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February 1, 2010 
 
Mike Diem 
Moab/Monticello District Ranger 
Region Four of the United States Forest Service 
62 East 100 North 
Moab, Utah 84532 
 
Re:  Willow Basin Wildland-Urban Interface Fuels Treatment Project 
 
Dear Mr. Diem, 
 
The following recommendations are a culmination of discussions that have taken place during the period 
from September 2009 through January 2010 with a group of individuals identified as the “Forest Service 
Subcommittee”.  The Subcommittee (see attached list of members) is made up of Willow Basin Property 
owners, Castle Valley residents and several environmental organizations that are interested in the outcome 
of the Willow Basin Fuels Treatment Project.  The intent of this Subcommittee is to insure that the 
proposed Fuels Treatment Project will interface with the Willow Basin and Castle Valley Community 
Wildfire Protection Plan in order to reduce the risk of a catastrophic wildfire in Willow Basin while 
retaining the environmental integrity of the watershed.   
 
The initiation of the Subcommittee commenced during a scheduled meeting to discuss the Community 
Wildfire Protection Plan for the Willow Basin Property Owners.  During this meeting two committees 
were formed.  The Willow Basin Community Wildfire Protection Plan Committee and the Forest Service 
Subcommittee. The Subcommittee met 4-5 times during the time period mentioned above.  The goals of 
the Subcommittee were established on September 28, 2009 and are listed below.  The Subcommittee 
requested the Forest Service to provide specific information regarding the implementation of the Willow 
Basin Fuels Treatment Project and what the impacts may be on the forest, watershed, and Willow Basin 
Property owners.  This presentation was provided on November 2, 2009.  Upon completion of the Forest 
Service presentation the Subcommittee developed a list of pros and cons based on their common goals 
and the information provided by the Forest Service.  The recommendations presented are based on 
discussions that the majority of the Subcommittee felt relevant to accomplish the desired outcomes or 
goals.   
 
Forest Service Subcommittee Goals: 

• Reduce risk of stand replacing wildfire. 
• Fire protection for Willow Basin Property owners. 
• Fire fighter safety. 
• Watershed and water source protection for sole source aquifer and springs. 
• Protection of wildlife habitat and vegetation. 
• Maintain the aesthetical appearance of the forest. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 
Reduce Risk of Stand-Replacing Wildfire: 
The majority of the committee agreed that the Forest Service plan will the reduce risk of stand-replacing 
wildfire.  Willow Basin is considered a red-zone by the Forest Service, which means, “put fire out” and 
requires fire officials to immediately respond to extinguish a wildfire in the area using all of the necessary 
tactics available (ground, air, etc.). There were no concerns with the Forest Service Plan’s goal to reduce 
the risk of stand-replacing wildfire. 
 
Fire Protection for Willow Basin Property owners: 
The majority of the Subcommittee agreed that the Forest Services Plan does enhance the fire protection 
ability in Willow Basin by widening access roads; reduce the forest density, establishing safety corridors 
and other proactive methods that will protect the Willow Basin community.  Through the principles being 
developed through the Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) the Willow Basin Property owners 
will be able to protect their own properties within the treatment area. 
 
There were two concerns: 

1. Control burn fire risks. 
The Forest Service addressed the control burn issue but it needs to be emphasized that the Forest 
Service Burn Plan must be utilized and adhered to in order to insure the community that control 
burn fires do not get out of hand.  Several Willow Basin community members requested that the 
use of their personal equipment be made available to assist in preventing an out of control burn. 
The Forest Service indicated it will consider the integration of prescribed burns during the winter 
and avoid burns during inversion periods. 

 
2. Nothing will get done due to Forest Service priorities or environmental lawsuits.   

Although there was discussion it was determined that this was not an issue that the Subcommittee 
can resolve.  The Forest Service assured the group that it was their intent to continue to move 
forward with the plan. 
 

Fire Fighter Safety: 
The majority of the Subcommittee agreed that the plan would enhance fire fighter safety.  The plan will 
provide firebreaks along access roads, create additional firebreaks, provide safety corridors and safety 
zones.  There were no concerns with the Forest Service Plan in providing for the safety of fire fighters. 
 
