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Crucial Habitat Area Narrative

	Region:
	Green River

	Habitat Priority Area Name:
	Big Sandstone


	Habitat Area Type (s):
	[bookmark: Check1]|X| Aquatic     |_| Terrestrial    |_| Combined
Stream, riparian, wetlands, aspen, willow, alder, alpine meadow, mountain shrub, cottonwood, conifer

	Habitat Values:
	Upper Deep and Mill creeks provide habitat for a conservation population of Colorado River cutthroat trout. Lower Big Sandstone and Deep creeks provide a popular recreational sport fishery and habitat for other native aquatic wildlife species.

	Reason Selected:
	The Big Sandstone area provides habitat for Colorado River cutthroat trout, mountain suckers, mountain whitefish, mottled sculpin, speckled dace, smooth green snakes, boreal toads, boreal chorus frogs, and northern leopard frogs. These species warrant protection because their populations are experiencing declines throughout their historic range as a result of hybridization and competition with non-native species, habitat degradation, and habitat loss.  

	Area Boundary Description:
	Sixth-level Savery Creek HUC- 140500030407.

	Focal species or species assemblage(s) (limit 6): 


	mountain whitefish (NSS4), mottled sculpin (NSS4), mountain sucker (NSS3), smooth green snake (NSS2), boreal chorus frog (NNS5), northern leopard frog (NNSU)

	SWAP Tier 1       species:
	Colorado River cutthroat trout, flannelmouth sucker, boreal toad

	Solutions or actions:
	· Advocate aspen restoration to restore beaver habitat and watershed health/function
· Promote sound livestock grazing management practices
· Manage elk population levels so that aspen regeneration is not inhibited or suppressed by excessive browsing
· Maintain fish barriers on Deep and Mill creeks to protect native CRC populations
· The Big Sandstone drainage or portions thereof could be considered for CRC restoration projects as most of the drainage is contained within the Medicine Bow National Forest and remnant, pure CRC populations (Mill Creek and East Branch of Deep Creek) exist.

	Additional Information:
	Issues include:
· The loss of healthy aspen stands to conifer encroachment has deteriorated overall watershed productivity and function.
· Loss of aspen communities in or near riparian areas has deteriorated or eliminated suitable beaver habitat. 
· Continuous conifer fuel accumulations prevent prescribed fire treatments to regenerate aspen because of the risk of an escaped wildfire.
· Fire suppression and a pine bark beetle epidemic increase the risk of catastrophic scale fires that threaten Colorado River cutthroat trout populations isolated in headwater streams. 
The loss of healthy aspen stands to conifer encroachment has deteriorated overall watershed productivity and function, and has significantly reduced available habitat for beaver in many tributaries within the watershed.  As an example, successional conifer encroachment in the south Mill Creek drainage ceases water yield during the summer from several seeps and springs in the upper headwaters, which reduces base flow in south Mill Creek to residual pools through late summer and winter.  Lack of aspen and flowing water has reduced beaver habitat in south Mill Creek.  Most of the Mill Creek drainage is within a Forest Service management area which prevents access for mechanical timber treatments to restore aspen.  Moreover, continuous conifer fuel accumulations prevent prescribed fire treatments to regenerate aspen because of the risk of an escaped wildfire.
A recent pine bark beetles epidemic killed a large portion of the mature lodgepole pine stands throughout the Sierra Madre Range.  These dead snags are beginning to fall to the forest floor and accumulate large wood fuels setting the stage for large wildfire events.  A catastrophic wild fire could deplete CRC populations in headwater streams lacking metapopulation habitat connectivity and escape refugia.  Catastrophic fires can initially impact streams by warming the water during the fire above lethal thresholds, and introduce ash and silt which will adversely affect spawning habitat and aquatic insect life and eliminate stream shading, which could be beneficial in some cases where shading exasperates cold stream temperatures.  The long term effects of these fires are expected to be ecologically beneficially for watershed function and fisheries habitat.  

	General land ownership and surface area:
	BLM: 192 ac (1%), 
USFS: 27,215 ac (95%), 
State: 163 ac (1%), 
Private: 1,051 ac (4%), 
Total area: 28,621 ac




