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foreword by Forest Supervisor
I’m excited to present the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan. To start, the Forest must acknowledge that this process would not have been initiated if it weren’t for the non-profit organization For
The Forest, now a part of Aspen Center for Environmental Studies (ACES). We are grateful for their mission and forest stewardship practices.
The approach to this project is somewhat new to the White River National Forest. Since I came to this Forest in 2009, my staff and I have strived to build trust among citizens, communities, organizations and
agencies that all care for their public lands and the White River National Forest. Trust is not fostered overnight; rather, it grows on this Forest through consistent dialogue and responsibly following through on
informed actions. This process has engaged the community and stakeholders, listened to ideas, and allowed those with interest in the Hunter Creek and Smuggler Mountain area to tell our planning team what
they want to see on the land. These ideas are the opportunities presented in this Cooperative Plan.
This has been a team effort to develop this Plan. I’m proud to have Pitkin County, the City of Aspen and many other groups a part of this team. With the expertise that each of these people brings to the table we
can better understand and plan for the improvement to a multitude of resources. As the Forest Supervisor on the most frequently visited National Forest in America, my staff and I constantly work to strike the
appropriate balance between nature and people. This Plan strikes that balance by properly planning for nature and people within the landscape, and coupled with other opportunities in the Upper Roaring Fork
Valley, we can start to address the concerns on the Forest at a landscape scale.
Now I know this is only a plan, and we still need to conduct a NEPA process, but with the outreach we have conducted with other agencies, key stakeholders and the Aspen community, my hope is that we have
adequately set the stage for an effective and informative NEPA process.

Scott Fitzwilliams

White River National Forest Supervisor
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Visit ACES This Winter!

Katie Martinez, USFS

Hallam Lake is a 25-acre preserve and nature center in the
heart of downtown Aspen. Snowshoe around the preserve, learn
about the animals who gather at the lake, or meet our on-site
educational animals like the golden eagle!

David Hamilton, Roaring Fork Outdoor Volunteers

100 Puppy Smith St. Aspen (behind the post office)
Open MON - FRI, 9am - 5pm

Martha Moran, USFS

Rock Bottom Ranch serves as ACES’ mid-valley hub,
focusing on sustainable agriculture. Stop by the 113-acre wildlife
preserve and working educational ranch to take a guided tour of
the farmyard, meet the animals and snowshoe the nature trail.

Darryl Grob, Pitkin County Emergency Services

2001 Hooks Spur Rd. Basalt
Open MON - FRI, 9am - 5pm

David Francomb, USFS

The Aspen Center for Environmental Studies,

Rich Burkley, Aspen Ski Company

(ACES) is a nonprofit, environmental education
organization. Elizabeth Paepcke founded ACES in 1968.
Today ACES has four Roaring Fork Valley locations:
Hallam Lake, Rock Bottom Ranch, The Catto Center at
Toklat and Spring Creek.

Scott Snelson, USFS

ACES’work is to build a community of knowledgeable,
motivated and capable environmental stewards.

All members of the Planning Team

ACES’ Tours are a partnership of the above organizations in support of environmental stewardship.

Scott Fitzwilliams, USFS
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan (Hunter-Smuggler Plan or Plan) is unique in scale, scope, and community engagement. It embodies a planning approach
that has rarely been used on National Forest System (NFS) lands that relies on cooperation and partnerships to define the long-term vision for the area. This approach will ultimately
achieve measurable benefits for wildlife habitat, forest health, and recreation at the landscape scale:

The Hunter-Smuggler Plan has the potential to improve hundreds of acres of forest and wildlife habitat, enhance the overall sustainability of the trail system,
and lead to a wealth of reciprocal benefits to economic development, education, and infrastructure.
Located on the White River National Forest (WRNF), the Hunter-Smuggler planning area consists of 4,681 acres adjacent to Smuggler Mountain Open Space and private property.
It is also the scenic backdrop for the community of Aspen. The following chapter provides an overview of the planning process and its key milestones, and an overview of how the
planning area was defined. It also outlines existing policies from the U.S. Forest Service, the City of Aspen, Pitkin County, and other management partners that provide the foundation
upon which many of the recommendations of this plan are based.

H u n t e r

C r e e k

-

S m u g g l e r

M o u n ta i n

C o o p e r at i v e

P l a n

5

planning process
Overall Process
The planning process for the Hunter-Smuggler Plan has been carried out over nine months, between June 2011 and February 2012. The first phase of the process, Visioning, involved an extensive visioning
effort to answer the question of why here, why now?, and also to explore common values and goals that the community shares for this area. During this phase, the planning topics of forest health and
vegetation, recreation, wildlife habitat, economic development, infrastructure, and education emerged. The Visioning phase included several Planning Team and Focus Group meetings, as well as a public
workshop held August 30th at the Pitkin County Library. The public workshop was attended by about 45 community
members, including many of those associated with the Planning Team or Focus Group. The result of the visioning

The second phase of the planning process was the Opportunities phase, and is what led to the completion of the Plan
document. The Planning Team explored an extensive array of options that would achieve the plan’s vision. The Focus
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Group evaluated those opportunities at an afternoon worksession at the Aspen Institute on November 16 , as well
th

as at a public workshop on December 14th at the County’s Rio Grande Room. In addition to these formal meetings,

visioning open house

several more individual stakeholder meetings, phone calls, and discussions occurred throughout this time to ensure

public workshop

IMPLEMENTATION

Phase 2:
Opportunities

Phase 3: NEPA

Phase 1:
Visioning

phase of the process is the Vision Document, which is in part included in this document in Chapter 3.

that all opportunities were explored and balanced across planning topics. To further engage the public a project
website (www.hunter-smugglerplan.com) was created to provide interested individuals a portal to learn about the process, project and current activities.
The Cooperative Plan is the precursor to an environmental review under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, which is required for all projects proposed on Federal land, and is the third phase
Phase 3: NEPA

of the planning process. Some or all of the projects recommended in this document will be evaluated under that law prior to implementation. During the future NEPA process for proposed projects, the public
will continue to be involved and will be encouraged to provide feedback to the Forest Service.

Stakeholder Engagement

In addition to public open houses and regular meetings between the Planning Team and the Focus Group, there were numerous stakeholder meetings conducted to address specific planning topics. This
included a meeting of recreationists to gain a more complete understanding of the existing conditions of the trail network on Smuggler Mountain and Hunter Creek, as well as to identify opportunities to improve
that system. The initial trails meeting included representatives from the hiking, mountain biking, and Nordic skiing communities. Though motorized and equestrian users were not present, their input was
recieved at the public open houses. The results of that meeting helped lay the foundation for many of the opportunities found in this plan. Two additional trails meetings were conducted between March and
April 2012 to specifically address the re-establishment of trust between the mountain biking and conservation communities and to identify trail improvement projects that can be endorsed by both groups.
A special meeting was held with Pitkin County to discuss Smuggler Mountain Road (SMR) during the planning phase. This meeting clarified that basic improvements as described in this plan fall within the
regular maintenance horizon for SMR, which could be initiated as early as 2013.
Finally, a fire team meeting was conducted during the planning phase to ensure that the plan recommendations upheld the philosophies and capacities of the fire management community. Fire managers
from the BLM, USFS, Pitkin County and City of Aspen were present. A representative was also present from The Nature Conservancy, Mike Babler, to offer input on carrying out prescribed burns on the fringe
of a community. The result of that meeting was support for recommending prescribed burning as a tool for fire mitigation and ecosystem management, especially across larger expanses, to mimic natural
processes and reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires.
6
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why here, why now?
Immediately upon the start of the project, both the Planning Team and Focus Group raised the question, “why here, why now?”. Before considering what management activities should take place within this
area, it was essential to identify the issues, or needs, that were present. The following statement was crafted by the Planning Team, and vetted through the Focus Group to succinctly capture those needs.

Needs Statement
Recreation and scenic beauty bring millions of people to Aspen every year. Smuggler Mountain and the Hunter Creek Valley contain some of the most heavily used trails in Aspen, as well as important wildlife
habitat and stunning scenic beauty. However, the area has lacked cohesive management and vision, and thus, is now seeing degradation of trails, wildlife habitat, and forest health. With multiple jurisdictions
overseeing this land, seamless management will be critical for the public’s enjoyment and protection of natural resources in the future. This area also includes Aspen’s wildland/urban interface (WUI), which
relies on interagency cooperation for planning how the built community can coexist with the wildlands.
The Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan addresses the following goals:
• Enhance wildlife habitat;
• Manage for a more diverse, healthy and sustainable forest;
• Work with partners to assess and manage wildfire risk;
• Maintain a safe recreational setting and enhance recreation opportunities for residents and visitors to sustain tourism as the main economic driver for the Aspen area;
• Coordinate on recreation signage;
• Promote educational opportunities through interpretation and outreach;
• Protect water quality and greater watershed health;
• Identify, reclaim and interpret historic mines;
• Identify opportunities for economic development that may result from management activities;
• Sustainably maintain existing infrastructure;
• Develop a monitoring program to gauge the Plan’s effectiveness and adapt the Plan as needed.
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planning area
Description

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

The Hunter-Smuggler Plan’s planning area covers over 4,500 acres of National Forest System (NFS)
lands, adjacent to City of Aspen and Pitkin County open space and the community of Aspen. The
primary geographic features are Smuggler Mountain and the Hunter Creek Valley. The former is the

PITKIN COUNTY

backdrop of Aspen and its epicenter for three-season hiking and mountain biking; the latter is a
picturesque alpine valley home to mining and homesteading relics, lush vegetation, and outstanding
year-round recreational trails. Together these two areas provide a haven for wildlife and the
enjoyment of the outdoors.
The planning area illustrated here was decided by the planning team to be the largest area to
effectively plan for and balance the management topics included in this process. When not adhering
to NFS management boundaries, it largely follows natural or topographic features, such as streams,
ridges, or valleys.
Hunt e r Cr
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Processes that occur on lands adjacent to the Hunter-Smuggler planning area are important to
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consider and will influence the future of this area, and vice versa. The area is extensive, but the

d

planning team recognizes that no planning boundary can ever capture the true extent ecological
processes. It is intended that the positive trajectory set forth through the Hunter-Smuggler Plan will
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extend beyond its planning boundary, as nature and the community promote.
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forest plan direction
The planning area is located on the WRNF, and as such, this Cooperative Plan must conceptually comply with
the management directions provided in the WRNF Land and Resource Management Plan – 2002 Revision (2002

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

Forest Plan). The 2002 Forest Plan includes 33 separate Management Areas for different portions of the forest
based on ecological conditions, historic development, and anticipated future conditions. The planning area
falls within five different Management Areas: Backcountry Recreation – Non-motorized; Scenery; Dispersed
Recreation, High Use; Forested Flora and Fauna Habitats; and Deer and Elk Winter Range. These Management
Areas, and their applicability to the planning area and the Hunter-Smuggler Plan, are summarized below.
Management Area 1.31: Backcountry Recreation – Non-motorized
The southeastern portion of the planning area on Smuggler Mountain includes this Forest Plan Management

Deer and Elk Winter Range

Area allocation, and this Management Area extends well south, beyond the planning area, to the Benedict Huts.
Backcountry, non-motorized recreation areas are managed to provide recreation opportunities in a natural-

Forested Flora and
Fauna Habitats

appearing landscape. These areas are generally unroaded or may have some evidence of past roads; natural
or natural-appearing with little evidence of recent human-caused disturbance; and important for providing non-

Hunt e r Cr

eek

motorized recreation near the primitive end of the recreation opportunity spectrum. Within this Management
Dispersed Recreation;
High Use

Area, a variety of year-round non-motorized recreation opportunities occur across the Forest, and trailheads,
trails, signs, bridges, fences, huts, or shelters that enhance the recreational opportunities may be present. Within
the planning area, many of these features exist and could be enhanced to support hiking, horseback riding,
cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and mountain biking opportunities.