NOTE:  The Castle Valley Fire District, provided written comments (see attached) on their ability to 
assist in the event of a wildfire in Willow Basin.   
 
Watershed Protection and Water Source Protection for Sole Source Aquifer and Springs: 
The Subcommittee agreed that by reducing the chance of fire in conjunction with protection of vegetation 
and soils, protection of the watershed would be improved.  There were a variety of opinions on this topic 
but the Subcommittee did not come to a firm agreement on how best to accomplish this goal.  
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There were several ecological and aesthetic concerns:  

1. Mechanical thinning (Bullhog). The plan does allow for mechanical thinning in some areas.  
However, there needs to be justification for use of this on steep slopes in light of potential impacts 
this treatment will have on soil stability. 

2. Herbicide use.  The watershed impacts of herbicide use to prevent invasive control of invasive 
species was discussed. The Forest Service clarified that the use of herbicides was not part of their 
fuels treatment plan and other measures will be used to reduce the risk of invasive plants in the 
forest.  The majority of the Subcommittee agreed that the use of herbicides should be minimized if 
used at all. 

3. Prevention of invasive species.  The Forest Service will utilize their established protocols and the 
Soil Conservation Management Practices. As burn piles are vulnerable to the establishment and 
spread of invasive species, it was proposed that the Forest Service seed all burn piles with native 
plants.  It was suggested that three pile burn spots be caged, two of them seeded to native plants 
and one not seeded, to understand through subsequent monitoring, both consequences of native 
seeding/not seeding of burn spots, and the consequences of native seeding/not seeding of burn 
spots, and the consequences for spread of invasive species by grazing (when it resumes). 

4. Education of property owners to find, bag and dispose of invasive species.  This can be included in 
the Willow Basin CWPP. 

 
Protection of Wildlife Habitat and Vegetation: 
The Subcommittee agreed that the plan needs to enhance biodiversity and support native wildlife.  The 
Subcommittee also agreed that the use of native seed was needed in any area of soil disturbance (e.g., 
burn piles) as well as creates large areas of undisturbed areas for wildlife particularly in spring areas.  It 
was also agreed that any treatment within sagebrush zones will leave the sagebrush community intact.  
The plan addressed these issues to the satisfaction of the Subcommittee. 
 
There were three concerns: 

1. The lack of stated post-treatment “Desired Conditions” beyond fuels reduction/firefighter 
safety/protection of Willow Basin.  Attached is a document that proposes post-treatment “Desired 
Conditions” to maintain a healthy forest, which in turn will protect the watershed and mountain 
springs, provide wildlife habitat and preserve the aesthetic appearance of the forest. 

2. The lack of integration of livestock and grazing.  As proposed fuels treatment will convert some 
Gambel oak and pinyon-juniper sites to grass and forb stands as well as disturb the soil, several 
members of the Subcommittee believe that livestock grazing in post-treatment areas must be 
absent for two years so that the native grasses and forbs can recover and the establishment and 
spread of invasive species can be avoided.  These members propose the construction of two 
three—way exclosures, one each in pinyon –pine and Gambel oak sites, to understand the impacts 
of both wild ungulate and domestic ungulate grazing (once it is resumed) on post treatment sites.  
Pre-treatment baseline transects within and outside of these exclosure sites will be important as 
well.  This is important not only for understanding consequences of treatment in the Willow Basin 
area, but also for any future proposed treatments on the “Moab Face” of the La Sal Mountains. 

3. A lack of discussion on how the action/inaction of private properties will impact the fire 
protection.  This issue is being addressed in the Willow Basin CWPP. 
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Maintain the Aesthetic Appearance of the Forest: 
The Subcommittee understands that it is a balancing act between aesthetics and fire prevention treatments.  
The Forest Service agrees on the importance to reinforce with private property owners that post treatment 
visuals are only temporary until re-growth. The Forest Service plan allows for observations and to analyze 
what has been accomplished in the initial treatment prior to re-treatment.  Further Environment 
Assessments will be required for additional re-treatments beyond what is proposed in the Willow Basin 
Fuels Treatment Plan. 
 
