticeably affected with long-term, vital consequences to the individual, 
population, or habitat.  Appropriate mitigation would be required and may 
be difficult to implement successfully. 

 
Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Recovers in less than one to three years after the fire or other action 

(depending on the species). 

Long-term Takes more than one to three years to recover after the fire or other action 
(depending on the species). 
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Fish and Wildlife Species 
Several species listed by USFWS or state of New Mexico as endangered, threatened, or of special 
status are expected or could occur within the monument boundaries.  The following addresses each 
of these species and assesses impacts and the potential to adversely affect such species, as required 
under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act and NPS policy. 

Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 

Fish 
Two federally listed threatened species, the loach minnow and the spikedace, are known to occur 
within the Gila River drainage in the vicinity of the park.  Two other fish, the roundtail chub (state 
endangered) and the Sonora sucker (state sensitive), are also known to inhabit waters in the general 
region.  Widespread or catastrophic wildfire has not occurred in the monument to date, and no 
impacts would be expected to these species if fire is limited or rapidly suppressed.  If fires were to 
occur and become widespread and severe prior to suppression, resultant impacts could occur to 
surface water (see Water Quality) that would indirectly affect these and other fish.  Most fish would 
swim upstream or downstream away from the area immediately affected if water quality began to 
deteriorate in the vicinity of the fire due to increased temperature and sedimentation from ash and soil 
runoff.  However, if fire occurred during or before spawning, minor to moderate, short-term, direct 
adverse effects to spawning beds could occur from deposition of ash and sediment.  For example, the 
loach minnow is a riffle dweller, and its spawning sites and eggs that would be present in interstitial 
areas of the cobbles could be covered with this sediment if erosion were extensive and occurred at a 
critical spawning time. 

A change or loss of spawning areas may adversely affect these species if fires were extensive and 
occurred during the spring spawning season.  However, the locations of prime spawning habitat vary 
greatly within the portion of the river that flows through park. Most fish would avoid the area affected 
by fire and relocate temporarily to other habitat in upstream and downstream reaches of the Gila River 
watershed.  Overall, Alternative A may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, any of the listed fish 
species. 

Amphibians 

Potentially suitable habitat exists for the Chiricahua leopard frog (federal threatened) within the 
monument.  However, due to dense populations of bullfrogs and crayfish in the stream, this habitat is 
not likely to support the leopard frog at this time.  Therefore, no effect on the leopard frog would be 
expected from Alternative A or any other alternative.  Impacts to the Arizona toad (state and USFS 
sensitive) would be similar to those described above for the listed fish species.  Adult toads would 
temporarily leave any area affected by fire, but some short-term, minor to moderate, direct, adverse 
impacts to the toad’s breeding habitat and egg masses could occur from sedimentation.  Given the 
wide distribution of habitat in the area, Alternative A may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, the 
Arizona toad. 

Birds 
Bald Eagle (federal and state threatened) and Northern Goshawk (state and USFS sensitive) – Both 
of these raptors have been seen in the area, but are not permanent residents and do not nest here.  
Although the bald eagle may be present in the area, it is a winter visitor only and also does not breed 
here.  The goshawk is known to breed on the Gila National Forest, but no known territories for the 
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goshawk exist in the monument or the immediately surrounding Gila Wilderness.  In addition, fires and 
suppression activities would not affect these species, since they can easily vacate the affected areas 
and use nearby areas for feeding, perching, and resting. 

Common Blackhawk (state threatened) – This bird is known to occur in the general region and a 
known nesting site exists approximately three to four miles upstream of the monument.  Fires and 
suppression activities under Alternative A may cause short-term, minor to moderate, direct, adverse 
effects if they occurred during nesting season, but the impacts to the species would not be 
widespread.  Alternative A may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, this species. 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (federal candidate) and Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (federal and state 
endangered) – Surveys for both these species have been recently completed (in the Summer of 2002) 
in and near the monument and neither was found in the area.  Additional surveys for the 
Southwestern Willow Flycatcher were also completed in previous years, but this species was not 
found in this area. The preferred riparian habitat favored by both these species is very limited within 
the monument.  For these reasons, Alternative A is expected to have no effect on these two species. 

Mexican Spotted Owl (federal threatened) – This species has been documented in the past in Cliff 
Dweller Canyon, and its preferred habitat (mixed conifer and pine-oak on slopes greater than 40% 
that have not been logged for the past 20 years) is present in the canyon.  Any fires or suppression 
activities that would occur under Alternative A could cause minor to moderate, short-term impacts to 
this species if the fire were widespread, and uncontrolled wildfire that could occur if fuels buildup 
continues over the years has the potential for major effects.  If the owl is present, direct impacts could 
include destruction of nests and individuals, and indirect impacts would include loss of prime nesting 
and foraging habitat, air pollution that can affect the health of birds, and disturbance from the 
presence of suppression crews and equipment.  This habitat has been identified by the USFS and 
NPS staff, and any fire fighters that respond in the area during suppression of wildfire would be aware 
of the sensitivity of this area and would make control of fire in this area a priority.  Post-fire restoration 
of the area, if fire were to occur, would include recovery of the native plant species that are suitable 
for breeding owls. However, Alternative A has the potential to adversely affect this species, since fire 
in this area cannot be predicted or planned, and fuel buildup in the canyon (which is already at high 
fuel load levels) would continue. 

Belted Kingfisher (USFS sensitive) – This species is present and relatively common in the area and 
uses river banks for nesting and overhanging trees and shrubs as perch sites.  Fires and suppression 
activities under Alternative A would cause temporary displacement of individuals to similar habitat 
along the Gila River and its tributaries, resulting in short-term, direct but minor impacts to the bird.  
However, Alternative A is not expected to affect the species. 

Bell’s Vireo and Gray Vireo (state threatened) – Both these species could occur in the area.  Bell’s 
Vireo is known to inhabit brushy undergrowth, while the Gray Vireo is found in open juniper 
savannahs in more upland sites.  If any of these vegetation types were affected by fires or 
suppression activities under Alternative A, short-term minor to moderate adverse impacts could be 
expected, especially if the fires occurred during breeding season.  Alternative A may affect, but is not 
likely to adversely affect, these species. 

Mammals 
An experimental, non-essential population of the Mexican gray wolf (federal endangered) population 
exists in this region.  Based on reports from radio collar data, no Mexican gray wolves are currently 
present in the vicinity of the monument, and Alternative A would not affect the species.  The ringtail 
(USFS sensitive) is present in the area, especially on cliffs and upland areas.  If fire occurred, it is 
expected that individuals would vacate the affected area and reinhabit after some time, resulting in 
short-term, minor, direct impacts.  No area of the monument contains essential habitat for this 
species.  Alternative A may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, this species. 
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Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to the species discussed above include impacts from area recreational activities, 
short-term maintenance projects, bridge replacements, and other regional fires. No foreseeable 
projects or planned actions would contribute more than minor adverse impacts to any of the species, 
with the exception of heavier visitor use of Cliff Dweller Canyon, the monument’s primary attraction.  
The presence of people and workers in this area could disturb any nesting spotted owls, and regional 
fires could add to the level of impacts sustained. 

Overall, cumulative impacts to listed fish and wildlife species would range from negligible to moderate, 
depending on the likelihood of widespread, more intense fires. 

