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GRAND MESA NATIONAL FOREST ROADLESS AREAS 
Comments by Colorado Division of Wildlife NW Region 

 
 
 

Preface the Inventoried Roadless Areas comments: 
 
In 1991 the United States Forest Service began the process of developing a new travel 
management plan for the Grand Mesa (GM).  Diverse interest groups were brought together to 
review the travel status of the GM and decide which roads, trails and routes should be retained 
and which ones closed.  By 1994 a map had been developed which immensely changed the 
motorized uses on the GM. 
 
Most importantly, the group decided to close approximately 300 miles of inventoried 
(numbered) trails and non-inventoried (user made) trails.  The group decided on the status of 
trails using many factors including: density of roads, roadless character of area, scenic routes, 
diversity and difficulty of uses, wildlife values as well as many others factors.   
 
Also of great importance was the prohibition on off route travel which had historically been 
allowed on most of the GM.  This meant that users could not travel off designated trails to 
retrieve big game, create new trails or continue motorized travel on existing trails now closed 
by the forest supervisor. 
 
After various appeals and concessions, a final decision was issued in 2005 that was scheduled 
to be distributed publicly with new maps 2006. 
 
The effort that was put into GM Travel Management Plan seemed to adequately address most 
issues that interest groups had.  The Division of Wildlife (DOW) was represented at most if not 
all meetings and had a large impact on various decisions made during the process. 
 
Therefore, in general, the GM travel management plan that exists today sufficiently addresses 
DOW concerns with regard to location of roads, off road travel, winter closures, and density of 
roads.   
 
The Grand Mesa is the largest flat top mountain in the world.  Unfortunately the topography 
allows for motorized travel form one end to the other which has made travel management and 
enforcement very difficult.  However, by allowing a reasonable amount of roads or trails on 
most of the GM, hunters and other users are able to access the majority of areas without the 
creation of illegal routes.  For example, on most of the GM a hunter need only carry an elk no 
more than 1-2 miles to the nearest motorized trail.  This allows hunters to access hunting 
areas and retrieve downed game with a reasonable amount of effort.  Through many research 
projects we know that the density and use of roads can negatively affect wildlife in a variety of 
ways including but not limited to changing their ranges, advancing migration, and increasing 
siltation in streams.  The existing designated motorized routes seem adequate for public 
access without having noticeably negative impacts on wildlife populations. 
 
 
We have prepared specific comments for the Citizens Task Force for each Inventoried Roadless 
Area (IRA) on the Grand Mesa to address future road construction or improvement. 
 
Our comments will be directed mainly at the effects of roads on certain species such as elk, 
mule deer, big horn sheep, black bear and native trout, However, we want to emphasize that 
other species of wildlife such as Canada lynx, boreal toads, moose, small mammals, birds, and 
aquatic species have suitable habitat throughout the Grand Mesa and can be affected by the 
development and/or reconstruction of roads.  Effects on Management Indicator Species (MIS) 
and sensitive species will be evaluated thoroughly in Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) 
or Environmental Assessments (EA) as is required by NEPA before new road construction takes 
place on forest system lands. 
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US Forest Service evaluated habitat effectiveness for elk as part of travel management 
analysis on the Grand Mesa National Forest.  Their evaluation showed that objectives are not 
being met on much of the forest due to existing and road and trail densities in many areas.  
Elk have been shown to move into roadless areas on and off the Forest during times of high 
human use.  Historically this occurred during big game hunting seasons, but in recent years 
summer recreational use has been increasing.  With increased summer use security areas are 
becoming more important for elk.  When elk move to inaccessible areas, especially when they 
are on private lands, hunter success and therefore elk harvest objectives are not met. 
 