PITKIN COUNTY
City of Aspen

Management Area 4.2: Scenery
Scenery

The southwestern portion of the planning area on Smuggler Mountain includes this Forest Plan Management

Backcountry Recreation;
Non-Motorized

Area allocation. Across the Forest, Scenery areas are managed to protect or preserve scenic values and
recreation uses of designated scenic byways and other heavily used scenic destinations and travel corridors.
In this case, Highway 82 towards Independence Pass is part of the Top of the Rockies scenic byway and the
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NFS lands adjacent to Highway 82 include this designation to preserve the scenic integrity. In the planning
Roar
ing

area, recreation facilities such as scenic overlooks and interpretive signs occur. This Management Area allows
for vegetation alterations to be present to enhance the viewing opportunity and to maintain long-term vigor and
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Forest Plan Direction

Backcountry Rec; Non-motorized
Deer and Elk Winter Range
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Forested Flora and Fauna Habitats

health of the vegetation. Vegetation management activities should be visually subordinate to the surrounding
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landscape.
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forest plan direction
Because scenic quality is emphasized, all activities and interactions should maintain the scenic

dispersed recreation opportunities including both motorized and non-motorized, although they may

values for which the area is designated. The Management Area description in the Forest Plan directs

also find that access is restricted, at times, through the use of seasonal or year-long road closures.

that activities should maintain a variety of successional stages, plant communities, and associated
wildlife through a combination of human manipulation and natural processes. Habitat-improvement
projects that increase the potential for viewing and interpreting a variety of wildlife species while
providing for visitor and wildlife safety are encouraged.

These areas provide for a variety of forest and non-forest plant communities and successional
stages, over the long term, through a combination of human manipulation and natural processes.
Management activities are influenced by biological processes found in the area, and strive to
replicate local natural vegetation patterns and patch size (HRV). Vegetation management is designed

Management Area 4.32: Dispersed Recreation, High Use

to simulate natural disturbances, thus silvicultural treatments may be larger than 40 acres in size. A

These areas are managed for recreational opportunities and scenic qualities in locations that attract
high numbers of users, such as areas around easily accessible bodies of water. For the HunterSmuggler planning area, this Management Area occurs on the western end of the Hunter Creek
Valley where Hunter Creek and extensive wetland complexes dominate the landscape. In general,
Dispersed Recreation Management Areas are commonly located adjacent to bodies of water where
the public concentrates for recreational purposes, and is certainly true for the Hunter Creek Valley.
These activities occur in structured settings characterized by scenic beauty.

full range of silvicultural prescriptions may be employed that includes timber harvest and prescribed
fire management, in which both focus on long-term desired conditions.
Management Area 5.41: Deer and Elk Winter Range
Deer and elk winter ranges are managed to provide adequate amounts of quality forage, cover
and solitude for deer, elk and other species while on winter range. The northern portion of the
planning area represents this Management Area. Human activities are managed so that deer and
elk can effectively use the area. Activities that may be managed or restricted include burning,

Trails and roads may lead to and around water features within this Management Area, and this

rangeland management, timber harvest, habitat manipulation, recreation, minerals exploration and

occurs within the Hunter-Smuggler planning area. The Management Area allows for recreation

development, and road management. Population herd objectives are established in coordination with

facilities to be developed and maintained as needed to provide for resource protection and a high

the Colorado Division of Wildlife.

quality recreation experience. Biological communities should be maintained or improved to provide
an attractive setting for visitors, complement the recreational values, and provide varied plant
communities, structural stages, and associated wildlife.

Vegetation composition and structure are managed to meet the needs of deer, elk, and other species
on their winter range. Quaking aspen, Gambel oak, serviceberry, antelope bitterbrush, sage, grasses,
and forbs are common throughout the area. Management activities are designed to maintain or

Management Area 5.4: Forested Flora and Fauna Habitats

create habitat mosaic of various types, age classes, and structural stages.

These areas are primarily forested ecosystems intermingled with grassland and shrub communities,
and are managed to provide a mix of ecological and human needs. This Management Area is
located in the more remote, eastern portion of the planning area where less human activity currently
exists.
Visitors can expect to see other people and evidence of human activities including silvicultural
treatments and domestic livestock; see managed but natural-appearing stands of trees with cut or
burned areas showing soil disturbance, snags, tree stumps, slash, landings, or skid trails; and find

10
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forest plan direction
Inventoried Roadless Areas

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

The 2002 Forest Plan also includes Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRA). Roadless Area 75 Hunter
is 1,188 acres in size and exists within, and extends beyond, the Hunter-Smuggler planning area.
County Road 130 and Smuggler Mountain Road mark the area’s northern and southern boundaries.

PITKIN COUNTY

The State identifies this IRA as allowing for road construction and reconstruction. The term roadless
is not a management designation – it is an inventory of a current condition on NFS lands. The
direction for providing roadless area inventories is found in several places, including the Code
of Federal Regulation (36 CFR 219.17[a]), Forest Service Handbook (FSH 1909.12.7.1), and the
Wilderness Act (78 Stat. 890; 16 USC 1131-1136).
This Plan balances planning opportunities with the IRA and considers the potential ecological
improvements for forest health, wildlife and education.
Additional Proposals to Consider
Hunt e r Cr

H un t e r C r e e k
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Two proposals are currently underway that could influence the management of the planning area,

eek

should they be passed into law. The first is the Hidden Gems Wilderness Proposal, which proposes

Rd

342,000 additional acres of designated wilderness in Pitkin, Gunnison, Eagle and Summit Counties.

gg

While the Hidden Gems proposal does include areas that overlap with the planning area, the map
Sm

u
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has already been adjusted 166 times to accomodate community input, and another boundary

Rd

adjustment may be possible.
The second is the Central Mountains Outdoor Heritage proposal, a wilderness proposal by U.S. Sen.
Mark Udall for Pitkin, Summit and Eagle counties. This proposal is in its early stages, and Sen. Udall
is requesting community feedback on the specific areas that could be newly-designated wilderness.

City of Aspen

Lands under consideration in the Udall proposal include (all on the WRNF): Hunter Creek, 2,799
acres; North Independent A, 4,493 acres; and North Independent B, 934 acres, on Smuggler
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Mountain and on steep terrain north of Highway 82. These would be additions to the HunterRoar
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other relevent plans
White River National Forest Plan Land and Resource Management Plan –
2002 Revision
Forest plans are prepared in accordance with the National Forest Management Act (NFMA), NEPA,
and other laws and regulations. NFMA regulations state that each national forest’s land and resource
management plan be revised on a 10-year cycle or at least every 15 years (36 CFR 219.10). The
2002 Forest Plan has been prepared to meet that requirement and sets forth the direction the White
River National Forest will follow in the future management of NFS lands and resources within its
boundaries. Details of 2002 Forest Plan direction relevant to the Hunter-Smuggler planning area are
discussed under Forest Plan Direction.
Travel Management Plan
The White River National Forest has completed the Travel Management Plan (TMP) Final
Environmental Impact Statement (Final EIS) and Forest Supervisor Scott Fitzwilliams signed a Record
of Decision on March 17, 2011. Travel management is the integrated planning of, and providing
for, movement of people and products to and through National Forest System lands. A travel
management plan provides clear, specific direction on the appropriate levels of land, water, and
air access opportunities to be made available. The decision outlines specific details for all forms of
transportation on the White River National Forest. This includes which roads and trails will be open for
motorized and non-motorized use in summer and winter as well as identifying which roads and trails
will be closed and/or decommissioned. Implementation of the TMP will be occurring over several
years and will include prioritization of implementation areas and signing and/or decommissioning
routes.
Healthy Forest Restoration Act of 2003
The Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) improves the ability of the Forest Service to conduct
hazardous fuels reduction projects on NFS lands aimed at protecting wildland-urban interfaces
of at-risk communities, watersheds, and certain other at-risk lands from catastrophic wildfire, to
enhance efforts to protect watersheds and address threats to forest and rangeland health, including
catastrophic wildfire, across the landscape, and for other purposes.

of conservation easements and the establishment of monitoring and early warning systems for
insect and disease outbreaks. HFRA provides for expedited environmental review, a pre-decisional
Forest Service administrative review process, and other measures on NFS lands that are at-risk of
catastrophic fire.
Forestwide Hazardous Tree Removal and Fuels Reduction EA
The general goal of the project is to remove hazardous trees from roadways, trails, high-use areas,
culturally significant sites, and administrative areas to reduce the possibility of personal or property
damage from falling debris resulting from the MPB epidemic that has been active on the WRNF.
The WRNF has begun implementing the selected alternative to meet the goal for providing for
public safety in and around administrative sites, developed recreation sites, and along road and trail
corridors by reducing risks associated with falling trees and hazardous fuels.
Smuggler Mountain Open Space Management Plan
Smuggler Mountain Open Space Management Plan was written by the City of Aspen and Pitkin
County in 2008. The plan provides the guidance for the approximately 234-acre Smuggler Mountain
Open Space property and encompasses the topics of recreation, historical and cultural resources,
ecosystem health, scenery, and education. SMOS is adjacent to the Hunter-Smuggler Planning area.
Smuggler Mtn Open Space 10-Year Forest Resource Management Plan
This plan was completed in 2011 by the City of Aspen and Pitkin County for Smuggler Mountain
Open Space. The plan ‘is designed to improve and maintain forest health with associated benefits
to wildlife, recreation value and safety, while reducing wildfire risk and providing educational
opportunities’. Many of the recommendations found later in this Plan reflect similar principles and
complement the management that is currently occurring on SMOS.

The legislation contains a variety of provisions aimed at expediting the preparation and
implementation of hazardous fuels reduction projects on federal land and assisting rural
communities, States and landowners in restoring healthy forest and watershed conditions on
state, private and tribal lands. It also authorizes large-scale silvicultural research, the acquisition
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fire management
The Aspen Fire Protection District encompasses much of the planning area. In the event of a

Overview

wildfire, they would respond in cooperation with the USFS to protect the public safety of the Aspen

Wildfire is a major forest management concern for the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain planning
area and its vicinity. The proximity of homes and other infrastructure, as well as the desire to protect
the scenic backdrop for the city of Aspen, drive
the concern about catastrophic wildfire following

community.
WRNF Fire Management Plan

Hunter Creek - Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

Being on the WRNF, the Forest’s Fire Management Plan is the primary guiding document for what

the mountain pine beetle outbreak. According

will occur if a fire occurs within the planning area. Most of the planning area is located in Fire

to the Pitkin County Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan

Management Unit (FMU) “B”. The definition of FMU B is below:

Update (Sept. 2011), wildfire is the area’s greatest

“Fire plays a natural role in the function of the ecosystem, however because of resource concerns

hazard with the highest risk, likelihood, and
potential to be catastrophic.

and potentially high economic impacts from unplanned ignitions, considerable constraints and

Planning Area

mitigation measures exist. Fuel hazard reduction as a major means of mitigating potential risks and

This Plan adheres to the principles set forth

associated loss are a priority. Unit costs for prescribed fire are high and require stringent mitigation

in the Pitkin County Wildland Fire Plan and
understands the complexities for planning wildfire

and contingencies.”

Hallam
Lake

risk management on private and public lands.