Conclusion 
Alternative A would result in no or negligible adverse impacts to many listed species, with short-term, 
minor to moderate, direct and indirect adverse impacts to those listed fish, amphibian, and bird 
species that inhabit the area, if the fires/suppression activities occurred during spawning, nesting, or 
breeding seasons.  Alternative A could adversely affect the Mexican spotted owl if fuels continued to 
build up in Cliff Dweller Canyon and an intense wildfire occurred throughout this area. 

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, adverse impacts to all species would be similar to those described for 
Alternative A if wildfire occurred or wildland fire use extended into sensitive areas.  However, the 
duration, extent, and intensity of adverse impacts would be much less because of the decrease in 
potential for higher intensity wildfires and the avoidance of streamside vegetation or known nesting 
sites during fuels reduction planned for the area.  Alternative B would have beneficial impacts for most 
species due to the reduced possibility of erosion and resulting sedimentation impacts, and the 
reduced need for unplanned fire line construction. The care taken during pre-planned fuels reduction 
activities to avoid sensitive species while minimizing the fuel buildup levels in riparian areas and Cliff 
Dweller Canyon would also greatly contribute to beneficial impacts for most species.  A brief 
discussion of potential impacts of Alternative B to each of the listed species follows: 

Fish 

Impacts to the two federally listed threatened species, the loach minnow and the spikedace, as well 
as the roundtail chub (state endangered) and the Sonora sucker (state sensitive), would be minimized 
under Alternative B by conducting thinning or prescribed burns in areas of the watershed at times 
outside the spawning seasons.  The fuel reduction actions would be planned to avoid periods of 
monsoons (generally July and August) or periods of intense snowmelt that could create a heavy ash 
flow and sedimentation, which could smother the fish and their spawning habitat.  Thinning and 
prescribed burns could also be planned spatially so that widespread areas of watershed would not be 
exposed at any one time.  Also, the willow riparian borders of the river would generally not be targeted 
for extensive thinning or burning, which would focus on encroaching juniper and pine farther upland.  
Piling and burning of slash would not be permitted in tributaries to the river or in ephemeral drainages 
leading to the river.  With implementation of these measures and the gradual reduction of heavy fuel 
buildup in the general watershed that would occur under Alternative B, it is expected that this 
alternative may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, any fish species and would have beneficial 
effects in the long term. 
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Amphibians 
As previously stated, the Chiricahua leopard frog (federal threatened) is not currently present within 
the monument, and no effect on the leopard frog would be expected from Alternative B or any other 
alternative.  Impacts to the Arizona toad (state and USFS sensitive) would be similar to those 
described above for the listed fish species.  Adult toads will temporarily leave any area affected by fire 
or other disturbances, but planned thinning or fire would not be prescribed in or near toad habitat 
under this alternative.  The same mitigation measures would apply as described under the discussion 
for fish (above), thereby reducing the chances of adverse impacts from sedimentation or physical 
disruption to a very low level.  Given these measures and the wide distribution of habitat in the area, 
Alternative B may affect, but is not expected to adversely affect, the Arizona toad. 

Birds 
Bald Eagle (federal and state threatened) and Northern Goshawk (state and USFS sensitive) – Both 
of these raptors have been seen in the area, but are not permanent residents and are not known to 
nest in or near the monument.  Prescribed fire, limited thinning by ground crews, and/or suppression 
activities would not affect these species, since they can easily vacate the affected areas and use 
nearby areas for feeding, perching, and resting. 

Common Blackhawk (state threatened) – This bird is known to occur in the general region and a 
known nesting site exists approximately three to four miles upstream of the monument.  Prescribed 
fires and thinning activities under Alternative B may cause short-term, minor, direct, adverse effects if 
they occurred during nesting season in occupied territory, but most fires would be planned outside of 
nesting and breeding seasons for all park wildlife. Thinning could result in short-term, indirect, adverse 
impacts from the noise and physical presence of ground crews, but thinning of dense understory 
could be done with minimal disturbance to this species.  Alternative B may affect, but is not likely to 
adversely affect, this species. 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (federal candidate) and Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (federal and state 
endangered) – As previously noted, surveys for both these species have been recently completed 
(Summer 2002) in and near the monument, and neither was found in the area.  Additional surveys for 
the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher were also completed in previous years, but this species was not 
found in this area. The preferred riparian habitat favored by both these species is very limited within 
the monument and would not be targeted for any prescribed burns or thinning.  For these reasons, 
Alternative B is expected to have no effect on these two species. 

Mexican Spotted Owl (federal threatened) – As previously mentioned, protected habitat for this 
species is present in Cliff Dweller Canyon, and the Recovery Plan provisions would be followed for 
any actions occurring in the canyon.  Under Alternative B, manual fuels reduction is proposed for this 
area, but prescribed fire is not proposed except in remote areas away from the main canyon floor due 
to concerns about the natural and cultural resource values in the canyon and side canyons.  Prior to 
the implementation of any thinning program planned for Cliff Dweller Canyon, a two-year survey 
would be done in the canyon to determine occupancy (one year if the bird’s presence is found during 
the first year).  If the owl is present, monument staff would work with the USFWS to devise actions to 
reduce fuels, comply with Recovery Plan requirements, and ensure that no long-term, adverse 
impacts occur to this species.  

Mitigation for any fuel reduction activities planned in the canyon would include avoidance of the 
nesting season and monitoring of long-term fuel loads.  Even if the owl does not currently occupy the 
canyon, the habitat in the area would be protected by limiting clearing to the removal of only smaller 
(less than 9 inch diameter) dense understory and avoiding the complete clearing of litter and dead 
branches from the valley floor.  Also, large snags and some large (greater than 12 inch diameter) 
downed logs would be maintained.  With the implementation of these measures, Alternative B would 
result in short-term, minor impacts due to the limited work crew presence, noise, and minor disruption 
of the habitat for the owl and its prey species.  Therefore, Alternative B may affect, but is not likely to 
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adversely affect, the Mexican spotted owl.  With proper planning and coordination, actions taken 
under this alternative would result in long-term, beneficial impacts since they would serve to  reduce 
the potential for ignitions of the habitat, and would be a major step in restoring natural ecological 
conditions in the canyon. 

Belted Kingfisher (USFS sensitive) – This species is present and relatively common in the area and 
uses river banks for nesting and overhanging trees and shrubs as perch sites.  The larger trees and 
willow riparian areas along the river would not be targeted for planned thinning or prescribed fires 
under this alternative. Possible wildland fire use in nearby forest lands could cause temporary 
displacement of individuals or short-term indirect impact s from noise, smoke, and general 
disturbance.  However, Alternative B is not expected to affect this species overall. 

Bell’s Vireo and Gray Vireo (state threatened) – Both these species could occur in the area.  Bell’s 
Vireo is known to inhabit brushy undergrowth, while the Gray Vireo is found in open juniper 
savannahs in more upland sites.  If any of these vegetation types were affected by fires, planned 
prescribed fires, or thinning activities under Alternative B, short-term, minor to moderate, adverse 
impacts could be expected, especially if any unplanned fires occurred during breeding season.  
However, planned activities would be conducted during non-breeding season for these species, and 
areas suspected to be occupied by either species would be inspected by a qualified biologist prior to 
any prescribed fires or thinning.  Alternative B may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, these 
species. 