If new roads or motorized trails are pioneered in any of these roadless areas, every effort 
should be made to reduce the impact of these roads on wildlife.  One major consequence of 
new roads or motorized trails will be higher levels of silt in waterways that fall within the 
roadless areas.  High levels of dissolved silt in aquatic systems have negative impacts for the 
aquatic vertebrates and invertebrates that are dependent on those systems. Increased 
siltation from new roads and trails can be reduced by using culverts or bridges at water 
crossings.  Where appropriate seasonal closures help protect wintering animals.  Temporary 
roads should be completely removed after their intended use to prevent continued and illegal 
use by the public.  Temporary roads should be completely obliterated and covered with slash, 
and not simply gated or signed closed.     
 
 

 
 

#1 Kannah Creek 
 
Kannah Creek IRA has a wide variety of plant systems that vary with elevation including 
Douglas fir, spruce-fir, spruce-fir-aspen, aspen, pinyon-juniper, oak-serviceberry.  Kannah 
Creek IRA is home to a wide variety of wildlife species including elk, mule deer, black bear, 
mountain lion, bobcat, and wild turkey. The area is also potential habitat for Canada lynx and 
boreal toad. 
 
Elk use the Kannah Creek IRA year round which can partially be attributed to the lack of 
motorized disturbance. Disturbances cause by motorized travel could cause elk to calve in less 
suitable sites and may force wintering elk down on private lands where they cause conflicts 
with livestock operators as well other landowners.   
 
A large herd of elk annually winter in the area, concentrating during winters with deeper snow 
amounts. Kannah Creek IRA serves as winter range and severe winter range for elk. 
 
There is a large elk calving area within the IRA that is critical to the health of this herd. Elk will 
generally reuse the best calving areas year after year unless they feel pressured to calve in 
less desirable habitats. 
 
The area is winter and summer range for mule deer, with areas of winter concentrations.  The 
DOW recognizes the Kannah Creek IRA as overall range for mountain lions and black bear, as 
well as a fall concentration area for black bears.  The IRA also contains overall range, winter 
concentrations, and production areas for wild turkey.  
 
Management recommendations 
 
The Kannah Creek IRA is the only designated roadless area on the Grand Mesa National Forest 
that is completely closed to motorized use.  Kannah Creek IRA has intrinsic wildlife values that 
would be negatively impacted by the construction of roads or trails, and subsequent motorized 
use of those roads or trails.   
 
The Division of Wildlife recommends that the Kannah Creek IRA be maintained as a roadless 
area, and that no new roads or motorized trails be pioneered into this area.  Construction of 
new roads or motorized trails in this area would result in the fragmentation of existing wildlife 
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habitat.  New roads and motorized trails would also increase the level of silt in Kannah Creek 
and other streams that serve as important habitat for numerous aquatic species.  
 
 
#2 Cottonwoods 
 
The Cottonwoods IRA is surrounded by areas of relatively high disturbance and motorized use, 
and provides wildlife with an important refuge.  The Cottonwoods IRA is bounded on the south 
by the Long Slough Road (#254.1A).  The western quarter of the IRA is bisected by the 
motorized Crum Reservoir trail (#511).  The eastern edge of the IRA follows a road, a 
penstock, and a 12.5 KV powerline. North and west of the IRA are BLM and private lands.  
Illegal motorized use from the private lands to the north of the Cottonwoods IRA is a growing 
problem.   
 
The Cottonwoods IRA supports a number of ecosystems that vary with elevation including 
spruce-fir-aspen, aspen, and shrub-oak-serviceberry.  The Cottonwoods IRA is home to a wide 
variety of wildlife including mule deer, elk, black bear, mountain lion, bobcat, and wild turkey.   
 
The Division of Wildlife recognizes the Cottonwoods IRA as summer range and a summer 
concentration area for elk.  The Cottonwoods IRA is also summer range for mule deer.  The 
area is also overall range for black bear, mountain lion, and wild turkey, with the northern 
edge of the area also supporting a fall concentration of black bears.   
 
Healthy populations of trout live in Bull Creek, and Cottonwood Creek.  Siltation from roads 
and trails could negatively impact the trout and the other species that share these aquatic 
ecosystems. 
 