FMU B-0215-02 Sopris/Aspen Intermix

This is a shared responsibility between public land

Wildland Fire Management Direction:

managers and private land owners.
£
¤
82

The Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) is the part
of the County where people, development,

Risk + Hazard + Value

Pitkin County WUI
Hazard Assessment

commensurate with human safety in all instances.

*map replicated from the 2011 CWPP
0

0.25

and intense recreation meet wildland fuels

0.5
Miles

• All wildland fires, regardless of ignition source, will be high priority and receive prompt action
• Minimize the size of wildland fires using suppression tactics as put forth in recommendations

[

and restrictions.

and topography. Thus, the WUI “is thus a
1

General Guidance for Prescribed Vegetation Treatments (site-specific EA required):

focal area for human environment conflicts, such as the destruction of homes by wildfires, habitat
fragmentation, introduction of exotic species, and biodiversity decline” (Radeloff, et. al. 2005). While
simple to understand in concept, it is very difficult to define precisely where the WUI begins and

• Reduce hazardous fuel loading and the risks of wildland fire escaping public lands.
• Reduce fuels around significant cultural sites and developed recreation sites.

ends, and varies by geography, development pattern, ecosystem, and climatic conditions. This plan
recognizes that the WUI encompasses part of the planning area, with associated hazards and risks
being greater the closer you are to Aspen, but it is not definitive boundary.

This definition originated from the Pitkin County Wildfire Protection Plan, with the phrase “and intense
recreation” added.
1
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Chapter 2: Existing Conditions
The planning area has a wealth of resources, including ecological, cultural and recreational.

It has long played a role in the Aspen community, and the resources found there today reflect that history.
The present-day forest is not simply the result of natural disturbance and succession; it is a product of large-scale timber harvesting that occurred around the turn of the century to
fuel the mining industry and the city’s development. The meadows found in the Hunter Creek Valley and the steep hillsides of Smuggler Mountain contain untold relics of Ute Indian
settlements, homesteading, and Aspen’s mining heritage. Most recently, the trails found throughout the planning area reflect the rapid evolution that Aspen underwent in becoming
the recreation and tourism-based economy that remains today.
The following chapter provides an overview of many of the important resources currently found within the planning area. Before presenting the plan’s Vision and Recommendations,
it is important to understand not only what these are, but also how they reached their present condition. Many of the Recommendations to follow rely on this understanding to reset a
more optimal, sustainable tradjectory for the future.
The information found in this chapter is a summation of technical reports conducted by a team of resources specialists specifically for this project. Those reports can be found in
Appendix A) Vegetation Management Plan, Appendix B) Wildlife Baseline Report, Appendix C) Cultural Resources Report and D) Recreation Baseline Report.
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Cultural Resources
Smuggler and Red mountains, and Hunter Creek Valley are among Colorado’s important historical
places, figuring prominently in Aspen’s famed silver rush. Prospectors searched the mountain
slopes during the early 1880s for silver veins concealed underneath soil and vegetation, excavating
pits and sinking shallow shafts. Ultimately, they determined that the rich Smuggler Vein system
trended northeast through the study area, from Aspen through Van Horn Park and over to Woody
Creek. Later in the decade, speculators purchased the promising claims and developed some at
depth, finding profitable ore in a few cases.
But silver was not the only natural resource that drew people into the study area during the rush. As
the regional mining industry grew, entrepreneurs turned to the forests to satisfy a heavy demand for
construction lumber and timbers in underground workings. Loggers operating from base camps
high on Smuggler and Red mountains harvested evergreen trees and sent them down to several
sawmills for processing in Hunter Creek Valley. Freight outfits then hauled forest products and ore
from the mines down to Aspen. Native Americans also used Hunter Creek Valley prior to the rush,
primarily hunting game.
A legacy of heritage resources remains from this colorful past, and historic sites can be found
scattered throughout the study area. Despite this, little work has been completed among the study
area’s historic sites, with no systematic studies, surveys, or other coordinated efforts yet attempted.
Of the numerous heritage resources in the study area, only five sites have been formally documented
and registered with the Forest Service or Colorado Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation.
Four were mines selected in 2007 for closure of hazardous openings. One was in Van Horn Park and
the other three at the northwest base of Smuggler Mountain where ore production was heaviest. The
last site, on the northwest flank of Smuggler Mountain, was an intact log cabin whose role in regional
history is presently unclear. The mines qualify as archaeological resources, lacking buildings,
structures, or equipment, and represented instead by foundations, waste rock dumps, and artifacts.
The cabin qualifies as an architectural resource because it is largely intact with walls and roof.
Altogether, the heritage resources likely fall into three general historical themes and geographic
areas. In the first, mines and prospects attributable to the 1880s silver rush are distributed along
the Smuggler Vein system, trending northeast through the study area. Complexes of surface
excavations, prospect shafts, and associated camps are numerous in the Van Horn Park area where
prospectors sought silver veins but found little of worth, leaving shallow exploratory workings. Mines,
which actually yielded ore, are concentrated on Smuggler Mountain’s northwest base, near the
previously recorded sites mentioned above. The second theme involves timber industry resources,
with several sawmill sites in Hunter Creek Valley and small logging camps on the upper reaches of
Smuggler and Red mountains. The third theme is homesteading, with several sites on Hunter Creek
Valley’s floor. Some were established for cattle and dairy, while others merely to claim title to land
for speculation. Prehistoric resources are also possible in Hunter Creek Valley, although they will be
difficult to find due to thick vegetation and minimal use.

The line represents the approximate strike of the Smuggler Vein, overlaid on a 1972 7.5’ topographic map. The
small boxes with diagonal blacking are mine and prospect shafts. Associated residence sites can be expected.

A complete assessment of the cultural resources found within the planning area is included in
Appendix C.
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Forest Health

and

Vegetation

The planning area is home to a complex and diverse
ecological landscape. More specifically, there are
eight dominant vegetation communities found here,
including aspen, Gambel oak, mixed conifer forest,
mountain meadows, mountain shrub, sage, willow
(wetlands) and lodgepole pine forests. Each of these
dominant types have small inclusions of willows,
water, mountain shrub, Douglas-fir and aspen
habitats that may be either too small to map or not
the dominant species. The aspen and lodgepole
stands are further broken down to pure and mixed
stands. Current conditions within the planning area
support the following vegetation types: mountain meadow (6%), mountain shrub (6%), Gambel oak
(Quercus gambelii), (6%) pure lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta) forest (10%), mixed lodgepole pine
forest (13%), mixed conifer forest and spruce-fir forest (Picea engelmannii-Abies bifolia), (26%),
pure aspen (Populus tremuloides) forest (22%), mixed aspen forest (8%), willow-wetland (2%), and
sagebrush (1%) (USFS R2 Vegetation – Revised 2009).
All tree species in the planning area are susceptible to a wide variety of insects and diseases. Like
the rest of Colorado, an outbreak of mountain pine beetle (MPB) is presently affecting some, but not
all lodgepole pine within the planning area. Other forest insects and diseases (e.g., lodgepole pine
dwarf mistletoe, armellaria root rot) are present but not at epidemic levels. Although spruce beetle
has not been identified within the planning area, spruce beetle epidemics have been identified in the
region.
Forest Communities
One of the most important characteristics needed to understand growth dynamics of a forest stand
is stand density. Stand density index (SDI) is a forest management tool created by Reineke (1933).
SDI values are calculated from average trees per acre (TPA) and average diameter at breast height
(DBA) of a given stand. Each tree
species has a unique biological
Stand Type
Acres
maximum SDI. The maximum SDI
Aspen
1,405
for a given species is defined as the
Mixed confier
1,193
maximum number of trees of a given
Lodgepole pine
1,078
size that can occupy a site. Relative
Gambel oak
298
SDI is defined as “the number of
Mountain meadow
279
trees actually in a stand divided by
Mountain shrub
261
maximum number of trees of that
Willow
112
average size that could exist” (Drew
Sagebrush
55
and Flewelling, 1977, 1979), i.e., how
Total
4,681
close the species in that stand is to its
maximum density. Relative SDI can
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tell a forest manager many important characteristics of stand growth dynamics. For example, when
the relative SDI reaches 15% the stand begins crown closure. When the relative SDI reaches 40%,
trees begin to die, and at 55% extensive mortality is expected. Within the planning area, the ideal
relative SDI for all stands should be below 40% (Peterson and Hibbs, 1989). Anything higher than
this would be at high risk for tree mortality, MPB infestation (lodgepoles), SAD (aspens), spruce/fir
and severe fire conditions.
Of the cruised stands, 73% are over 40% relative SDI. Stands below 40% SDI, and dominated by
lodgepole, are experiencing significant mortality too. This data shows a significant need for stand
treatments to improve forest health and age class diversity.
The average age of the dominant tree species per stand ranges from roughly 90 to 120 years old.
The ideal age distribution for lodgepole would include trees from the ages of 0-150 years (trees
older than 150 years are rare). For aspen a reasonable range is 0-100; for Gambel oak shrub 0-80;
mixed conifer 200-300; and Gambel oak trees 0-200. Under healthy conditions with normal species
diversity, a disturbance event would affect many of the trees; under current conditions with low
diversity, disturbance events such as fire, MPB, or disease could be stand-replacing.
Aspen Forest Community
The aspen forest community is the largest (30%) and most extensive vegetation type in the planning
area. Aspen stands are distributed throughout the planning area, but are more numerically abundant
near the base of the Hunter Creek drainage and on hill slopes to the north of Hunter Creek. Typically,
these stands are even aged, stocking is uniform and size classes from 5-10 inches in diameter
are well represented. Subalpine fir seedlings and saplings are generally present in the understory;
stocking of fir is highly variable, however, between stands. Although trees generally display good
form and crown development, a small amount of mortality is occurring in most stands. Elsewhere
within the planning area, aspen stands have increased mortality, likely due to the stress associated
with drought of the late 1990’s and early part of this century.
In the denser stands, smaller trees have been over topped and have succumbed to the stress
associated with competition and lack of sunlight. Aspen regeneration is sparse or non-existent within
the interior of these stands. Most are just approaching maturity and have not yet reached the age
that lends susceptibility to forest pathogens. Fungal conks, which indicate extensive trunk rot, are
evident on a few widely scattered larger diameter trees. A few trees are infected with canker causing
fungi. Fungal infection is not widespread and does not appear to be threatening the stands as a
whole at this time.
These stands (all clones) should persist with little change in composition for several decades.
However, aspen is an early seral stage species on these sites. Subalpine fir seedlings and saplings
are numerous in the understory of many of these stands and, barring disturbance over the longer
term (50+ years), the more shade tolerant conifers will gradually become a more significant
component on these sites and eventually replace the aspen altogether.
Common understory species include snowberry (Symphoricarpos rotundifolius), Western sweetroot
(Ozmorhiza occidentalis), aspen peavine (Lathyrus leucanthus), blue wildrye (Elymus glaucus),
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mountain brome (Bromus carinatus), bedstraw (Galium septrionale), aspen daisy (Erigeron
speciosus), and meadow rue (Thalictrum fendleri).