Mammals 
An experimental, non-essential population of the Mexican gray wolf (federal endangered) population 
exists in this region.  Based on reports from radio collar data, no Mexican gray wolves are currently 
present in the vicinity of the monument, and Alternative B would not affect the species.  The ringtail 
(USFS sensitive) is present in the area, especially on cliffs and upland areas.  If fire occurred, it is 
expected that individuals would vacate the affected area and reinhabit after some time, resulting in 
short-term, minor, direct impacts and minor, indirect impacts due to smoke, presence of ground 
crews, and temporary habitat alteration.  Preparations for any prescribed fires or thinning could also 
be done to avoid breeding season of this species.  No area of the monument contains essential 
habitat for this species. Alternative B may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect, this species 
overall. 

Cumulative Impacts 
Under Alternative B, the types of adverse cumulative impacts would be similar to those described for 
Alternative A.  However, impacts from planned burns or thinning would be minimized by spacing out 
the fuels reduction actions and coordinating them with other prescribed natural fire decisions made by 
the USFS within the Gila Wilderness, in order to avoid affecting widespread areas at any one time.  
Cumulative adverse impacts to all listed species would be reduced, and beneficial impacts realized, 
through the mitigation included in this alternative, especially the avoidance of any nesting and 
breeding seasons and coordination with USFWS for action involving the Mexican spotted owl and its 
habitat in Cliff Dweller canyon.  Alternative B would eventually result in a greatly reduced chance of 
widespread, catastrophic wildfire in the general region of the monument — a long-term beneficial 
impact. 

Conclusion 
Alternative B would result in no to negligible adverse impacts to many listed species, with short-term, 
minor, direct and indirect adverse impacts to some listed species due to unavoidable effects of fire 
use, prescribed fire, and thinning.  Alternative B could improve Cliff Dweller Canyon conditions so as 
to avoid severe impacts on the Mexican spotted owl from catastrophic wildfire — a beneficial impact. 



 

58 
Macintosh HD:Users:Randy:working:Scans:GICL_Final_EA_Fire Management Plan 2003.doc  10/23/14(7:23 AM) 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of threatened or 
endangered species resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the 
establishment of the monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or 
that are actions identified as a management goal of the monument. 

Plant Species 

Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
No federally listed threatened or endangered plant species are expected or known to occur in the area 
of analysis.  However, seven species of special concern, some of which are USFS “Sensitive” 
species, could possibly occur in or near the area of analysis, according to Mr. Sivinski of the New 
Mexico Forestry Department (see Table 7). No surveys have been conducted in this area for these 
particular species, and their preferred habitats are known to be present in various locations 
throughout this general region of New Mexico. 

Under Alternative A, fire and fire suppression activities could adversely affect any of these species if 
they happened to be present in the areas affected and especially if fire were of high intensity.  If 
present at the time fire occurs, the plants could be individually killed, trampled, or covered with ash.  
Although there is the potential for adverse impacts to these species, the impact duration and intensity 
would depend on the species and the location, intensity, duration, and season of the fire.  The extent 
of impacts would depend on whether or not the plants are actually present in the area, which is not 
known, but is also not highly expected by the USFS biologist or NPS staff familiar with the area.  
Therefore, impacts are likely to be minor to moderate in and near the monument itself. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts of fire, suppression, and fire use on USFS lands, coupled with the potential for 
trampling by park visitors and backcountry recreationists, could have direct and indirect, short- and 
long-term impacts to individuals of the listed plant species.  The extent and intensity of impacts would 
depend on whether or not they are actually present in the area, which is not known, but is also not 
highly expected by the USFS biologist or NPS staff familiar with the area. 

Conclusion 
If any listed sensitive plants are present in the area, adverse direct and indirect impacts related to fire, 
especially higher intensity, unplanned wildfire, could occur and be both short- and long-term.  
However, the extent and intensity of impacts would depend on whether or not the plants are actually 
present in the area, which is not known, but is also not highly expected by the USFS biologist or NPS 
staff familiar with the area.  No adverse impacts would occur to federally listed threatened and 
endangered plant species, since none is known or expected in the area. 

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of threatened or 
endangered plant species resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the 
establishment of the monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or 
that are actions identified as a management goal of the monument. 
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Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, wildland fire use, prescribed fires and thinning operations would include 
participation by a qualified biologist who would be part of the team that makes the decision on the use 
of fire or the extent of the operations, based on his/her knowledge of the area and the preferred 
habitat of the plants.  If the areas to be affected contain prime habitat for listed species, surveys would 
be conducted prior to implementing fire-related activities.  All known populations of the listed plants 
would be protected.  These actions would limit impacts to negligible or minor levels.  Eventually, the 
actions under Alternative B would decrease the potential for wildfire in the monument, and provide 
more protection for all listed plants than is available under present conditions — a beneficial effect. 

Cumulative Effects 
Wildland fire use in the monument and in nearby USFS lands, coupled with the potential for trampling 
by park visitors and backcountry recreationists, could have direct and indirect, short- and long-term 
impacts to individuals of the listed plant species.  The extent and intensity of impacts would depend 
on whether or not the species are actually present in the area, which is not known, but is also not 
highly expected by the USFS biologist or NPS staff familiar with the area.  Also, actions under 
Alternative B would decrease the potential for stand replacement wildfire and would possibly include 
surveys of areas where listed plants would be likely to be found (based on their distribution and 
preferred habitats), resulting in cumulative beneficial impacts. 

Conclusion 
Actions taken under Alternative B could have adverse direct and indirect impacts to listed plant 
species of special concern.  However, with the reduction in the potential for unplanned, widespread 
wildfire under Alternative B, and the participation of the team biologist during planned fuel reduction 
activities and wildland fire use decisions, the impacts to these plants would be expected to be minor.  
Beneficial impacts could also occur from the long-term outcome of Alternative B (i.e., reduced 
potential for wildfire).  No adverse impacts would occur to federally listed threatened and endangered 
plant species, since none is known or expected in the area. 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of threatened or 
endangered plant species resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the 
establishment of the monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or 
that are actions identified as a management goal of the monument. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 

Methodology 

Impacts to Cultural Resources and §106 of the National Historic Preservation Act 
In this Environmental Assessment/Assessment of Effect, impacts to archaeological resources and 
ethnographic resources are described in terms of type, context, duration, and intensity, which is 
consistent with the regulations of the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) that implement the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  These impact analyses are intended, however, to comply 
with the requirements of both NEPA and §106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA).  In 
accordance with the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation’s regulations implementing §106 of the 
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NHPA (36 CFR Part 800, Protection of Historic Properties), impacts to cultural resources were 
identified and evaluated by (1) determining the area of potential effects; (2) identifying cultural 
resources present in the area of potential effects that are either listed in or eligible to be listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places; (3) applying the criteria of adverse effect to affected cultural 
resources either listed in or eligible to be listed in the National Register; and (4) considering ways to 
avoid, minimize, or mitigate adverse effects. 