There were several areas of concerns: 

1. Mechanical thinning (Bullhog).  The current plans allows for mechanical thinning as it has been 
shown to be the most appropriate controlled first step.  The plan does not create piles that would 
lead to 6ft burns.  It will be done is smaller areas in a mosaic pattern in order to minimize the 
messier appearance that occurs if it is done in huge swaths of land.  Questions remain on the need 
to cut in a vertical pattern versus a horizontal pattern and how this will affect the spread of fire. 
Also, clarification needs to be provided on how the contractors conducting this type of treatment 
will be monitored. 

2. Continual re-treatments.  The current plan allows for the initial treatment. The Forest Service 
needs to provide clarification on future re-treatment plans and how/who will monitor the need for 
on-going re-treatment.  Any further treatments will require another Environmental Assessment for 
public input. 

3. There needs to be integration between the Forest Services and private property owners that border 
Forest Service land.  The Forest Service agreed that this would be included as design feature that 
will include the private landowner assisting and implementing the plan on bordering properties.  
The Forest Service agreed to notify the property owners during control burns and other aggressive 
treatments that are scheduled to take place on surrounding Forest Service lands. 

 
The Forest Service Subcommittee appreciates the opportunity to participate in the Willow Basin Fuels 
Treatment Project process.  We hope that the Forest Service will take our suggestions and comments into 
consideration.  We respectfully request a formal response to our recommendations and any issues that 
require further attention. 
 
Thank you again for your consideration and allowing our involvement in the process. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
Joette Langianese and David Erley 
Co-chairs 
Forest Service Subcommittee 
 
Attachments 
List of Forest Service Subcommittee Members 
Castle Valley Fire District Comments 
Desired Conditions 



ATTACHMENT 
 
Comments from the Castle Valley Fire Commission [Grand County Service Area for 
Castle Valley Fire Protection] regarding Willow Basin fire protection issues. 
 
1.  Due to the proximity of the Castle Valley Fire Department to the Willow Basin area, 
the Department would likely be the first responder to calls for fire suppression, despite 
the fact that Willow Basin is not located within the defined Fire District.   
 
2.  The Commission and Department recognize Willow Basin as an “at risk” community 
in a Wildland Urban Interface (WUI), due to decadent and overgrown forest conditions 
related to decades of fire suppression and other environmental and management factors, 
and topographical dynamics.  There is also no defensible access in or out of the Willow 
Basin area that provides safe or effective escape routes. Based on these factors and the 
overriding concern for firefighter safety, the Department, while responding to a fire, will 
likely decide not to send volunteer firefighters into the area due to the extreme risk and 
danger to personnel and equipment. 
 
3.  The Commission and Department affirmatively support the available programs and 
strategies to assist property owners in creating “fire wise” and defensible space in and 
around homes and structures.  The Department also recognizes that these efforts by no 
means guarantee a “fireproof” residence or a significant margin of safety for firefighters 
and residents under existing area conditions. 
 
4.  The Commission recognizes, as articulated in the Castle Valley Community Wildfire 
Protection Plan, the critical importance of biological diversity and watershed health, and 
protective measures for maintaining or restoring such.  The Commission also recognizes 
that a catastrophic, stand-replacing fire in Willow Basin would be devastating to short-
term watershed function and health, and would have severe implications for downstream 
safety and resources.  The Commission therefore supports a limited and selective use of 
mechanized equipment in low-slope areas for the purpose of thinning hazardous fuel 
loads to reduce the potential for crown fires and future floods and debris flows.  Such 
thinning should be done by hand tools or chain saws in higher slope areas.  The 
Commission does not support the use of prescribed burns under present conditions given 
the great risk of crown fires, and the checkered track record of performance regarding the 
use of such burns in fuel loaded areas.  The Commission also recognizes the need for 
wildlife protection, and believes that in most cases wildlife habitat will be enhanced by 
selective thinning and actions that tend to restore the forest to a more diverse and 
balanced ecology.   
The Commission refers to the Principles for Ecological Restoration of Southwestern 
Ponderosa Pine Forests, which cites the need to first “reduce the threat of crown fires” 
through the use of “treatment…substantial enough to decrease forest vulnerability to 
stand-replacing fire.”  (1)  
The 2008 Porcupine Ranch Fire, and subsequent 2009 Placer Creek flood and debris flow 
should provide valuable lessons in the effort to avoid a similar catastrophic situation in 



Willow Basin and downstream, along Castle Creek and within Castle Valley’s residential 
and agricultural areas.  
 