Gamble Oak

Mixed Conifer/Spruce-fir Forest Community
These are uneven aged, multistoried mixed conifer (subalpine fir [Abies bifolia], Douglas fir
[Pseudotsuga menziesii], lodgepole pine [Pinus contorta], and Engelmann spruce [Picea
engelmannii]) stands. Within individual stands stocking is typically uniform; between stands
stocking is variable. Some stands exhibit a good diameter distribution with representation by
all size classes from 6 to 18 inches in diameter, while others are noticeably lacking in the larger
diameter trees. In stands lacking the larger diameter component, competition and suppression
have often limited crown development to the point where many trees have low (< 30%) crown ratios
and poorly developed understories. Mortality is occurring in small clumps of subalpine fir, and in
scattered individuals, most likely due to root rot. Occasionally, individual lodgepole pines or groups
of pines display evidence of mountain pine beetle activity. Subalpine fir seedlings and saplings are
numerically abundant, but unevenly distributed throughout the understory of these stands. Forest
floor vegetation is depauperate where little sunlight is reaching the forest floor. Elsewhere, arnica
(Arnica spp.), grouse whortleberry (Vaccinium myrtillus, V. scoparium), Parry’s lousewort (Pedicularis
parryi), and mountain lover (Paxistima myrsinites) are well established in the understory.
Lodgepole Pine Forest Community

In the lower portions of these oak stands where the slope is shallower and soils are more well
developed, oaks are typically taller, with greater stem diameter and dense, well-formed leaf canopies.
Higher up the slopes as the topography steepens and soils are less well-developed, oaks appear
more stressed and stunted, which is exacerbated on the most south-facing slopes where wintering
elk concentrate, browsing heavily on young twigs and buds. On such sites, it is not uncommon to
witness dense brooms on the stunted oaks, evidence of heavy elk browsing.

The lodgepole pine dominant forest community is the third (23%) most extensive vegetation type
in the planning area, behind mixed conifer and aspen. Dense, mature stands of lodgepole pine are
located throughout the Smuggler Mountain portion
of the planning area, below 10,500 feet. Most of
these stands are single storied and even aged. In
many of these stands stocking is flawlessly uniform
and all size classes from 4-12 inches in diameter
are well represented. Trees throughout these
stands are infected with dwarf mistletoe. There
are a few widely scattered mature subalpine fir,
Douglas fir, and/or Engelmann spruce throughout
these stands. Subalpine fir seedlings and saplings
are numerous, but unevenly distributed throughout
the understory.

Mountain Shrub

Lodgepole pine stands on the north side of Hunter
Creek are similarly even-aged. However, there
are often large natural non-forested openings
throughout these stands, and stand structure found here is typically clumpy rather than uniform.

Mountain Meadow Community

Forest floor vegetation is depauperate in many places where little sunlight is reaching the ground.
Elsewhere arnica and grouse whortleberry are present.
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Gambel oak stands are present on many of the lower, south and west-facing slopes of Smuggler
Mountain and in the Hunter Creek basin. Other co-dominant or sub-dominant shrubs present
include snowberry, chokecherry (Prunus virginiana), serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia), big
sagebrush (Artemesia tridentata), rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus parryi, C. viscidiflorus), and woods
rose (Rosa woodsii). Their dominance in the community is largely dependent on elevation and
aspect. Common graminoids include bluebunch wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata), elk sedge
(Carex geyeri), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), slender wheatgrass (Elymus trachycaulus),
smooth brome (Bromus inermis), nodding brome (B. anomalusa), mountain brome (B. marginatus),
and Letterman needlegrass (Stipa lettermanii). Common forbs include American vetch (Vicia
americana), northern bedstraw (Galium boreale), aspen peavine (Lathyrus laetivirens), yarrow
(Achillea lanulosa), Oregon fleabane (Erigeron speciosus), Fendler meadow rue (Thalictrum fendleri),
and Porter ligusticum (Ligusticum porteri).
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Sites characterized as mountain shrub contain a variety of dominants, including serviceberry,
chokecherry, snowberry, sagebrush, mountain mahogany, Gambel oak, and aspen. Common
herbaceous vegetation on these sites is similar to that found in the Gambel oak/snowberry
community. On many of the more southerly to westerly aspects the shrubland shifts in composition to
a more xeric shrubland mix. This shrubland association occurs in patches with mountain mahogany
and Gambel oak nearly co-dominant with representation of Gambel oak decreasing to less than
10% on the most xeric sites. Antelope bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata), big sagebrush, and Utah
serviceberry (Amelanchier utahensis) occur as well. Bare ground is abundant with sparse grasses
and forbs. Forbs occurring in this shrubland include arrowleaf balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sagittata),
yarrow, geraniums (Geranium spp.), mule’s ear (Wyethia amplexicaulis), and Oregon grape (Mahonia
repens). Elk sedge and Indian ricegrass (Achnatherum hymenoides) are common graminoids with
needleandthread (Hesperostipa comata) occurring as well.

Vegetation in meadows in the analysis area includes dandelion (Taraxicum officinale), yarrow (Achillea
lanulosa), alsike clover (Trifolium repens), vetch (Vicia americana), Letterman needlegrass (Stipa
lettermanii), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis), goldeneye,
alpine timothy (Phleum alpinum), elk sedge (Carex geyeri), goldenrod (Solidago simplex), hairy
goldenaster (Heterotheca villosa), mountain brome, Canada bluegrass (Poa compressa), alpine
bluegrass (Poa alpina), death camas (Zigadenus elegans), rosy pussytoes, black-tip senecio
(Senecio atratus), and lupine.
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Willow Riparian Wetlands

for all 3 animals is present within the Hunter Creek – Smuggler Mountain planning area. Dense
conifer and aspen forests, oak woodlands, and mountain shrublands, coupled with occasionally
steep and variable topography, provide abundant high quality hiding and escape cover for big game
and other wildlife species. Sites providing thermal cover as a refuge from summer heat are found in
dark timber stands on cooler north-facing slopes. Forage opportunities are present for all 3 species
and vary seasonally, as described in detail in Appendix B) Wildlife Baseline Report.

This vegetation type is dominated variously by willow (Salix spp.), sedges (Carex spp.), rushes
(Juncus spp.), alder (Alnus tenuifolia), and/or narrowleaf cottonwood (Populus angustifolia) in
association with the riparian fringe along Hunter Creek and its tributaries, as well as with beaver
ponds and an old dam along Hunter Creek. Several populations of the rare mountain bladder fern
(Cystopteris montana) were observed in wetland areas along Hunter Creek.
Functionally, wetlands in the planning area provide a variety of ecological services that are not
typically replicated in upland areas. These services include streambank stabilization, aquatic food
chain support, pollutant filtering, dynamic water storage, flood flow attenuation, and wildlife habitat.
Sites dominated by willows and alders provide a greater level of streambank stabilization and flood
flow attenuation. Cottonwoods provide important nesting habitat for a variety of birds.
Wetland and riparian sites provide essential wildlife habitat, as statewide they cover only 3% of the
landscape but provide habitat to approximately 80% of Colorado’s wildlife species during some
stage of their lifecycle. A comprehensive assessment of the vegetation communities found within the
planning area can be found in Appendix A) Vegetation Management Plan.

Predators
Potentially suitable habitat exists on the planning area for several predator species, including coyote
(Canis latrans), badger (Taxidea taxus), red fox (Vulpes vulpes), mountain lion (Felis concolor), bobcat
(Lynx rufus), ermine (Mustela erminea), long-tailed weasel (M. frenata), mink (M. vison), raccoon
(Procyon lotor), and striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis).
Most of these predators seek out the cover of shrubs and forested areas for concealment during the
day. Foraging activities take place primarily between dawn and dusk, at which time these predators
rely on the cover of darkness to capture prey.
Small Mammals

Coyotes

Sagebrush

Small mammals expected or known to occur
on the property include yellow-bellied marmot
(Marmota flaviventris), porcupine (Erethizon
dorsatum), golden-mantled ground squirrel
(Spermophilus lateralis), deer mouse (Peromyscus
maniculatus), several species of voles (Microtus
sp.), shrews (Microsorex sp.), Wyoming ground
squirrel (Spermophilus elegans), and bats.

Sagebrush communities are found in a scattered mosaic occurring primarily on south- and westfacing aspects of the property. Mountain big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata ssp. vaseyana) is
co-dominant with Douglas and rubber rabbitbrush. Gambel oak, mountain mahogany, antelope
bitterbrush, serviceberry, and snowberry are scattered throughout. Additional graminoids present
include Kentucky bluegrass, prairie junegrass (Koeleria macrantha), Nelson needlegrass (Stipa
nelsonii), Letterman needlegrass, and elk sedge. Common forbs include arrowleaf balsamroot,
rosy pussytoes (Antennaria rosea), sulphur buckwheat (Eriogonum umbellatum), yarrow, cinquefoil
(Potentilla pulcherrima), lupine (Lupinus argenteus), paintbrush (Castilleja linariifolia), and American
vetch. In many portions of the property, small sagebrush plant associations are intermingled in a
scattered mosaic within the oakbrush and mountain shrub.

Wildlife
The plant communities described above provide habitat to support a diverse complement of wildlife
species. Habitat is the spatial and temporal arrangement of food, cover and water that is required to
meet the biological needs of one or more individuals of a species. Wildlife associated with the Hunter
Creek–Smuggler Mountain planning area is typical of central Colorado montane communities. These
species rely on forest, woodland, shrub, and grassland habitat present on the planning area during
portions, if not the entirety, of their life cycle.
Overview
Big Game
Big game species that are known to utilize habitats on the property include elk (Cervus canadensis),
mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), and black bear (Ursus americanus). Abundant cover and forage
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Habitat for most small ground-dwelling mammals
is enhanced by the presence of coarse woody
debris and structure provided by shrubs,
hummocks, dead and down trees, and woody
vegetation close to the ground. Such structure provides movement corridors and cover, and are
widespread on the property.
Bats in particular may find roost and/or hibernacula habitat within old mine tunnels on the planning
area. Surveys of these abandoned mines have not been conducted for bats.
Birds
Raptors: Suitable foraging and/or nesting habitat for numerous raptors exists on and adjacent to the
Hunter Creek – Smuggler Mountain planning area. Suitable habitat exists on the parcel for red-tailed
hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), American kestrel (Falco sparverius), Cooper’s hawk (Accipiter cooperii),
sharp-shinned hawk (A. striatus), and northern goshawk (A. gentilis).
Migrating raptors such as Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni), ferruginous hawk (B. regalis), rough-
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legged hawk (B. lagopus), peregrine falcon
(Falco peregrinus), prairie falcon (F. mexicanus),
Northern harrier (Circus cyaneus), and merlin
(Falco columbarius) may also use the property
during spring and fall.

considered but dropped from detailed analysis because their habitats do not occur on the Aspen
District, they have no affinities to planning area habitats, and/or the planning area is outside of the
species’ range.
No portion of the planning area or vicinity has been designated critical habitat by the Secretary of the
Interior.

Owls that may potentially inhabit the planning
area include great horned (Bubo virginianus),
flammulated (Otus flammeolus), boreal
(Aegolius funereus), northern saw-whet
(Aegolius acadicus), and northern pygmy owl
(Glaucidium gnoma).

Canada Lynx
Reintroduced by the Colorado Division of Wildlife in 1999 and 2000, Canada lynx have been either
confirmed or reported in Pitkin County, some in the vicinity of the planning area, between 1999 and
2005. Lynx are temperate forest dwelling carnivores that primarily depend on snowshoe hare for prey.