Under the Advisory Council’s regulations, a determination of either adverse effect or no adverse effect 
must also be made for affected cultural resources eligible for the National Register.  An adverse effect 
occurs whenever an impact alters, directly or indirectly, any characteristic of a cultural resource that 
qualify it for inclusion in the National Register (e.g., diminishing the integrity of the resource’s location, 
design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, or association).  Adverse effects also include 
reasonably foreseeable effects caused by the preferred alternative that would occur later in time, be 
farther removed in distance, or be cumulative (36 CFR Part 800.5, Assessment of Adverse Effects).  
A determination of no adverse effect means there is an effect, but the effect would not diminish in any 
way the characteristics of the cultural resource that qualify it for inclusion in the National Register. 

CEQ regulations and the National Park Service’s Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact 
Analysis and Decision-making (Director’s Order #12) also call for a discussion of the appropriateness 
of mitigation, as well as an analysis of how effective the mitigation would be in reducing the intensity 
of a potential impact (e.g., reducing the intensity of an impact from major to moderate or minor).  
However, any resultant reduction in intensity of impact due to mitigation is an estimate of the 
effectiveness of mitigation under NEPA only. The level of effect as defined by §106 may not be 
similarly reduced.  Although adverse effects under §106 may be mitigated, the effect remains 
adverse. 

Consultation with the New Mexico SHPO was conducted at the initiation of scoping for this EA, and a 
copy of the public scoping newsletter was sent in July, 2002 to solicit comment on the proposed plan, 
the project purpose and need, and alternatives.  Upon completion, this EA will be sent to the SHPO 
for review and comment in partial completion of Section 106 compliance for implementation of the fire 
management plan for Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument.  Consultation with concerned American 
Indian tribes has also been initiated to help ensure no adverse impacts occur to ethnographic 
resources from the proposed action. 

Archaeological Resources 

Definitions of Intensity Levels 
In order for an archaeological resource to be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, it 
must meet one or more of the following criteria of significance:  A) be associated with events that have 
made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history; B) be associated with the lives of 
persons significant in our past; C) embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method 
of construction, or represent the work of a master, or possess high artistic value, or represent a 
significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction; D) have 
yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history.  In addition, the 
archaeological resource must posses integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, association (National Register Bulletin, Guidelines for Evaluating and Registering 
Archeological Properties).  For purposes of analyzing impacts to archaeological resources either listed 
in or eligible to be listed in the National Register, the thresholds of change for intensity of an impact 
are defined below: 
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Negligible Impact is at the lowest levels of detection – barely measurable with no 
perceptible consequences, either adverse or beneficial, to archaeological 
resources.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of effect would 
be no adverse effect. 

Minor Adverse impact – disturbance of a site(s) results in little, if any, loss of 
significant or integrity and the National Register eligibility of the site(s) is 
unaffected.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of effect would 
be no adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – maintenance and preservation of a site(s).  For 
purposes of Section 106, the determination of effect would be no adverse 
effect. 

Moderate Adverse impact – disturbance of a site(s) does not diminish the significance 
or integrity of the site(s) to the extent that its National Register eligibility is 
jeopardized.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of effect 
would be adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – stabilization of a site(s).  For purposes of Section 106, 
the determination of effect would be no adverse effect. 

Major Adverse impact – disturbance of a site(s) diminishes the significance and 
integrity of the site(s) to the extent that it is no longer eligible to be listed in 
the National Register.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of 
effect would be adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – active intervention to preserve a site(s).  For purposes 
of Section 106, the determination of effect would be no adverse effect. 

Ethnographic Resources 

Definitions of Intensity Levels: 
Certain important questions about human culture and history can only be answered by gathering 
information about the cultural content and context of cultural resources.  Questions about 
contemporary peoples or groups, their identity, and heritage have the potential to be addressed 
through ethnographic resources.  As defined by the National Park Service, an ethnographic resource 
is a site, structure, object, landscape, or natural resource feature assigned traditional, legendary, 
religious, subsistence, or other significance in the cultural system of a group traditionally associated 
with it.  Some places of traditional cultural use may be eligible for inclusion in the National Register of 
Historic Places as traditional cultural properties (TCPs) because of their association with cultural 
practices or beliefs of a living community that (a) are rooted in that community’s history and (b) are 
important in maintaining the continuing cultural identity of the community (National Register Bulletin, 
Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties).  For purposes of 
analyzing potential impacts to ethnographic resources, the thresholds of change for the intensity of an 
impact are defined below. 

Negligible Impact(s) would be barely perceptible and would neither alter resource 
conditions, such as traditional access or site preservation, nor alter the 
relationship between the resource and the affiliated group’s body of 
practices and beliefs.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of 
effect on TCPs would be no adverse effect. 
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Minor Adverse impact – impact(s) would be slight and noticeable, but would 
neither appreciably alter resource conditions, such as traditional access or 
site preservation, nor alter the relationship between the resource and the 
affiliated group’s body of practices and beliefs.  For purposes of Section 
106, the determination of effect on TCPs would be no adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – impact(s) would allow access to and/or accommodate a 
group’s traditional practices or beliefs.  For purposes of Section 106, the 
determination of effect on TCPs would be no adverse effect. 

Moderate Adverse impact – impact(s) would be apparent and would alter resource 
conditions.  Something would interfere with traditional access, site 
preservation, or the relationship between the resource and the affiliated 
group’s practices and beliefs, even though the group’s practices and beliefs 
would survive.  For purposes of Section 106, the determination of effect on 
TCPs would be adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – impact(s) would facilitate traditional access and/or 
accommodate a group’s practices or beliefs.  For purposes of Section 106, 
the determination of effect on TCPs would be no adverse effect. 

Major Adverse impact – impact(s) would alter resource conditions.  Something 
would block or greatly affect traditional access, site preservation, or the 
relationship between the resource and the affiliated group’s body of 
practices and beliefs, to the extent that the survival of a group’s practices 
and/or beliefs would be jeopardized.  For purposes of Section 106, the 
determination of effect on TCPs would be adverse effect. 

 Beneficial impact – impact(s) would encourage traditional access and/or 
accommodate a group’s practices or beliefs.  For purposes of Section 106, 
the determination of effect on TCPs would be no adverse effect. 

Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
Under this alternative, there would be continued suppression and the resultant increase in fuel loading 
over time.  The effects of wildfire under Alternative A could be extensive if higher intensity fires 
occurred because of the greater intensity of heat penetration into subsurface sites, the complete 
consumption of wood, and the more extensive suppression activities.  Both archaeological resources 
and ethnographic resources would be at risk from fire, suppression activities, and the buildup of fuels, 
which can be more damaging to cultural resources than the fire itself. 

The higher temperatures of intense fire could destroy the wooden timbers in the ruins and alter 
artifacts at the ground surface.  Fires could continue to smolder in vegetation and along roots in and 
near the ruins, damaging subsurface elements as well.  Fire in or near the ruins could cause the stone 
to crack or break, and fire would burn pottery shards and destroy paints and glazes.   

Fire suppression activities could also affect the ruins or other cultural resources.  Vibration in the cliff 
dwellings and around the monument from fire line explosives and overflights could cause cracking of 
ruin walls or cave roof collapse onto the ruins, and use of heavy equipment could directly damage 
surface artifacts.  While some of the disturbances caused by suppression could be avoided by careful 
planning of hand lines, the ability to consider and protect all cultural resources during a wildfire is 
difficult. 
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There is the possibility that fire or use of equipment could expose previously unknown sites or artifacts 
that had been obscured by vegetation, or forest litter, which could be viewed as a benefit.  However, 
runoff and erosion after the fire could displace these artifacts from their historic or prehistoric context, 
causing loss of site integrity.  Adverse indirect impacts could also occur if unauthorized collecting 
occurred following a fire.  Rehabilitation of burned areas could also disturb site or cause loss of site 
integrity. 