Management recommendations 
 
The Division of Wildlife recommends that the Cottonwoods IRA be maintained as a roadless 
area, and that no new roads or motorized trails be pioneered into this area. Also, the Long 
Slough road #254.1A is currently a primitive road, and only accessible to high clearance 4 
wheel drive vehicles.  Consequently, the use of this road is relatively low during the summer 
months.  If this road were improved traffic would undoubtedly increase, resulting in greater 
disturbance to the wildlife in the area.  
 
#3 SUNNYSIDE 
 
The Sunnyside IRA is very different than the rest of the Grand Mesa in its topography, soils, 
landscape, wildlife and vegetation.  The area is very steep, often barren slope and cliffs and 
the climate is semi-arid.  At the upper elevations and ridge tops, aspen, spruce-fir, and 
mountain shrub offer a wide variety of habitats for mule deer, elk, black bear, mountain lion, 
to name a few.   
 
The other unique quality of this IRA is the Battlement Mesa Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep 
herd overwhelmingly resides within this IRA.  This herd is small in size, small in stature and 
lives at relatively low elevations which make it unique from other bighorn sheep herds. There 
are many problems facing this herd including lack of fire, inbreeding and lack of water to name 
a few.  Further problems like those associated with development could be very harmful to this 
herd.  Although the area does not lend itself to road construction, we strongly recommend no 
development within this IRA to protect this sensitive bighorn herd. 
 
Mule deer and elk which are know to concentrate in the winter at the lower elevations and 
summer at the higher elevations of this IRA could be greatly impacted by development of 
mineral resources at the lower elevations.  Mule deer in large numbers and some elk from the 
entire Battlement Mesa migrate along this mountain range to winter habitats south of the IRA 
know as sunnyside.  The sunnyside area has some of the highest densities of wintering deer in 
Colorado. 
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There is a large potential for mineral development in the area as currently 90% of the area 
has existing or pending leases.  Many species of wildlife could be negatively impacted by roads 
and motorized disturbance is this area.   
  
 
Management recommendations 
 
The Sunnyside IRA should remain a roadless area and continue to be managed for naturalness 
and solitude. 
 
 
#4 BATTLEMENT MESA 
 
Like the Sunnyside IRA, the Battlement Mesa IRA is steep and rugged but the vegetation is 
very different supporting much more biomass and therefore a much greater array of wildlife 
species.  This IRA is home to very large numbers of mule deer, elk, bear, wild turkey, to name 
a few.  McCurry Reservoir and Brush Creek, Hawxhurst Creek , Kimball Creek and Smalley 
Creek all support Colorado River cutthroat trout.   
 
The narrow width of the Battlement Mesa IRA makes the potential for disturbance by 
motorized users very high.  Wildlife would likely be displaced to lower quality areas if roads 
and trails were added to the area. Big game would likely be forced down to private lands 
where they are not welcome. 
 
Though there are four miles of roads, and numerous ATV trails in this IRA, the trails have 
historically been used only by hunters in the fall months. The current trend, however, is for 
ATV users to utilize trails more and more in the summer months as well.  This trend tends to 
adversely affect mule deer, elk, and black bear especially during there birthing and young 
rearing summer months.   
 
Management recommendations 
This highly productive IRA should not be developed further with roads or trails and non-
system roads should be obliterated.  This IRA supports strong populations of a variety of 
wildlife which can easily be displaced with greater disturbance from the construction or 
enhancement of roads. 
 
 
#5 SALT CREEK 
 
 Salt Creek IRA can be characterized as deep spruce-fir forests with large open meadows.  On 
the north side of the IRA the landscape drops dramatically changing first to aspen then to 
mountain shrub communities.  The north face of this IRA has no legal motorized access, and 
has been relatively undisturbed by management which has allowed many species to thrive 
here. 
 
Throughout the IRA mule deer, elk and black bear are abundant from late spring to late fall.  
Mule deer follow the receding snow in the spring to the entire area fawning and raising their 
young before migrating to lower elevations in the fall.  Elk follow the same pattern and remain 
throughout the winter at elevations up to 9000’ if not driven further down by snow or human 
disturbance. Black bear spend the entire year between 7000’ to 10,000’ concentrating in the 
mountain shrub zone during the fall. 
 