Songbirds: Songbirds observed in the
planning area include American robin (Turdus
migratorius), House wren (Troglodytes aedon),
dusky flycatcher (Empidonax oberholseri),
mountain bluebird (Sialia currucoides), whitebreasted nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis), Mountain
Red-tailed hawk
chickadee (Parus gambeli), black-billed magpie
(Pica pica), common raven (Corvus corax), northern tree-toed woodpecker (Picoides tridactylus), and
downy woodpecker (Picoides villosus). Many of these birds are common in similar habitats in the
southern Rocky Mountains.
Colonial Waterbirds: Great blue herons (Ardea herodias) are often observed hunting in Hunter Creek
and its riparian-beaver pond complex. In recent years, herons have attempted to establish a heronry
at Hunter Creek with as many as 3 nests constructed in a given year but have failed to fledge any
young.
Reptiles and Amphibeans
Reptiles and amphibians that may occur in the planning area include tiger salamander (Ambystoma
tigrinum), leopard frog (Rana pipiens), boreal western toad (Bufo boreas), striped chorus frog
(Pseudacris triseriata), smooth green snake (Opheodys vernalis), and western terrestrial garter snake
(Thamnophis elegans).
Threatened and Endangered Species
The current (09/22/2011) list of federal threatened and endangered species for the WRNF (by District;
USDA-FS 2011b) includes ten species for the Aspen Ranger District. Nine of these were dropped
from detailed analysis because their range distributions do not include the analysis area, and/or
habitats necessary during their life history are not found within the planning area, and/or their habitats
would not be affected by the proposed project. Canada lynx is the only federally listed species that
has potentially suitable habitat within the planning area.
Other listed and proposed species known to occur elsewhere on the WRNF or in Colorado were
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Within the planning area lynx habitat exists in a broken discontinuous fashion, as compared to the
portion of the Independence Pass Lynx Analysis Unit (LAU) located topographically higher up the
Hunter Creek drainage and to the east of the planning area to the Continental Divide. Particularly in
the portion of the planning area north of Hunter Creek, lynx habitat is far more continuous along the
Hunter–Woody Creek divide in the northeastern reaches of the planning area, as opposed to sites
closer to the Creek and farther west. Much of the lynx habitat (conifers) in the lower Hunter Creek
drainage is dissected by aspen and grassland areas, which are not suitable as lynx habitat.
On Smuggler Mountain to the south of Hunter Creek, lynx habitat is far more continuous in nature
due to more uniform conifer cover. However, on the upper reaches of Smuggler Mountain, winter
forage is limited by the uniformly mature lodgepole pine stands that provide poor snowshoe hare
habitat. Lynx winter forage habitat on the steep southern slope of the Hunter Creek drainage is of
higher quality due to the uneven aged nature of mixed conifer stands and better snowshoe hare
habitat. Very little suitable denning habitat exists within the planning area. What is available is
generally disjunct from large blocks of winter forage habitat, which makes it less suitable for denning.
The suitability of winter forage habitat within the planning area was assessed by measuring horizontal
cover within conifer stands throughout the planning area (following the methodology of Squires
2008). At the location of each cover plot, snowshoe hare pellet density was also evaluated. Within
the study area, snowshoe hare pellet density was found to correlate closely with higher values for
horizontal cover. Sites exhibiting higher quality winter forage opportunities were discovered, however
a vast majority of the conifer stands in the planning area demonstrated lower quality winter foraging
habitat (horizontal cover values below 35% and fewer hare pellets, see Squires 2008).
The theoretical response of Canada lynx to the habitat attributes within and surrounding the Hunter
Creek-Smuggler Mountain planning area may be estimated based on known lynx habitat requirements,
in combination with the WRNF lynx habitat mapping described above. Lynx in the planning area
would be expected to receive far greater benefit through foraging, traveling, and perhaps denning in
the middle to upper reaches of the Hunter Creek / Woody Creek divide and along the north slopes
of Smuggler Mountain down towards Hunter Creek. There is little to no lynx habitat present near the
bottom of Hunter Creek and on the lower northern slopes of the Hunter Creek drainage. During the
winter, lodgepole pine stands on Smuggler may provide good travel habitat but poor winter foraging
habitat due to the low horizontal cover provided by mature, even-aged forests at that location.
M o u n ta i n

C o o p e r at i v e

P l a n

While there is no firm evidence to demonstrate conclusively that it is so, some biologists believe that
snow compaction due to winter recreational use may enable potential competing predators such as
coyotes and foxes to gain a competitive advantage during the deep snow season when lynx would
otherwise have an advantage.
More details regarding lynx habitat and relationship to the planning area can be found in Appendix B.
Sensitive Species

There are 2 sensitive invertebrates on the WRNF sensitive species list. The Great Basin silverspot
butterfly is restricted to wetland areas in desert landscapes, which do not exist in the planning area.
This species will therefore be dropped from further analysis. The Hudsonian emerald dragonfly is
associated with boggy ponds, which do not exist within the planning area. Therefore, these species
have been eliminated from further analysis.
More information can also be found in Appendix B.

By definition, Forest Service “sensitive” species are those, 1) that are declining in numbers or
occurrences and evidence indicates it could be proposed for federal listing as threatened or
endangered if action is not taken to reverse or stop the downward trend, and/or 2) whose habitat
is declining and continued loss could result in population declines that lead to federal listing as
threatened or endangered if action is not taken to reverse or stop the decline; and/or 3) whose
population or habitat is stable but limited.

Management Indicator Species
Management Indicator Species (MIS) are species that are selected for emphasis in planning, and
which are monitored during forest plan implementation in order to assess the effects of management
activities on their populations and the populations of other species with similar habitat needs. MIS
are selected because their population changes are believed to indicate the effects of management
activities on other species or on water quality.

A total of 18 sensitive bird species are known or expected
to occur on the WRNF. Several of these species are
associated with habitats that occur outside the planning
area. These habitats include semi-desert shrublands,
large sagebrush shrublands, waterfalls, cliffs, low elevation
riparian (<8,000’), alpine tundra, agricultural land, lakes,
and piñon/juniper woodlands. Therefore, all birds other
than the northern goshawk, boreal owl, sage sparrow,
olive-sided flycatcher, flammulated owl, northern threetoed woodpecker, purple martin, and Brewer’s sparrow are
eliminated from further analysis.

Six MIS that occur on the WRNF were selected to be part of this project analysis, based on the nature
of the project. These are: cave bats, elk, brewers sparrow, virginias warbler, and macro-invertebrates
and trout. These MIS, therefore, will be addressed in a MIS Evaluation to be conducted during the
NEPA process associated with the third phase of the project. More information can also be found in
Appendix B.

Recreation

Eight species of sensitive mammals are known or
Boreal owl
expected to occur on the WRNF. Spotted bat and fringed
myotis utilize lower elevation, montane or desert shrublands, or are not known to occur on the
project area and will consequently be dropped from further consideration. There are no rivers that
would be affected by the proposed project of sufficient size to support river otters. The wolverine
has been absent from White River National Forest since at least the 1970’s. There is no habitat, in
terms of rocky, steep, or rugged terrain to provide escape cover for Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep.
Therefore, these mammalian species have been eliminated from detailed NEPA analysis.
There are 2 sensitive amphibians and no sensitive reptiles that are known or expected to occur
on the WRNF. Both amphibians occupy wetland habitats and breed in still-water aquatic habitats.
Wetland habitat suitable for both amphibian species occurs in the planning area. Therefore, the
boreal western toad and leopard frog will be further analyzed.
There are 5 sensitive fish on the WRNF Sensitive Species list. The bluehead sucker, flannelmouth
sucker, and roundtail chub inhabit larger rivers on Colorado’s western slope. None of these rivers
would be affected by the proposed project, thus no further analysis is necessary for these species.
The Colorado River cutthroat trout and the mountain sucker utilize creek habitat such as those
H u n t e r

present within Hunter Creek. These two species will be further analyzed.
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The Hunter Creek Valley and Smuggler Mountain are treasured by the Aspen community, largely
because of their popularity for recreational activities. While Smuggler Mountain Road is open to
motorized vehicles, it is overwhelmingly used by hikers and mountain bikers as an easily accessible
and scenic route just outside of the city.
There are approximately forty miles of trails found within the planning area including single track,
double track, and 4WD trails that allow mountain biking, hiking, Nordic skiing, horseback riding, and
motorized recreation.
Smuggler Mountain Road is the main artery of the recreation found on the Smuggler side, acting
as a trail itself for hikers and mountain bikers, as well as a portal to a network of popular single and
double track found on City/County open space and on the WRNF. Smuggler Mountain Road is a
Pitkin County limited service road, so is minimally maintained, but open to high-clearance vehicles.
It is mostly prized though for its gentle pitch and width, which allows for a very social and enjoyable
experience. Those who have ventured up the road in a 4WD vehicle are familiar with the unfavorable
feelings that many people have towards motorized use on Smuggler Mountain Road. That being
said, it is allowed, and is especially important for forest management and hunting access. The
primary trailhead that serves this side of the planning area is the Smuggler Mountain Trailhead,
located just off of Park Circle on the eastern edge of the city.
The Hunter Creek side of the planning area is more difficult to access, though no less full of high
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quality trails. There are several trailheads that serve this area, none of which are ideal. The parking lot
at the mouth of the valley, and the end of Red Mountain Road on the edge of the Forest boundary,
is limited access and only open to senior citizens and handicapped. Access is also allowed during
certain times of the year for hunters and backcountry skiers headed into the 10th Mountain Division’s
McNamara Hut. These regulations are a result of the Hunter Creek Settlement Agreement (Pitkin
County Ordinance #022-2005), which decided “whether or not the public has the right to access the
Hunter Creek Valley over certain roads or trails passing through private lands on Red Mountain”.

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan
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For the general public, there are two options to access the Hunter Creek trails. Approximately onemile below the limited access trailhead is the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Parking Lot. The
second option is the Hunter Creek Trailhead, located another mile lower, at the edge of the city, off of
Lonepine and Red Mountain Roads. Both of these options require a significant hike or ride up either
Red Mountain Road or the Verena Mallory Trail to reach the valley, and are not easily found by trail
users. This limits the ability of recreationists to enjoy the Hunter Creek system, especially for visitors
who are unfamiliar with Aspen and who might be deterred by an additional mile or two of approach.
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The planning area is also home to a number of additional trails that must be considered when
planning for future recreation. The most notable of these is the Balcony Trail, a popular local
mountain biking trail that was developed by mountain bikers outside of a planning and regulatory
process. The Balcony Trail is the only mountain biking or hiking trail on the southern face of Smuggler
Mountain and provides a unique overlook view of the city. However, because it was built without
environmental analysis, there are problems with it crossing wildlife habitat and other resources. In
addition to the Balcony Trail, there are several historic pack and mining trails found on the Smuggler
side of the planning area. These are used infrequently and considered “closed” per the White River
National Forest’s Travel Management Plan, with the exception of one historic stock trail that remains
open and is occasionally used by off-highway vehicles (OHV’s).
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The existing conditions demonstrate the wealth and diversity of resources found within the planning
area. Because of this, planning for a sustainable future for the area is complex and requires a
careful balance between management objectives and risks. Public safety, for example, is a major
consideration for where to implement forest treatments to mimic disturbance. On the other end of
the spectrum, identifying areas to leave alone must consider how that will ultimately influence wildlife
habitat, scenery, and other resources over a long-term management horizon.
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The trail network described here accurately reflects the Forest Service’s direction for much of
this area; the highest density of trails occurs in the area of the Forest managed for “Dispersed
Recreation; High Use.”
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Chapter 3: Vision
The Vision conveys the over-arching values and intentions that the Aspen community has for the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain planning area.
Vision Statements and Guiding Principles are far-reaching, multi-disciplinary, and comprehensive. The Vision forms