5.   Specific recommendation at this time include the following: 
 
 -A shaded fuel break (thinned area of up to 50 feet) on both sides of the Willow 
Basin road.  Ladder fuels of less that 6 feet should be thinned/removed, and taller trees 
limbed to that height.  Similar measures should be employed on the repeater tower road, 
along with some thinning of the aspen stand south of the repeater.  A possible safety zone 
could be established in the meadow by the gate on this road.  The area at the top of the 
hill by the cattle guard is a natural safety zone which could be enhanced by some shaded 
breaks below it.  The only existing safety zone below Willow Basin is the gravel pit at the 
lower turnoff. This area could also be enlarged, as it would likely serve as a staging area 
for any fire suppression efforts involving the Basin. 
 
 -Property owners should be encouraged to engage State and County services for 
enhancing defensible space, and for potential fuel treatments along their private roads and 
driveways. 
  
 -Accessible emergency water sources for fire suppression in Willow Basin should 
be identified and mapped, with a view towards evaluating any potential improvements to 
access and capacity (e.g., Radiator Pond) that can possibly be made without impairing 
natural values. 
 
 
(1)  Allen, Craig D., et al, “Ecological Restoration of Southwestern Ponderosa Pine 
Ecosystems,” in Wildfire: A Century of Failed Forest Policy, ed. George Wuerthner, 
Island Press/Foundation for Deep Ecology, 2006 
 
 
For the Castle Valley Fire Commission: 
 
Bob Lippman, Clerk 
David Vaughn, Chair 
Ron Mengel, Treasurer 
 
December 7, 2009 



ATTACHMENT 
 

“Desired Conditions” for Willow Basin Vegetation Treatment  
 
Desired Future Conditions set the framework for understanding and affecting the outcome of the 
Willow Basin vegetation treatments. While the proposed vegetation treatments in this EA are focused 
on reduction of fire hazard; protection of private property; and the safety of forest users and 
firefighters, post-treatment vegetation should contribute to ecosystem health and wildlife of the La 
Sal Mountains. 

Desired conditions should be specific and quantifiable so that we can learn how to improve any future 
treatments elsewhere on the Moab Face, in the La Sal Mountains, Moab/Monticello Ranger District, 
and Manti-La Sal NF. 

In some cases, the desired condition already exists today and is to be maintained. However, in many 
cases, the desired condition does not currently exist, and may take years to reach.  

 

1. Vegetation Desired Conditions 

a. Grass-forb understory 

i. Post-treatment Willow Basin post-treatment grass/forb understory (Gambel 
oak, mountain brush, sagebrush, aspen, ponderosa pine stands) 

1. 2-4 species of perennial bunchgrasses that typically decrease under 
ungulate grazing pressure make up the majority of the grass 
component. 

2. 2-4 species of perennial forbs that typically decrease under ungulate 
grazing pressure make up the majority of the forb component, with 
flowers available for pollinators. 

3. “Utilization levels of grasses and forbs that maintain native foods 
and cover for prey species of northern goshawk” (Manti-La Sal 
Forest Plan Amendment: Utah Northern Goshawk Project, p. CC-
63). 

b. Gambel Oak Shrublands 

i. La Sal Mountains Gambel oak shrublands.  Gambel oak shrublands are 
forming extensive matrix habitats at mid elevations. There is a mix of seral 
stages. The coverage of native understory is increasing, and the frequency 
and extent of invasive and non-native plants is decreasing. Oak shrublands 
are providing important habitat elements, like snags and downed logs for 
resident, seasonal and migratory wildlife. The mosaic of vegetation resulting 
from fires and other natural processes is resulting in viable populations of 
native species occurring in natural patterns of distribution and abundance.  