The two trails within Salt Creek IRA #514 Salt Creek and #513 West Salt Creek allow summer 
users and fall hunters ample motorized access to the area which sees very high use at times.  
The IRA is bounded on the south by two roads #279 and #260 which are also heavily used at 
times.  The openness and gentle topography of much of the IRA has allowed for numerous 
non-system routes both inside and outside the IRA. 
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To the south and west of the Salt Creek IRA, there have been many timber sales that have 
displaced various species of wildlife and have created roads and trails that are utilized by 
motorized users.  Some of the non-system (illegal) roads are gated and many others are not, 
yet all are being used to varying degrees.  The same would likely occur on the Salt Creek IRA 
if more and better roads and trails were constructed.  Habitat fragmentation has become an 
issue of great concern as forested areas are no longer connected.  Many wildlife species 
require security cover to travel, disperse, and to find food and mates. When habitats are 
separated by roads and management practices, normal activities can be altered to the 
detriment of the species. 
  
Healthy populations of Colorado River cutthroat trout live in Grove Creek and Leon Creek as 
well as some of the smaller tributaries within the IRA.  Siltation from roads and trails could 
negatively impact the trout and the other species that share these aquatic ecosystems. 
 
A very large portion of this IRA is dotted with wet seeps, springs, creeks and wetlands that 
would be both problematic and sensitive to further road development.  Boreal toad habitat is 
abundant throughout this IRA and should be preserved whenever possible. 
 
Management Recommendations  
  
We would not recommend further road development or reconstruction in this IRA for the 
protection of wildlife, including aquatic wildlife, and the protection of the habitats.  Further, 
eliminating and reclaiming existing non-system roads and trails within the IRA would increase 
wildlife values, and aid in keeping big game species on public lands as opposed to private 
lands where often they are not welcome. 
 
 
 
#7 FLATTOPS 
 
The Flattops IRA can be characterized by its large open meadows and numerous spruce-fir 
pockets.  However, the IRA also has large expanses of aspen, wet meadows, and mountain 
shrub.  Riparian areas are common surrounding the many streams, natural ponds and 
reservoirs within the IRA. 
 
The elevation of the IRA in general is very high for the Grand Mesa so wildlife predominantly 
use the area in the summer and fall.  Mule deer, elk, moose and many others species are 
found throughout this IRA.  The Flattops have many production areas for deer and elk where 
they also tend to raise their young until they migrate in the late fall.  Black bear are common 
but tend to prefer elevations below 9000’. Moose will spend the majority of the year within the 
IRA concentrating on the lower elevations of the east end during the heavier snow months.   
 
Much of the area has a roadless character which is one reason wildlife is in abundance here.  
Roads and trails have been generally well placed to allow for access to all areas yet the 
density is low enough so as not to be a negative influence on the wildlife.  However, non-
system roads have always been a large problem especially in the fall and commonly where 
snowmobile trails are marked and maintained all year long. 
 
A very large portion of this IRA is dotted with wet seeps, springs, creek and wetlands that 
would be both problematic and sensitive to further road development.  Boreal toad habitat is 
abundant throughout this IRA and should be preserved whenever possible. 
 
 
Management Recommendations  
 
We would not recommend further road development or reconstruction in this IRA for the 
protection of wildlife, including aquatic wildlife, and the protection of the habitats.  Further, 
eliminating and reclaiming existing non-system roads and trails within the IRA would increase 
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wildlife values and aid in keeping big game species on public lands as opposed to private lands 
where often they are not welcome. 
 
 
The Division of Wildlife is grateful for the opportunity to comment on the road-less issue in the 
area of the Grand Mesa National Forest.  The CDOW has many experts on staff to assist with a 
more in depth look at specific areas within this Forest system and would welcome contact on 
specific topics of concern.  
 