a foundation from which to base the identification of opportunities and ultimately, planning decisions for this area.
This content originally appeared in the Vision Document, which was reviewed and agreed upon by the Planning Team, including the Forest Service.
The icons that appear next to each topic coincide with the Recommendations found in Chapter 4.
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wildfire management

f

“Prevent or decrease the negative impacts of wildfire on the Aspen community through education, forest stewardship,
WUI fuels mitigation, encouragement of mitigation measures on private property, and the maintenance of Aspen Fire
District’s ability to conduct fire fighting activities when necessary on National Forest System (NFS) lands.
Guiding Principles
• Define the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI), as geographically as possible, as it relates to the
Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan planning area on NFS lands and to adjacent
county and private lands. Include a discussion of why WUI definition is important in wildfire
threat reduction, forest stewardship and recreation.
• Recognize the jurisdictional authority for fire fighting activities on NFS lands, including
wilderness areas, following the Pitkin County Wildfire Annual Operating Plan.
• Continue to work cooperatively across agencies and organizations to assess, manage and
prevent the risk and impact of wildfire on the Aspen community.
• Work with partners to educate residents, visitors, and property owners about the ecosystem
benefits and inherent risks of wildfire.
• Reduce wildfire risk through forest stewardship and mitigation measures such as fuel reduction
within the WUI, prescribed fire, creating defensible space around higher-risk areas, thinning
overgrown vegetation, and increasing age and species diversity.
• Encourage land owners within the WUI to pursue mitigation measures on their property, such as
creating defensible space around buildings and infrastructure.
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“Improve the safety and quality of the recreational experience on NFS lands on Smuggler Mountain and Hunter
Creek through the seamless management of the trail system and signage, a consideration of the maintenance
costs and abilities of the managing agencies, the further refinement of the trail network to accommodate a
variety of users, and careful consideration of wildlife, vegetation, and other potentially-sensitive resources.”
Guiding Principles
• Balance the community’s need for recreation with the need to minimize disturbance to wildlife
habitat. Assess where trails are appropriate and where the ecological cost is too high to add
them or leave them on the landscape.
• Identify how trails on USFS-administered lands are serving the Aspen community in order to
determine those that are over-utilized, create too great of a maintenance burden, in need of
improvements or connections, or do not meet the needs of recreationists.
• Install consistent signage across Smuggler Mountain and Hunter Creek, regardless of property
boundaries and managers, which clearly indicate the type of use that is allowed on each trail,
and clearly guides users through the trail network.
• Strive to avoid the further development of undesignated, or “bandit”, trails to protect wildlife
habitat and vegetation, and to reinforce the importance of maintaining the currently designated
trail system. If there are shortcomings in the current system, strive to meet those demands within
the designated system.
• Work cooperatively across agencies and organizations to manage the trail network on Smuggler
Mountain and Hunter Creek, in order to maintain a world-class outdoor recreation experience
that is complementary to the quality of life and visitor experience of Aspen.
• Strive to connect-to and build-upon existing recreational resources nearby, such as City of
Aspen and Pitkin County Open Space properties, as well as Aspen Ski Company property to
promote a more comprehensive recreational experience for the area.
• Promote a variety of trail activities to coexist on Smuggler Mountain and Hunter Creek by
providing a range of trail types, widths, and surfaces, from hiking and single-track mountain
biking, to horseback and Nordic skiing, to motorized vehicles where appropriate on existing
roads.
• Recognize portions of the planning area that are more conducive to passive activities, such as
hiking, wildlife viewing, photography, angling, etc.
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forest health & vegetation

fh

“Promote a more diverse, healthy, and sustainable forest on NFS lands on Smuggler Mountain and the
Hunter Creek Valley, including theWildland-Urban Interface.”
Guiding Principles
• Identify needs and problems on the forest and limit treatments to areas and issues with a
specific need to be resolved.
• Through enlightened forest stewardship and active management, enhance the forest’s resiliency
to the effects of climate change by promoting structural and age diversity of local species and
ecotypes to within their historical range of variability. When consistent with the other principles
of this plan, allow ecosystems to adopt their own strategies for dealing with climate change.
• Identify areas of the forest where restoration can be coupled with enhancement of wildlife
habitat, such as increasing shrub and grass understories in lodgepole pine stands, thereby
increasing available forage for a variety of species.
• Limit the susceptibility of lodgepole pine to mountain pine beetle by changing forest stand
structures to ones less attractive to the beetle within the WUI and developed recreation zones of
the planning area.
• Consider emerging treatments and techniques (such as verbenone and brood tree removal) to
prevent the spread of mountain pine beetle within the WUI and developed recreation zones of
the planning area.
• Where feasible and safe, consider the use of prescribed fire and wildfire use policies to restore
fire as a critical ecosystem process to the landscape that increases age, species, and structural
diversity as well as prevents the build-up of fuels.
• Reduce erosion through re-vegetation and other restorative measures along Smuggler Mountain
Road and elsewhere, as identified in the planning process.
• Maintain a healthy forest as an important carbon sink, rather than a carbon source.
• Identify and promote economic development opportunities that coincide with sound forest
management, such as the use of biochar and biomass energy.
• Monitor forest health and adapt the Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan as needed to
changing circumstances.
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“Manage for a mosaic of high quality habitats within their historic range of variability on
Smuggler Mountain and Hunter Creek in order to support the diversity of wildlife species found there.”
Guiding Principles
• Identify areas of existing high quality habitat within the planning area that support a variety
of species, as well as areas that would benefit from restoration, in the context of the larger
landscape.
• Minimize the impact of recreation to wildlife within the planning area, especially in areas that
have been identified as important or high quality.
• Recognize activities within the planning area that currently pose a threat to wildlife dwelling
or movement, such as over-concentration or unregulated development of recreational trails.
Manage those activities accordingly through re-routing or trail closures, or other seasonal
measures.
• Where a scientific rationale exists and wildlife biologists recommend, consider enhancement of
wildlife habitat within the planning area, such as increasing the structural and age diversity and
increasing understory forage within the forest.
• Consider the context of the planning area in the greater landscape and nearby habitat areas,
such as Warren Lakes or key habitat linkages that have been identified by wildlife biologists and
managers.
• Monitor and adapt the Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan on an ongoing basis in order to
account for changing circumstances found within the planning area and adjacent lands.
• Strive for no-net-loss of wildlife habitat in planning for new activities or management
prescriptions within the planning area.
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education

e

“Expand educational opportunities on NFS lands on Smuggler Mountain and Hunter Creek in order to inform
the public about topics such as climate change and ecosystem processes, the benefits and risks of wildfire and
other natural disturbance, wildlife habitat, forest stewardship, WUI fuels mitigation,
and the history and present state of mines in the Aspen area.”
Guiding Principles
• Work cooperatively across agencies and organizations to develop educational programming
and materials that address a range of topics relative to the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain
Cooperative Plan.
• Develop a consistent array of educational and interpretive signage across the planning area.
• Explain concepts such as forest health, restoration, and forest resiliency to increase public
understanding of these issues.
• Build upon the global visibility of the Aspen community to promote educational opportunities
for topics such as climate change and ecosystem processes, innovative management tools
such as verbenone and brood tree removal to reduce the spread of mountain pine beetles,
prescribed fire (when possible and safe) to reduce wildfire risk and restore ecosystem function,
and the potential economic uses and carbon sequestration benefits of by-products from forest
management and fuels mitigation measures.
• Create an outdoor classroom, at an appropriate site within the planning area, that conveys
fundamentals of environmental education, as well as covers more advanced concepts, for
students of all levels.
• Promote research activities in cooperation with colleges, universities, research institutions, and
local high schools to assist in the monitoring and adaptive management of the planning area.
• Identify opportunities to educate the public about mine reclamation and the history of mining in
the Aspen community.
• Promote awareness of the importance of pet management for the courtesy of other
recreationists and to protect wildlife.
• Carefully consider the carrying capacity of the planning area for education and recreation, as
well as the need for outfitters and guides as ambassadors to the planning area.
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“Identify and incorporate existing infrastructure found on Smuggler Mountain and
Hunter Creek into the management plans for NFS lands , including existing roads, telecommunication lines,
water resources and utilities.”
Guiding Principles
• Recognize existing water and access rights of adjacent landowners, such that they are not
disturbed or impacted by management activities set forth in the Smuggler Mountain Cooperative
Plan.
• Protect water quality and greater watershed health by establishing best management practices
for any future development of the recreation infrastructure, as well as for any forest management
activities within the planning area.
• Eliminate or reduce damaging slope erosion from existing roads and, recognizing that roads
are often the single largest contributor of sediment to forest streams, avoid the creation of
permanent new roads.
• Utilize existing travel corridors to the best extent possible when siting new trails or trail
connections, as to minimize new disturbance within the planning area.
• Identify utility lines and/or infrastructure (including recreational roads and trails) within the
planning area that have the potential to be decommissioned (e.g., those no longer serving the
community).
• Recognize existing mining claims within the planning area, and any potential that those could
become active in the future.
• Decrease the dangers of historic mines and mine relics to the recreating public by clearly
identifying them on recreation maps and on-the-ground signage; though this may lead to
increased curiosity of those sites, and the need for enforcement to keep people away from
them.
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economic development
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“Recognize and promote opportunities for economic development that coincide with other planning topics and
values included in the Hunter Creek - Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan.”
Guiding Principles
• Continue to promote Aspen as a world-class recreation destination—recognizing the role that
the planning area plays in providing mountain biking, Nordic skiing, hiking, hunting, horseback
riding, and other recreation opportunities.
• Partner with local businesses and user groups to develop high quality maps and information
that promote Aspen’s recreational resources.
• Explore opportunities for small-scale biochar production as a niche market that could result from
forest management activities on USFS-administered lands on Smuggler Mountain and Hunter
Creek.
• Explore opportunities for niche markets for timber products that could result from forest
restoration and community wildfire protection activities within the planning area.
• Recognize the inherent value of areas of the forest that are free from active recreation and
management, and that those areas draw a number of people to the Aspen area who seek
solitude and passive enjoyment of the natural environment.
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Chapter 4: Recommendations
The recommendations found in this chapter provide the tools to achieve the Vision set forth in the previous chapter, over time, as implementation becomes a reality. The
recommendations will serve as a framework from which to base managment decisions and prioritize projects. While the Vision provides the what,

the Recommendations provide the how and where.
Additionally, Recommendations are supported by technical analysis conducted by resource specialists. Please refer to Vegetation Management Plan, the Wildlife Baseline Report,
and the Cultural Resources Report in Appendices A, B, and C, respectively.
The icons that appear next to each topic coincide with the Vision Statements found in Chapter 3.
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zone approach
Early in the process, the planning team decided that a “zone approach” was the most appropriate

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

for this planning area. This is partly because of the sheer scale of the planning area (>4,500 acres),
but also to conceptually align management activities to where they make the most sense across a
broader landscape. Zones help to quantify and define the extent of those management activities.

PITKIN COUNTY

What is a Zone?

10

The planning area consists of twelve zones that act much like a grid, however they follow natural
features, and vary in size and shape. Each zone also has similar characteristics- such as resources,
forest conditions, and uses. For example, Zone 1 has the highest trail density and relatively healthy
ecological conditions. Therefore, the Recommendations for Zone 1 are centered on recreation.