Habitat is maintained for species of concern, including: 

• Townsend’s big-eared bat (FS sensitive species) 

• Black-throated gray warbler (Migratory bird of high conservation 
priority; breeds on M-LSNF, year-round resident) 
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• Abert squirrel 

ii. Post-treatment Willow Basin Gambel oak shrublands  

1. The Condition Class supports desirable fire activity. 

2. Ground cover [i.e., basal vegetation, litter, moss/lichen or rock 
(≥3/4”)] is generally increasing and is greater than 85%. 
Appropriateness of percent basal vegetation should be considered. 

c. Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands 

i. La Sal Mountains pinyon-juniper woodlands. Pinyon-juniper woodlands are 
naturally-extensive woodlands in lower and mid elevations. Woodland 
structure and composition are highly variable by site and disturbance history. 
Periodic droughts are causing dieback among pinyon trees, followed by 
pinyon recruitment from seed caches and other sources where site conditions 
and climate are favorable. In high elevation woodlands mixed with 
ponderosa pine and other conifers, surface fires are maintaining robust native 
grasses. Where appropriate, drought and fire-killed trees are providing a 
source of fuel wood for local communities. The extent and related effects of 
invasive plants is decreasing. Over time, the ever-changing mosaic of 
woodlands is resulting in viable populations of native species occurring in 
natural patterns of distribution and abundance.  

Habitat is maintained for species of concern, including: 

• Townsend’s big-eared bat (FS sensitive species) 

• Ferruginous hawk (UDWR species of concern; on forest during 
migration) 

• Allen’s Big-eared Bat (UDWR species of concern) 

• Gray vireo (Migratory bird of high conservation priority; breeds on 
M-LSNF, summer resident 

• Pinyon jay (Migratory bird of high conservation priority; breeds on 
M-LSNF, year-round resident) 

• Virginia’s Warbler (Migratory bird of high conservation priority; 
breeds on M-LSNF, year-round resident) 

• Black-throated Gray Warbler (Migratory bird of high conservation 
priority; breeds on M-LSNF, year-round resident) 

ii. Post-treatment Willow Basin pinyon-juniper shrublands/woodlands 

1. The Condition Class supports desirable fire activity. 

2. Ground cover [i.e., basal vegetation, litter, moss/lichen or rock 
(≥3/4”)] is generally increasing and is greater than 70%. 
Appropriateness of percent basal vegetation should be considered. 

d. Ponderosa Pine Forests 

i. La Sal Mountains ponderosa pine forests. Ponderosa pine forests are 
dominated by large and old trees. The density and relative abundance of large 
trees within stands is increasing. Periodic surface fires are thinning seedlings 
and small trees, recycling nutrients, promoting understory growth, and 
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creating and maintaining habitat for wildlife as snags, downed logs, and 
burned out root holes.  

Non-native plants and animals are either not present, or their numbers are 
declining as they are replaced by native species. Old growth ponderosa pine 
forests are providing habitat for viable populations of old growth-dependent 
species. Old growth forests are identified, mapped, and protected from 
activities and uses that threaten their integrity and the viability of species 
who occupy them. Over time, forest mosaics are supporting viable 
populations of native species in increasingly natural patterns of distribution 
and abundance.  

Habitat is maintained for species of concern, including: 

• Flammulated owl (FS sensitive species; breeds on M-LSNF, summer 
resident) 

• Lewis’ woodpecker (UDWR Species of Concern; breeds on M-
LSNF, year-round resident) 

• Pinyon jay (Migratory bird of high conservation priority; breeds on 
M-LSNF, year-round resident) 

• Abert squirrel 

ii. Post-treatment Willow Basin ponderosa pine stands  

1. The Condition Class supports desirable fire activity. 

2. Ponderosa pine stands are dominated by large and old trees. 

3. Ground cover [i.e., basal vegetation, litter, moss/lichen or rock( 
≥3/4”)].  Appropriateness of percent basal vegetation should  be 
considered. 

e. Riparian Vegetation [Definition: Riparian areas include the area on each side of a 
stream or creek, or surrounding a spring or wetlands area that supports riparian 
vegetation, not just the greenline. Riparian vegetation includes plants that require 
water in excess of annual precipitation.]  

i. La Sal Mountains riparian areas. Riparian area vegetation is a diverse mix of 
native species and structural stages linked to both stream and upland 
conditions. Riparian area vegetation includes but is not limited to all ages of 
native conifers, aspen, willows, box elder, maple, dogwood, birch, alder, 
cottonwoods, sedges, rushes, and grasses. Stream edges are shaded by 
overhanging grasses, forbs and shrubs within 1’ of the water surface that 
provide shading and security habitat for in-stream organisms such as juvenile 
fish. Woody vegetation provides a full range of size/age classes, habitats for 
aquatic- and riparian-associated wildlife, stream shading, snags and down 
logs.  