Since the monument’s cultural resources are nonrenewable, most adverse effects on archaeological 
sites and ethnographic resources would be considered direct and long-term.  The intensity of impacts 
would depend on the intensity, duration, and location of the fire, and the mitigation efforts that could 
be implemented.  Given the higher potential for more intense wildfire as time goes on, Alternative A 
would result in minor to moderate, short- and long-term, direct and indirect adverse impacts to cultural 
resources. 

Cumulative Effects 
The surrounding Gila National Forest may also be expected to contain unknown cultural sites, and 
Alternative A would add to the cumulative losses of cultural resources from wildland fires over a 
broader area.  Cultural resources are also lost through natural erosion, unauthorized collection, and 
damage from vegetation growth.  Smaller, planned maintenance projects for the monument would not 
contribute substantially to cumulative impacts, since these can be planned in advance, with site 
surveys and use of various mitigation measures.  Impacts of Alternative A, combined with other past, 
present, and future activities, would result in minor to moderate, long-term adverse impacts on cultural 
resources from fire, collecting, erosion, and soil/ground disturbance. 

Conclusion 
Alternative A would result in both direct and indirect, minor to moderate, adverse impacts on 
archaeological resources and ethnographic resources in the monument.  Short-term impacts may 
occur, but most impacts would be considered long-term, due to the non-renewable nature of these 
resources. 

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of cultural resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, fire would still occur within the monument, but the selective use of wildland fire 
and prescribed fire, plus the proposed fuels reduction activities, would help prevent extreme wildfires 
in the future. 

The entire monument has been surveyed for archaeological sites, and all areas with sensitive sites or 
high site density would be treated first by manual thinning.  Also, no slash piles would be burned in or 
near sensitive cultural resources.  Prescribed fire would be conducted in less sensitive areas and in 
areas where manual thinning has already reduced the density of fuel, so that burns could be 
controlled and kept at low intensity.  Also, all prescribed burn plans would adhere to requirements of 
NHPA, and pre-burn surveys and the implementation of cultural resource protection measures (such 
as fire shelters) would keep impacts to minor levels. 
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During thinning, some unknown sites could be damaged by vehicular traffic and work crews trampling 
sites and dragging slash over the ground surface.  Damage could be managed by cutting limbs and 
brush into sizes that can be transported without dragging or heavy vehicular use.  All slash burning 
areas would be located away from known resources, or located in previously disturbed areas in areas 
that have already been surveyed.  Direct adverse impacts from thinning would be minor. 

Prescribed burns can result in exposure of surface soils and previously unknown sites, with possible 
subsequent erosion and loss of site integrity.  These impacts would be reduced by careful pre-
planning and archaeological monitoring of all burns.  If unanticipated sites were discovered, the 
archaeologist would halt work and protect the area until further investigations could be completed in 
consultation with the New Mexico SHPO. 

Ethnographic resources in the monument would be protected through the careful planning of fires and 
fuel reduction, plus working with tribes and SHPO to identify such resources.  Thinning in and around 
the ruins would result in only slight changes to the type and amount of vegetation or other features 
and would help protect the ruin from fuels buildup and fire. 

Cumulative Effects 
Under Alternative B, cumulative impacts would result from surrounding fires, maintenance projects, 
and unauthorized collecting of artifacts.  With the increased interagency coordination and provision for 
fuel reduction and wildland fire use across the monument boundary, long-term cumulative adverse 
impacts to cultural resources would be minor, with long-term moderate beneficial impacts due to the 
decreased potential for more intense and widespread wildfires. 

Conclusion 
Under Alternative B, there would be long-term, minor, direct and indirect adverse impacts to cultural 
resources, with some moderate, long-term beneficial impacts by eliminating the threat of extensive, 
high-intensity fires and reducing damaging fuels. 

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of cultural resources or 
values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment of the monument that 
are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions identified as a 
management goal of the monument.   

VISITOR USE AND EXPERIENCE 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts uses the general methodology described above and the resource specific 
information provided below.  Available information was obtained through interdisciplinary team 
meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, and relevant literature.  The area of 
analysis for this topic included all monument lands plus surrounding national forest within 10 miles, 
including all visitor use areas between the two NPS parcels.  The intensity of effects and impact 
duration are described in the analysis below using the following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be below or at the level of 

detection. The visitor would not likely be aware of the effects associated 
with the alternative. 
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Minor Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be detectable, although the 
changes would be small.  The visitor would be aware of the effects 
associated with the alternative, but the effects would be slight and would 
not disrupt the visitor experience such that the park’s values and facilities 
could not be enjoyed. 

Moderate Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be readily apparent and 
the visitor would be aware of the effects, which would degrade or limit the 
visitor’s enjoyment of the park’s values and/or facilities. 

Major Changes in visitor use and/or experience would be readily apparent and 
have important consequences.  The visitor would be aware of the effects, 
which would result in the visitor not being able to fully experience the 
enjoyment of park values and/or facilities.  Mitigation would not be possible 
or very successful. 

Impact Duration Definition: 
Short-term Effects occur only during the fire or other action. 

Long-term Effects continue to occur after the fire or other action. 

Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, visitor use and experience would be subject to few, if any, adverse impacts until 
fire occurred within or near the Monument.  Then, suppression activities and the fire itself would 
disrupt public enjoyment and use of the park for the duration of the fire, and possibly for some time 
after widespread or extreme wildfires.  The short-term adverse impacts would be minor to moderate, 
and include loss of access to the affected areas of the park and surrounding national forest, and 
possible additional restrictions on use of certain facilities, depending on the location and severity of 
the fire.  Fire and the associated suppression efforts could affect areas more heavily used by visitors, 
primarily the ruins, campgrounds, and trails, by directly causing damage to these areas or by causing 
noise, smoke, traffic, odors, or decreased visibility that would detract from the visitor experience in or 
near the area.  Fire suppression activities in the monument, such as the use of helicopters and aerial 
crews, would also detract from the wilderness experience of visitors to the surrounding Gila 
Wilderness.  Overall, Alternative A would result in short-term minor to moderate impacts to visitor use 
and experience, with possible minor to moderate long–term impacts if areas cannot be used or fully 
experienced after the fire due to the presence of burned landscapes, hazard trees, or eroded areas. 

Under Alternative A there would be a higher possibility of extensive and widespread wildfire due to the 
expected buildup of fuels from suppression and lack of fuels reduction efforts.  A more extensive 
wildfire would be likely to occur during the hotter summer months when visitor use is highest.  This 
would result in similar types of impacts as described above, but to a greater degree, with possible 
closure of the park and surrounding forest for a longer period of time. The visitor experience in future 
years may also be affected, since the cultural and/or natural resources that attract visitors to the park 
could be either changed or damaged, and it could take years to restore or replace the natural 
landscape and cultural attributes of the monument. In this case, impacts to visitor use and experience 
could approach major, long-term levels of intensity.  
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Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to visitor use and experience include those that would occur from fire and 
firefighting activities in the neighboring national forest, plus other disruption from minor projects 
planned within the park.  The effects from the smaller maintenance projects would be very minor and 
short-term, with limited noise and disruption; access would not be denied to most areas of the park.  
However, the firefighting activities that would be expected in the park and the surrounding national 
forest would result in similar effects on visitor access and enjoyment, with the level of impacts 
dependent on the location, extent, and intensity of the fires.  Cumulative adverse impacts would range 
from minor to moderate, but could be short- or long-term in duration, with some possibility of major 
impacts if extensive wildfire damaged much of the highly used area of the park during the prime 
tourist season.  

Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative A would result in minor to moderate, generally short-term impacts to 
visitor use and experience, but with the possibility of major short- and long-term impacts in the case of 
widespread or extreme wildfire.  

Alternative A would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of visitor use and 
experience resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment 
of the monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions 
identified as a management goal of the monument.   

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, there would be less chance of extreme wildfires in the area due to the reduction 
of fuels in the monument and wildland fire use within the monument and across boundaries.  This 
would result in a long-term, indirect, beneficial impact to visitor use and enjoyment, since the 
possibility of larger scale destruction of natural and cultural resources would be substantially 
lessened, as would generation noise, smoke, and odors; and reduced visibility.  Avoiding wildfire 
damage and the resultant disruption to visitors, especially during the high tourist season, would 
increase the beneficial impacts of this alternative.  

Prescribed fires and thinning/slash pile burning would generally be undertaken in certain limited 
locations during the pre- and post- visitor use seasons when fire danger is lower and fewer visitors are 
present.  Also, fire and slash pile burning would be done when climatic conditions are appropriate to 
ensure that smoke would not interfere with visitors at the park or cause major indirect adverse impacts 
to viewsheds. More frequent instances of visitor use restrictions and disturbance may occur due to 
smoke and odor, and noise from equipment, vehicles, and chainsaws during these activities. 
However, these impacts would be very short-term and localized.  Therefore, these activities would 
have negligible to minor short-term adverse impacts on visitor use, including the experience of visitors 
to the neighboring Gila Wilderness. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to visitor use and experience under Alternative B include those that could result 
from the park’s actions plus those resulting from the continued fire policies within the national forest, 
which allows for wildland fire use but very limited fuels reduction other than through wildland fire use 
and from other planned renovation and bridge projects that could also affect visitor use.  The effects 
from the smaller maintenance projects would be very short-term, and access would not be denied to 
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most areas of the park.  However, because of the fuels reduction program and the use of wildland fire 
under this alternative, fewer extensive wildfires would occur and adverse impacts on visitor use and 
experience from such instances would be minor to moderate and short-term. Long-term, beneficial 
impacts would occur due to the protection of local resources from the adverse effects of wildfire 
suppression.   

Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative B would result in minor to moderate and mostly short-term adverse 
impacts during periods of fuels reduction activities that would require restrictions on park use (such as 
prescribed fires and during wildland fire use in and across the monument boundaries).  However, 
long-term beneficial impacts would result from the increased protection from extensive wildfires and 
the resultant improved landscape scene.  

Alternative B would not produce any major adverse impacts or impairment of visitor use and 
experience resources or values whose conservation is necessary to the purpose of the establishment 
of the monument that are key to the natural or cultural integrity of the monument; or that are actions 
identified as a management goal of the monument.   

PUBLIC HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts uses the general methodology described above and the resource specific 
information provided below.  Available information was obtained through interdisciplinary team 
meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, and relevant literature.  The area of 
analysis for this topic included the monument plus a 50-mile radius, to include the local communities 
of Gila Hot Springs, Silver City, and other nearby communities.  The intensity of effects and impact 
duration are described in the analysis below using the following criteria and definitions. 

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Impacts would not have an appreciable effect on the public health or 

safety, with no injuries or loss of life. 

Minor The impact would be detectable, but would not have an appreciable effect 
on public health and safety, with few or minor injuries and no loss of life. 

Moderate The impacts would be readily apparent and would result in substantial, 
noticeable effects to public health and safety on a local scale, with possible 
serious injuries, but no loss of life. 

Major The impacts would be readily apparent and would result in substantial, 
noticeable effects to public health and safety on a regional scale, or with 
the possibility of extremely serious injuries and/or loss of life.  

Impact Duration Definition: 
Short-term Impacts would last for the duration of the fire or treatment action. 

Long-term Impacts would last longer than the duration of the fire or treatment action. 
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Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, existing park safety procedures and full suppression of all wildland fires in the 
monument would continue to ensure the health and safety of park visitors, staff, and the residents of 
the surrounding communities (such as Gila Hot Springs), and strategies would be in place to minimize 
risks to wildland firefighters.  Safety impacts would be directly related to the severity of the fire and its 
location.  During fire suppression, fire fighters would be engaged in such activities as evacuations, fire 
line construction, and aerial fire suppression. These activities inherently involve some risk to public 
health and safety, but if fire suppression was commenced rapidly and the fire was not widespread or 
intense, impacts to health and safety would be minor and short-term. However, with the buildup of fuel 
that would occur over time under Alternative A, more potential for severe fire behavior would exist, as 
well as more adverse impacts on the health and safety of the fire fighters and park personnel.  Health 
of nearby residents would also be of greater concern due to indirect impact of exposure to smoke.  
Direct impacts, including injuries and possible loss of life and property, could also occur.  Current 
management practices would generally result in minor to moderate, short- and long-term adverse 
impacts to public health and safety, although the possibility of extreme wildfire could cause the 
chances of major short-term impacts to increase.   

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to public health and safety under Alternative A include those that could result 
from the park’s actions plus those resulting from the continued fire policies within the national forest 
and other activities within the park that involve health and safety issues.  Adverse health and safety 
impacts from smaller maintenance projects would be very short-term and negligible to minor, based 
on the types of projects normally undertaken, the health and safety planning that would precede these 
projects, and prior good safety records.  However, cumulative, minor to moderate, short-term and 
long-term adverse impacts would be expected under Alternative A because of the lack of a fuels 
reduction program or wildland fire use in the monument and the reduced level of interagency 
coordination regarding fire planning.   

Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative A would result in minor to moderate short-term and long-term adverse 
impacts that have more potential to reach major levels if fuels buildup reaches levels that could 
support an extreme wildfire.  

Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, over time there would be less chance of extreme or widespread wildfires in the 
area due to the reduction of fuels in the monument and wildland fire use within the monument and 
across the monument boundaries.  This would result in a long-term, indirect, beneficial impact to local 
and regional health and safety, since the possibility of more severe health and safety impacts due to 
unplanned fire suppression efforts would be substantially reduced.  The actions involved with the use 
of wildland fire and prescribed fire, and manual fuel reduction would involve more controlled 
conditions and pre-planning for the protection of health and safety, as well as appropriate notification 
and permitting prior to taking action.  Also, prescribed fires and fuel reduction activities would be 
planned for seasons of low visitor use whenever possible.  Therefore, the potential for adverse 
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impacts related to fire control efforts, setting of fires for prescribed burns and slash pile burns, smoke 
release, and use of chainsaws and equipment for thinning and limbing would be lessened, resulting in 
negligible or minor, adverse, short-term impacts that are often very localized, with few off-site adverse 
health and safety concerns to nearby residents.  