8

How do Zones Relate to Recommendations?
Each Recommendation (there are 9 total) is identified to occur in certain zones. Some include

12

9

11

7

priorities of zones that present the most immediate opportunities. This defines the extent of each
Recommendation, as well as where projects will not occur.
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How Will Zones be Implemented?
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projects will be evaluated through the NEPA process. Once the NEPA process has been completed,
resource managers may use the approved plan as a framework for implementing projects within
each zone. Project implementation would then involve site-specific, detailed resource identification
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(e.g. locations of rare plants) and design (e.g. specific trail realignment).
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Each Recommendation includes a series of projects, and in which Zone they should occur. These
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overview of recommendations
Recommendations are in no order of priority.
priority zone (1-10 years)

Recommendation

Zone 1

Zone 2

Zone 3

Zone 4

Zone 5

Zone 6

Zone 7

Zone 8

Zone 9

Zone 10 Zone 11 Zone 12

1) Improve the navigability, cohesiveness, and overall
enjoyment of the recreational trail network within the planning
area through more consistent and complete signage, maps,
and trail and route designations.

long-term management (beyond 10 years)

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan

2) Improve the condition and sustainability of existing trails
within the planning area, through focused repairs, restoration,
and realignments or crossings.
3) Identify current opportunities for new trail connections,
separation of uses, and trail closures within the planning area,
and allow for adaptive management in the future so that
the Forest Service can consider additional trail projects as
demand evolves.

Zone 10

4) Improve the age class and species diversity of lodgepole
pine within the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative
Plan planning area.

Zone 8
Zone 9

5) Increase the amount, diversity, and quality of aspen habitat
within the Hunter-Smuggler planning area.

Zone 11
Hunt er Cr

eek

Dispersed Recreation;
High Use

Zone 6

Zone 2
PITKIN COUNTY
City of Aspen

8) Make improvements to Smuggler Mountain Road that
uphold the character and recreational value of the roads,
and enable safe vehicular access to the planning area for
management activities to occur.

FOREST PLAN DIRECTION

Forested Flora and
Fauna Habitats

Zone 1

7) Design and implement a single-track mountain biking
trail on the south side of Smuggler Mountain that minimizes
impacts to wildlife and maximizes rideability and trail
experience.

PRIMARY THEMES

Zone 12

Zone 7

6) Increase the age class diversity and quality of Gambel oak
stands within the Hunter-Smuggler planning area.

9) Promote the planning area as an outdoor classroom and
research site for a cultural resources and environmental
education.
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Key Indicators:

•

Trail system improvements will lead to approximately 1.7 fewer miles of trail within planning area, but a better experience and a net gain in contiguous wildlife habitat.

•

Up to 836 acres of potential forest health restoration and improvements, also leading to a net gain in wildlife habitat values within the planning area.

•

3,845 acres free from mechanical treatments to protect existing high value resources, and to encourage natural processes to complement vegetation treatments.
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1) Improve the navigability, cohesiveness, and overall enjoyment of the recreational trail network within the planning
area through more consistent and complete signage, maps, and trail and route designations.
Objective:
The planning area is a recreational haven for residents and visitors of Aspen, providing great opportunities for hiking, mountain biking,
horseback riding, cross country skiing, hunting, and other activities. There are abundant trails, especially on the Hunter Creek side; however, as
described in the Vision, these trails have not been managed cohesively as part of a greater trail network. Many trails originate on City or County
open space and extend onto NFS lands with little indication to users. While the City and County have made significant investments in designing
and installing signage for their trails, they do not carry over onto NFS property. Improving basic trail infrastructure such as signs and gateways
would improve the navigability and overall enjoyment of the system as a whole.

Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain Cooperative Plan
B
!

Trailhead
Suggested Loop (approx. 20 miles)
Existing System Trails
Hunter-Smuggler Planning Area

W OO D Y C

Public Open Space

REEK R D

White River National Forest

Projects:
• Extend the theming and signage design already established by the City of Aspen and Pitkin County on adjacent open space properties
onto NFS lands within the planning area.
• Add additional signage and way-finding to trail junctions throughout the planning area.
• Identify, through maps and signage, trail difficulties throughout the planning area as either “Easy” or “Moderate-Difficult”.
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• Identify and map an extended loop within the planning area that would provide a half-day mountain biking experience. Promote this trail
through materials at local bike shops and with guides. See Map to the right.
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• Identify a Heritage Trail that would allow recreationists to safetly explore the mining and homesteading relics found within the planning
area.
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• Identify a short, easily accessible nature hike within the planning area that offers wildlife viewing, educational/interpretive amenities, and
light recreation.
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• Identify backcountry skiing trails and routes within the Hunter Creek Valley.
• Develop a recreational map to illustrate all of the above opportunities.
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Target Zones:
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The Tools identified here are recommended to be implemented across the planning area, wherever there are existing trails. Priority should be
giving to the main portals to the two primary systems, which for the Smuggler Mountain side are Zones 2 and 3, and for the Hunter Creek side
is Zone 1.

Hunter-Smuggler Loop
0
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Signage found currently in Hunter Creek.

Examples of City/County signage.
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2) Improve the condition and sustainability of existing trails within the planning area, through repairs, restoration, and
realignments or crossings.
Objective:
Many trails were identified through the planning process as being considerably degraded, very difficult to ride or hike, poorly drained and steep, and generally in bad condition. The objective here is to illustrate
those locations and recommend that focused improvements be carried out over time, through partnerships with the City of Aspen, Pitkin County, and volunteer organizations such as the Roaring Fork Outdoor
Volunteers.

Projects:
• Re-route to improve erosion/drainage, as well as rideability of trails; restore/revegetate existing alignments.
• Resurface or fill ruts and holes in existing trails that are causing flooding and trail obstacles; install boardwalks or drains as necessary.

Target Zones:
There were three specific locations that were generally identified through the planning process, so the entire planning area is a candidate for such management activities. These priority areas are The Plunge
(located in the northwest corner of the planning area, Zone 8), Sunnyside Plunge - middle (Zone 9) and lower (Zone 1), and the west-side of the Hunter Creek Valley-North trail (Zone 1). These Zones represent
some of the most heavily used trails within the planning area, and their improvement would benefit the greatest number of recreationists.

3) Identify opportunities for new trail connections, separation of uses, and trail closures within the planning area,
and allow for adaptive management in the future so that the Forest Service can consider additional trail projects as
demand evolves.
Objective:
Within the planning area, there are opportunites for improved single-track connectivity, as well as areas of very high trail density where opportunities to separate uses should be explored. Trails that are redundant
and don’t have a great benefit to the recreational experience should be considered for closure to improve wildlife habitat.

Projects:

• Close trails that are redundant and unnecessary, such as the short connector between the Hunter Creek Valley-South trail and the Iowa Shaft. This is redundant with the Hunter Creek Cutoff (Zone 1).
• Close and restore trails in order to increase contiguous wildlife habitat, such as the orphan trail extending off of Smuggler Mountain Road at the far southern end of the planning area (Zone 5), (see also
Recommendation #8).
• Establish a new single-track loop in the Hunter Creek Valley for beginner riders and hikers (Zone 11).
• Identify areas where conflicts are known to occur and consider the separation of uses, through management or paralleling of trails, e.g. Smuggler Mountain Road and Tootsie Roll (Zones 1 and 2).
• Clearly indicate through signage and mapping where motorized recreation is allowed.
• Monitor trail condition and user trends, ongoing into the future, to identify shifting demand within the planning area.

Target Zones:
The new or enhanced trails are recommended in Zones 1, 2, 11, and 6. Closures are recommended to occur in Zones 1 and 5.
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4) Improve the age class and species diversity of lodgepole pine within the Hunter Creek-Smuggler Mountain
Cooperative Plan planning area.
Objective:
As described in Chapter 2, lodgepole pine within the planning area lacks the diversity that it needs to remain healthy. Treating lodgepole stands will produce the younger trees and understory growth that the
existing forest is lacking. Over time, this will lead to a more sustainable forest that can support a wider range of wildlife species.
The lodgepole pine found within the planning area is also susceptible to the further spread of MPB. Applying verbenone treatments and removing brood (infested) trees will increase the forest’s ability to defend
itself against this epidemic and allow for the retention of some mature trees. In turn, the safety and wildfire risks associated with a large-scale die out of lodgepole (as seen in other parts of Colorado), will be
greatly reduced.

Projects:
Refer to VMP Treatments 2A-E and 3A-F (Appendix A)
• 1-2.5 acre patch cuts on up to 20% of moderate and high-risk lodgepole stands (up to 216 acres total), and up to 6.7% of moderate and high-risk mixed conifer stands (up to 80 acres total). Risk is based
on the USFS MPB Risk Model, and percentages are based on historic fire return (HRV) intervals. These treatments will retain valuable wildlife habitat elements such as cavity trees, large snags, large down
logs, pockets of hardwoods (aspen or oak), or pockets of coarse woody debris.
• Brood tree removal and verbenone patch or flake application across all lodgepole and mixed conifer stands, where MPB
population is present in more than 1% of the stand.
• Prescribed burns, including both broadcast and pile burning; done so with careful consideration to the proximity to the Aspen
community and private property.
• Herbicide application in areas of bare soil following mechanical treatments to discourage the establishment or spread of nonnative species and noxious weeds; pursuant to existing USFS practices.
• Ongoing monitoring activities in all treated stands.

Summary of mechanical treatments:
Vegetation Type

Total Acres % Treatment

Treatment
Acres

High/mod risk lodgepole

1,078

20%

216

Moderate risk mixed conifer

1,193

6.7%

80

Total

2,271

296

Note: Tree removal to improve forest health, wildlife habitat and fire hazard reduction is restricted by limited infrastructure. Smuggler
Mountain Road is steep and narrow, with heavy recreational use. Red Mountain Road has a tight switchback and is a residential
road. This mostly demands the use of short bed trucks (approximately 20 foot) for all timber removal. Futhermore, the lack of roads in general for the area, slopes over 35%, and erosive soils limit the amount
of ground-based operations (tractor, skidder, forwarder or equivalent) that can be used. Because of this, helicopter usage may be a component of the logging, but would be restricted to a limited time period in
the fall to account for wildlife.

Target Zones:
Target zones are prioritized based on stand conditions (USFS MPB model), accessibility and cost, and concurrent benefits to other planning topics (fire, wildlife). There is also an opportunity to reinforce the
investment of similar treatments already made on adjacent City and County properties, namely Smuggler Mountain Open Space.
Zones 2 and 3 present the most immediate opportunity for treatment (1-5 years). Zones 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, and 12 also have high or moderate-risk lodgepole and mixed conifer stands but are difficult and costly to
access so should be considered for long-term treatment priorities.
Specific treatment areas will be field-verified immediately prior to implementation to confirm data, account for changing conditions, and specify treatment boundary and individual trees.
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5) Increase the amount, diversity, and quality of aspen habitat within the Hunter-Smuggler planning area.

Objective:
Maintaining the health of aspen is essential to supporting a wealth of species found within the planning area. Currently, many aspen stands are failing due to lack of disturbance, encroachment of conifers, and
diseases such as Sudden Aspen Decline (SAD). Forest treatments are necessary to combat these various conditions and promote the mosaic of forest cover types, and wildlife habitat that is desired within the
planning area.

Projects:
Refer to VMP Treatments 1A-E (Appendix A)

• 0.1-2 acre patch cuts of stagnant and decadent aspen on up to 20% of the aspen stands found within the planning area (up to 281 acres total). Patch cuts to be followed by mechanical root stimulation to
increase representation and quality of aspen. VMP Treatment Types: 1B and 2B.
• Band cuts of lodgepole pine within approximately 100 feet of aspen stands where regeneration is being inhibited (up to 80 total
acres). VMP Treatment Types: 2A and 2C.
• Application of biochar to increase water retention in unhealthy aspen stands.