Densities, composition, and structure of native vegetation are improving.  

Riparian vegetation composition, structure, canopy, bank and ground cover 
are similar to relevant riparian reference areas. 

Riparian-associated vertebrate and invertebrate animal species are increasing 
in number of native species and the health (e.g., desirable structure, size) of 
their populations. 
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Habitat is maintained for species of concern, including: 

• Western toad (UDWR species of concern)  

• Broad-tailed hummingbird (Migratory bird of high conservation 
priority; breeds on M-LSNF, year-round resident) 

• Lewis’ woodpecker (UDWR Species of Concern; Breeds on M-
LSNF, year-round resident) 

ii. Post-treatment Willow Basin riparian areas 

1. Stream banks are capable of withstanding significant flow events 
without showing excessive erosion. 

2. Based on potential, stream banks are ≥95% vertically stable. 

3. Based on potential, native shrub cover is almost continuous, with 
distribution of height classes sufficient to provide ongoing 
recruitment. 

4. Ground cover [i.e., basal vegetation, litter, moss/lichen or rock 
(≥3/4”)] is generally increasing and is greater than 90%. 
Appropriateness of percent basal vegetation should be considered. 

5. Deep-rooted native riparian grasses and grasslike species are in a 
condition that they can regain ground that is being lost to Kentucky 
bluegrass, bare ground, and a depleted diversity. 

6. Of the grass/grass-like species component, ≥70% is native species 
(i.e., not Kentucky bluegrass or other non-natives). 

7. Willow height classes indicate ongoing recruitment above ungulate 
browse height (e.g., ≥20% of individual willow plants are in the 4.1’-
6’ height class). 

f. Springs 

i. Post-treatment Willow Basin springs 

1. Riparian areas surrounding springs are maintained such that the 
vegetative and wildlife community within the spring’s riparian zone 
and associated wetlands remain intact. 

g. Exotic and Invasive Vegetation.  

i. La Sal Mountains invasive vegetation. 

1. Native plants dominate in all vegetation communities. Some 
persistent and/or invasive exotic plants earlier introduced and/or 
seeded by the M-LNSF or users of the Forest (e.g., Kentucky 
bluegrass, cheatgrass, and smooth brome), continue to persist, but are 
declining in area. 

2. Conditions favoring the introduction, establishment, and spread of 
invasive species are significantly decreasing. 

3. Those native species that have lost ground to (a) exotic invasive 
species and (b) native “increasers” are regaining ground.  

4. New invaders are not obtaining any significant footholds. 
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ii. Post-treatment Willow Springs invasive vegetation 

1. Existing and new invasive weed populations are decreasing in 
acreage, number of sites (including burn pile sites) and plant density. 

2. Cheatgrass is declining in acreage, number of sites, and plant 
density. 

h. Soil.  

i. La Sal Mountains soil.  
1. Ground cover retains soil, bulk density, and soil biological life 

similar to that of appropriate reference sites.  
 

2. Commercial resource extraction, motorized and other recreation, 
roads, restoration activities, livestock grazing, or excessive wild 
ungulate use are managed to prevent erosion, compaction, 
degradation, or the introduction of exotic/invasive plant species.  

 
3. Sufficient coarse woody debris and snag requirements to sustain 

biological productivity are met. 
 

ii. Post-treatment Willow Basin soil.  

1. Soil that has been degraded is restored primarily through passive 
restoration or active restoration methods that prevent the spread of 
exotic/invasive plant species.  
 

2. Soil beneath pinyon-juniper is exhibiting development of biological 
soil crusts.  
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