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to public health and safety under Alternative B would be less than under 
Alternative A, since the additional fuels reduction over time, wildland fire use, and coordination with 
the National Forest would reduce the potential for widespread or extreme wildfires, resulting in a 
cumulative beneficial impact.  Adverse impacts relating to fire fighting and fire and fuels management 
activities would be minor to moderate and short-term.   

Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative B would result in more localized, negligible to minor, short-term adverse 
impacts from the fire and fuels reduction activities expected, but would also provide long-term 
beneficial impacts resulting from the increased protection from extreme wildfires, which can create 
situations with higher health and safety risks.  

SOCIOECONOMICS 

Methodology 
The assessment of impacts uses the general methodology described above and the resource specific 
information provided below.  Available information was obtained through interdisciplinary team 
meetings, including a representative from the Forest Service, and relevant literature.  The area of 
analysis for this topic included the monument plus a 50-mile radius, to include the local communities 
of Gila Hot spring and Silver City and other nearby communities.  The intensity of effects and impact 
duration are described in the analysis below using the following criteria and definitions.  

Impact Intensity Threshold Criteria: 
Negligible Changes to local socioeconomic conditions would be below or at the level 

of detection.  Effects would be slight and no long-term effects to 
socioeconomic conditions would occur. 

Minor Changes to socioeconomic conditions would be detectable, but small, with 
consequences that cause no major disruption to local community 
socioeconomics. 

Moderate Changes to socioeconomic conditions would be readily apparent, with 
sufficient consequences to cause disruption to local community 
socioeconomics. 

Major Changes to socioeconomic conditions would be readily apparent and would 
cause substantial changes to socioeconomic conditions both locally and in 
the region. 

Impact Duration Definitions: 
Short-term Effects occur only during the period of fire or treatment. 

Long-term Effects continue to occur after the period of fire or treatment. 
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Impacts of Alternative A 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative A, occasional wildland fires would be suppressed, resulting in short-term, indirect, 
adverse and beneficial impacts to the local economy.  The influx of firefighters would result in the 
need for temporary local housing and the additional purchases of food and other supplies from local 
merchants — a beneficial impact. However, the park and surrounding areas could close or access 
may be very limited during these incidents, which would result in fewer tourists and recreationists 
visiting the local communities and purchasing food, supplies, and lodging.  This loss of tourism and 
recreation revenue would result in a minor, indirect, short-term adverse impact on local 
socioeconomics.  However, the chance of a more extensive wildfire grows with each year of 
suppression with no fuels management.  A large wildfire would create some short-term benefits to the 
local economy due to the needs of the temporary crews. However, such a fire would result in more 
consequential, long-term, minor to moderate adverse impacts, because visitation would decrease not 
just during the fire event, but after the event as well, until the park and surroundings reopened and 
visitors returned to the area.  The length and severity of this impact would depend on the length and 
severity of the fire, whether or not the fire damaged some of the more widely used areas (such as the 
ruins and the campgrounds), and when the fire occurred.  It is more likely that an extensive wildfire 
would occur during the dry summer months, when visitation would normally be highest and the 
impacts of the lack of income from decreased visitation would be most severe.   

In addition to the impacts mentioned above, the actual cost of fighting any fire, especially extensive 
wildfires, can be great and result in decreased public resources and support being available for other 
purposes in and around the park and the national forest.  This could have a minor, indirect, adverse, 
long-term impact to the local economy and other regional economies if projects that would have 
enhanced area tourism are cancelled due to lack of funds because of firefighting related expenditures.  

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to the local economy include those that could result from the park’s actions plus 
those resulting from the continued fire policies within the national forest. Such continuing fire policies 
allow for wildland fire use, but very limited fuels reduction other than through wildland fire use and 
from other planned renovation and bridge projects, which could also affect visitor use.  The effects 
from the smaller maintenance projects would be very short-term, and access would not be denied to 
most areas of the park.  However, the firefighting activities that would be expected in the park and 
surrounding national forest would create similar demands on the local economy for lodging, food, and 
support supplies as described above, resulting in minor to moderate, short- and long-term cumulative 
adverse impacts to the local economy. Those who would receive revenue from the fire fighter 
presence would experience some short-term beneficial impacts.  Again, the intensity of these impacts 
would depend on the length and severity of the fire, whether or not the fire damaged some of the 
more widely used areas, and when the fire occurred.  It is more likely that an extensive wildfire would 
occur during the dry summer months, when visitation would normally be highest and the impacts of 
the lack of income from decreased visitation would be most severe.   

Conclusion 
Short- and long-term, indirect adverse impacts would result from the implementation of Alternative A, 
with some beneficial short-term impacts resulting from the revenue generated due to the presence of 
fire crews. Adverse impacts would include loss of revenue and the cost of suppression and fighting a 
possibly extreme wildfire.  These impacts would be minor to moderate, depending on the length and 
severity of the fire, the location of the fire, and when it occurred. 
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Impacts of Alternative B – Natural Landscape Prescribed Fire 
Alternative 

Impact Analysis 
Under Alternative B, there would be less chance of extreme wildfires over time due to the reduction of 
fuels in the monument and wildland fire use within the monument and across boundaries.  This would 
result in a long-term, indirect, beneficial impact to the local economy, since the possibility of loss of 
revenues, especially long-term loss of revenue, due to fire would be substantially reduced.  Avoiding 
wildfire damage and the resultant costs of firefighting would add to the beneficial impacts of this 
alternative.  The actions prescribed for use of wildland fire and prescribed fire, and manual fuel 
reduction would involve short periods when parts of the monument would be closed to visitor use.  
However, this would cause a negligible or very minor drop in visitation during those periods, especially 
since the prescribed fires and fuel reduction activities would be planned for the seasons of low visitor 
use, or would occur in a manner that would not greatly limit tourism whenever possible.  Therefore, 
these activities would have negligible to minor, short-term, adverse impacts on the local economy. 

Cumulative Effects 
Cumulative impacts to the local economy under Alternative B include those that could result from the 
park’s actions plus those resulting from the continued fire policies within the national forest. Such 
continuing fire policies allow for wildland fire use but very limited fuels reduction, other than through 
wildland fire use and from other planned renovation and bridge projects, which could also affect visitor 
use.  The effects from the smaller maintenance projects would be very short-term, and access would 
not be denied to most areas of the park.  However, because of the fuels reduction program and the 
use of wildland fire defined under this alternative, fewer extensive wildfires would occur. Adverse 
impacts on the local economy from such instances would be minor and short-term, with long-term 
beneficial impacts to the local and regional economies as a result of the protection of local economic 
resources from the adverse effects and costs of wildfire suppression.  Also, fuel reduction activities 
would provide short-term increases in wages and work activities associated with fuel reduction 
projects. 

Conclusion 
Implementation of Alternative B would result in negligible to minor, short-term, indirect adverse 
impacts during the periods of some fuels reduction activities, which would require restrictions on park 
use, such as prescribed fires.  However, long-term, beneficial impacts would result from the increased 
protection from costly wildfires, including both the direct firefighting costs and the indirect costs to the 
local economy from the reduction in tourism and recreation revenues. Short-term, beneficial impacts 
would result from the increases in wages and work activities associated with fuel reduction projects.  
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CONSULTATION/COORDINATION 
 

PUBLIC SCOPING   (AGENCIES/TRIBES/ORGANIZATIONS/INDIVIDUALS CONTACTED) 
Public scoping for the preparation of the proposed fire management plan and EA included distribution 
of a newsletter in July 2002 to solicit input on alternatives and other aspects of the planning process, 
plus consultation with natural and cultural resource agencies. 