Summary of mechanical treatments:
Vegetation Type

• Christmas tree cutting within aspen stands that are exhibiting conifer encroachment.
• Prescribed fire and pushing over whole trees with heavy equipment will be used to stimulate the root system, encourage new
growth, and provide a suitable environment for them to establish and grow.

Aspen
Lodgepole

Total Acres

% Treatment

Treatment Acres

1,405

20%

281

n/a

n/a

80

• Herbicide application in areas of bare soil following mechanical treatments to discourage the establishment or spread of nonnative species and noxious weeds; pursuant to existing USFS practices.
• Ongoing monitoring activities in all treated stands.

Target Zones:
Candidate aspen stands within the study area have been identified using visual surveys and GIS data. Conifer encroachment is occuring extensively in nearly all aspen stands, but has been specifically
identified in Zones 3, 8, 10, and 12. Zones 3 and 12 show signs of SAD. Zone 8 is particularly important to scenic quality, as it is the face of Red Mountain and highly visible from the City and Highway 82.
Zones 3 and 8 are therefore the highest priority areas to consider for aspen treatements.
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6) Increase the age class diversity and quality of Gambel oak stands within the Hunter-Smuggler planning area.
Objective:
The health of Gambel oak is important to wildlife, as well as to the community of Aspen. Fire is an essential component of Gambel oak communities, and treatment is essential to either mimic or replace it to
keep these stands from becoming over-mature. As explained in Chapter 2, the situation that currently exists within the planning area is a result of no natural fire, no prescribed fire, and very little mechanical
treatment. Forest treatment is needed to restore age class diversity to Gambel oak to increase its wildlife habitat quality and to reduce the wildfire risk that it poses to Aspen.

Projects:
Refer to VMP Treatments 4A-B, 5A-B, and 6A-C (Appendix A)

• A mosaic of 2-10 acre patch cuts to mimic fire disturbance in up to 20% of the Gambel oak stands (up to 60 acres total).
• Prescribed burning in Gambel oak stands that are in the outer portions of the planning area.
• Herbicide application in areas of bare soil following mechanical treatments to discourage the establishment or spread of
invasive species.
• Ongoing monitoring activities in all treated stands.

Summary of mechanical treatments:
Vegetation Type
Gambel oak

Total Acres

% Treatment

Treatment Acres

298

20%

60

Target Zones:

Dense, over-mature Gambel oak dominated montane shrublands.

All Gambel oak within the planning area exhibits the qualities described above (over-mature, dense, low wildlife habitat quality),
though the farther away from the Aspen community they are, the less of a risk they pose for fire management and human-wildlife conflicts.
Zones 4 and 7 are identified as the highest priority areas for Gambel oak treatments. These areas are extemely dense and are identified by the Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) as within a higher
hazard portion of the WUI (Map 3.1.4.4, CWPP).
Zones 9 and 11 should be considered for long-term management treatments.
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7) Explore the potential for a single-track mountain biking trail on the south side of Smuggler Mountain that minimizes
impacts to wildlife and maximizes rideability and trail experience.
Objective:
The “Balcony Trail” is a social trail that was developed by mountain bikers outside of the Forest Service/NEPA review process. It is used mostly by residents of
Aspen, and is an advanced mountain biking trail known for its views of the valley and City below. The trail is contentious because of the manner in which it was built,
without approval from the Forest Service or analysis of wildlife habitat or other resources. However, it is fulfilling a desire, as it is the only mountain biking trail on this
portion of the Forest, on the south side of Smuggler Mountain.
By planning an appropriate single-track alignment, regardless of where the current Balcony Trail exists today, the Forest Service can either confirm that alignment
or find a better, more compatible alignment. The solution may be a combination of the two. The potential trail may coincide in areas with the existing route and
diverge into new areas to avoid important wildlife habitat and improve rideability and experience. Where it does not coincide, the existing route should be closed
and restored to its natural condition. New spurs or social trails stemming from the Balcony Trail will not be tolerated and if created will be immediately closed and
recovered.
Regardless of the alignment, a new trust must be forged between the mountain biking community, the conservation community, and the Forest Service to ensure
the long-term success of this planning effort. Proper planning at this time, coupled with community trust and the appropriate management and enforcement will
ensure that the trail remains an important, sustainable component of Aspen’s recreational trail network for decades to come.
Note: A ‘no trail’ option will be included as an alternative in the NEPA process, in addition to the projects below.

Projects:
• Design an ideal alignment for a mountain biking trail on the south side of Smuggler Mountain, regardless of its current route; considerations must include avoidance, completely or to the greatest extent
practicable, of important wildlife habitat (such as elk winter range and transition habitat and bear fall concentration and denning habitat), rideability, and visual experience. The newly designed trail would be
up to two miles in length, have no internal loops, and begin and end on Smuggler Mountain Road.
• Close and restore sections of the current alignment that do not coincide with the newly designed alignment.
• Where existing segments do coincide with the newly designed alignment, identify and correct existing drainage, surface, or width issues.
• Implement strict closures for recreational use between December 1st and April 30th; enforce these closures through physical gates, signage and cooperation from Forest Service, City and County rangers.
• Install signage on Smuggler Mountain Road every quarter-mile to coincide with closures to educate the public about the importance of staying out of these areas during the winter.

Target Zones:
Zones 3, 4, and 5.
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extent practicable; therefore, as an example, the “Bear
Habitat-Spring Use” would be the ideal and least
impactful place for the new trail alignment.
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8) Make improvements to Smuggler Mountain Road that uphold the character and recreational value of the roads, and
enable safe vehicular access to the planning area for management activities to occur.
Objective:
Smuggler Mountain Road is a keystone of the Hunter-Smuggler Plan. The road is the only access point to the Smuggler Mountain side of the planning area and is thereby the only avenue through which to
transport equipment and materials to conduct the forest health, wildlife, and recreation projects described in this plan. At the same time, the road is a tremendous recreational resource for the Aspen community
and there is a sensitivity to interfering with the qualities that hikers and bikers so much enjoy. Smuggler Mountain Road is a Pitkin County limited service area road (Pitkin County Asset Management Plan, 2006),
and is to be maintained “primarily to accept non-vehicular traffic”. The road is open to high-clearance vehicles, and are maintained on approximately a ten-year cycle to allow safe passage of such vehicles.
Smuggler Mountain Road is largely unpassable at this time and is due for these improvments, which include focused grading and drainage. This plan has identified specific sections of road that would not be
passable by short-bed truck or similar high-clearance vehicle, though these are not comprehensive. Further evaluation of the road is recommended to fully assess the extent of improvements that are needed
for safe passage, without altering the service level of the road.

Projects:
• Grading of key sections of Smuggler Mountain Road, from the Smuggler Mountain Road trailhead to the top of Smuggler Mountain (approximately 4 miles); primarily focused on steep and degraded
sections of the road between the trailhead and the picnic area (first 2 miles), and the additional mile past the picnic area.
• Drainage improvements throughout the first four miles of Smuggler Mountain Road, to not only allow safe passage, but also to protect water quality; including water bars, swales, and ditches.
• Additional signage to inform the community about the road’s level of service, allowable usage, and role in the management of the surrounding lands.
• Additional improvements as identified through ground surveys, such as surfacing, tree/shrub trimming, etc., in accordance with the Pitkin County Asset Management Plan.

Target Zones:
The first approximately two miles of Smuggler Mountain Road are located on City/County open space property. Once on the White River National Forest (above the overlook), the road serves as the northern
boundary of Zone 3, and the southern boundaries of Zones 2 and 6.
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9) Promote the planning area as an outdoor classroom and research site for a cultural resources and environmental
education.
Objective:
Aspen is extremely unique, in that it attracts more attention and press than perhaps any other community of its size. More and more, Aspen is known for its innovative research organizations, institutions, and
festivals that attract world-renowned leaders from politics and business, to academia and research. This project has the potential to be a powerful platform to convey lessons in environmental education, as well
as a local classroom for the history and cultural resources found here.
Educational opportunities may arise on a variety of levels, as management activities progress. There are immediate opportunities to align recreation with the existing cultural resources found within the planning
area, such as through a “Heritage Trail” that would allow people to safely access and explore mining and homesteading sites. In the future, as resources are further researched and explored, such a trail could
be expanded upon. The City, County, and local organizations will play an essential role in developing outreach materials such as maps, background information, signage, but aside from that, the foundation is
already in place through existing trails.
The planning area also presents an exciting opportunity for environmental research and education. Should the recommendations of the Hunter-Smuggler Plan be implemented, they will demonstrate tools and
techniques that have not been applied to a National Forest within such close proximity to a major destination as Aspen. There will be countless opportunities for partnerships between local schools, colleges
and universities, and organizations such as Aspen Center for Environmental Studies to use the planning area as a demonstration site and long-term research laboratory.

Tools:
• Establish a “Heritage Trail” that allows people to easily and safely see and learn about the cultural resources found within the planning area.
• Identify on an ongoing basis research and educational opportunities for schools, local organizations, and other groups, as management activities for forest health and wildlife are implemented.
• Promote prescribed burning within the planning area as a demonstration site for the benefits that result from ecological disturbance.

Target Zones:
For a Heritage Trail, there are a number of trails that could align with known or predicted cultural sites. Zones 1 and 2 provide the primary access into these areas. In Zone 2, there is a historic mining trail that is
closed per the WRNF Travel Management Plan; this Plan recommends that it be considered to be left open, only during the summer for hikers. In addition, the trails in Zones 11, 9 and 12 may prove to passby
cultural resources, with further investigation.
The entire planning area can inherently serve as an outdoor classroom, and perhaps already does for a certain group of users, but based on the forest health and wildlife recommentations described earlier, the
Zones that would present the strongest opportunities are where those activities, and existing trails or roads already exist. Therefore, Zones 1, 2 and 3 present the greatest opportunities for outdoor education.
For long-term research projects, Zones 5, 6, 8, or 10 would be more ideal, as they are more remote or secluded.
Prescribed burning is a valuable tool to promote ecological benefits to a landscape and also to mitigate fire dangers to nearby urban areas such as Aspen. As described in Recommendations 4, 5, and
6, prescribed burning is a component of the vegetation treatments that will occur within the planning area. Speicifically, Zones 7, 9 and 11 should be considered as demonstration areas to dispell social
misperceptions about fire and promote an awareness of its benefits. Note: Prescribed burning is a highly specialized practice that can only occur under very specific conditions, and does not pose a risk to
recreation or private property.
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moving forward
The Hunter-Smuggler Cooperative Plan is founded upon partnerships. Implementing projects included in this plan will require a sharing of costs, time, and commitment across many agencies and
organizations.
The Future Forests Roundtable, from which the Hunter-Smuggler Focus Group spun off of, will be important to promoting the Cooperative Plan’s vision and projects in the future. They will be instrumental
to creating an awareness of fire management, cooperative planning of recreational resources, and forest health initiatives that will result from this plan. As projects occur, the hope is that members of the
Roundtable will notify their members and the greater community about the project’s goals and benefits. Ultimately, the Roundtable may also play a role in identifying a time in the future when the Cooperative
Plan needs to be updated to reflect conditions and values at that time.
Pitkin County Open Space and Trail Board of Trustees and the Board of County Commissioners, as well as the City of Aspen Open Space and Trails Board and City Council, is looking forward to reviewing the
Hunter-Smuggler Plan to consider endorsement. In that review, staff will estimate the additional costs of enforcement and management to get a clearer picture of the financial implications involved in project
implementation. The City and County look forward to continuing the partnership on all levels, including financial, to accomplish the objectives set forth in the plan.
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