The newsletter was mailed to 95 individuals, organizations, and government agencies and was made 
available at the Monument Visitor Center.  It introduced the purpose of and need for the plan and 
provided a preliminary description of alternatives.  Comments were requested by September 13, 
2002, and a comment form was provided for use in returning comments to the NPS. 

Comments from two organizations were received:  the Hopi Tribe and Fort Sill Apache Tribe of 
Oklahoma.  The Hopi Tribe expressed concern about impacts to architectural sites and cultural 
resources, ethnobotanical plants, and eagle and raptor habitats, as well as the number of alternatives.  
These concerns were considered in developing the specifics of Alternative B and the impact 
assessments.  The representative from the Fort Sill Apache Tribe stated that Alternative A seemed 
reasonable if all management policies were in place and no complaints were received. 

Consultation with the New Mexico SHPO and USFWS was conducted as part of this planning effort.  
Communication with SHPO was initiated on March 5, 2002, and no comments have been received to 
date.  Upon completion, this EA will be sent to SHPO for review and comment in partial completion of 
Section 106 compliance. 

The USFWS supplied a list of potential threatened and endangered species by county (Appendix 1).  
Park staff also contacted USFWS during the completion of the impact assessment to solicit input on 
impacts to species of concern.  A copy of this EA will be sent to USFWS for their review as part of 
compliance with Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation requirements. 

This EA will be sent to the agencies, tribes, organizations, and individuals listed below.  It will also be 
placed at the monument Visitor Center, the USFS Supervisor’s Office in Silver City, the USFS 
Wilderness District Office in Mimbres, the Silver City Library, and the USFS District Office in Reserve, 
as well as on the NPS web site.  Notice will be placed in public newspapers and press releases will be 
distributed to local media.  All comments received during the public review period will be assessed by 
the NPS for their substance.  Should substantive comments be received from the public, a decision 
will be made as to whether the EA should be rewritten, or whether a full EIS should be prepared. 

LIST OF PREPARERS AND PRINCIPAL CONTRIBUTORS 
Name Role on Project Title Office 

National Park Service 
Eva Long Project Manager NEPA 106 Specialist – 

Fire Management Office 
Intermountain Regional 
Office – Denver 

Chris Turk Review/NEPA and 106 
Compliance 

Regional Environmental 
Coordinator 

Intermountain Regional 
Office – Denver 

Linda Kerr Fire Management Fire Ecologist Intermountain Regional 
Office – Denver 

Jim Bradford Cultural Resources Archaeologist Intermountain Support 
Office – Santa Fe 
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Name Role on Project Title Office 
Steve Riley Park and visitor 

Information 
Assistant Superintendent Gila Cliff Dwellings 

National Monument 
Cordell Roy Review/Fire Management Superintendent (former) Chazimal National 

Monument 
Tim Stubbs Fire and Fuels 

Management 
Fire Management Officer 
(former) 

Carlsbad Caverns 
National Park, NM 

Chuck Barat Fire Management Chief, Resources 
Stewardship and Science 

Carlsbad Caverns 
National Park, NM 

Kathy Davis Natural Resources Natural Resources 
Manager (former) 

NPS Southern Arizona 
Office 

Andrew Hubbard Natural Resources Coordinator – NPS 
Sonoran Desert Network 
Inventory and Monitoring 
Program 

NPS Southern Arizona 
Office 

U.S. Forest Service 
Annette Chavez Overall Review and Input- 

all sections 
District Ranger Wilderness Ranger 

District 
Gila Cliff Dwellings 
National Monument 

Emily Erwin Fire Management Fire Management Officer 
(former) 

Wilderness Ranger 
District, Gila National 
Forest 

Jerry Monzingo Biologist Wildlife Biologist Wilderness Ranger 
District, Gila National 
Forest 

John Kramer Visitor Experience Wilderness, Trail, 
Recreation Staff 

Wilderness Ranger 
District, Gila National 
Forest 

Bob Schiowitz Cultural Resources Archaeologist Gila National Forest, 
Silver City, NM 

Paul Boucher Fire Management Fire Management Staff 
Officer 

Gila National Forest, 
Silver City, NM 

Robert Gallardo Fire Management Assistant Fire 
Management Office 

Wilderness Ranger 
District, Gila National 
Forest 

Contractor (URS) 
Nancy Van Dyke Project Manager, Peer 

Reviewer; Natural 
Resources, Visitor Use, 
Socioeconomics 

Senior Consultant URS Corporation 

Dautis Pearson Fire Management, 
Biological Resources 

Senior Planner URS Corporation 

Robert Mutaw Cultural Resources Archeologist URS Corporation 
Patricia Steinholtz Graphics, Editing Editor, Staff Planner URS Corporation 
Cheryl Eckhardt Internal Scoping/ 

Newsletter 
Staff Planner (former) URS Corporation 
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LIST OF RECIPIENTS 
The following agencies, tribes, and organizations have been sent a copy of this EA.  Landowners 
adjacent to the monument and other interested parties have been sent notification of the availability of 
the document, with information on how to obtain copies. 

Federal Agencies 
U.S. Forest Service – Gila National Forest/Wilderness 
U.S. Fish and  Wildlife Service – New Mexico Ecological Services 

State Agencies 
New Mexico Historic Preservation Office 
New Mexico Environment Department  
New Mexico Environment Department – Air Quality Division 
New Mexico Game and Fish Department 
New Mexico Division of Forestry 

Tribes and Native American Interests 
Fort Sill Apache Tribe 
Mescalero Apache Tribe 
San Carlos Apache Tribe 
Navajo Nation 
Alamo Navajo Chapter 
Hopi Nation 
Hopi Tribe – Cultural Preservation Office 
White Mountain Apache Nation 
Ramah Navajo Nation 
Mescalero Apache Nation 
Pueblo of Acoma 
Pueblo of Isleta 
Pueblo of Laguna 
Pueblo of San Felipe 
Pueblo of Santo Domingo 
Pueblo of Zuni 
Pueblo of Nambe 
Pueblo of Pojoaque 
Pueblo of San Juan 
Pueblo of Cochiti 
Pueblo of Jemez 
Pueblo of Sandia 
Pueblo of Santa Ana 
Pueblo of Zia 
Pueblo of Picuris 
Pueblo of San Ildefonso 
Pueblo of Santa Clara 
Pueblo of Taos 
Pueblo of Tesuque 
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Local Agencies 
Catron County (NM) Commissioners 
Grant County (NM) Commissioners 

Organizations 
New Mexico Wilderness Alliance 
Audubon Society – Southwest Chapter 
Forest Alliance 
Forest Guardians 
Gila Club 
Southwest Center for Biological Diversity 
The Nature Conservancy – SNMO 
Gila Conservation Coalition 
Sierra Club 
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APPENDIX B:  GILA CLIFF DWELLINGS NATIONAL 
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APPENDIX C:  GILA NATIONAL FOREST PRESCRIBED 
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