Wyoming Game and Fish Department                      	rev. 4/2/2014
Strategic Habitat Plan 

Crucial Habitat Area Narrative

	Region:
	Sheridan

	Habitat Priority Area Name:
	Big Horn Mountains Riparian and Aspen Communities

	Habitat Area Type (s):
	[bookmark: Check1]|_| Aquatic     |_| Terrestrial    |X| Combined
Aspen, willow, riparian, wetland

	Habitat Values:
	Riparian and aspen communities support high biological diversity.  These types comprise about three percent of the Big Horn Mountain landscape.  Both provide seasonal food and cover for a variety of aquatic and terrestrial wildlife, provide roughness along stream courses to reduce the erosive forces of bank-full or over-bank flow events, shade streams, and provide dam-building materials for beaver, which in turn, provide pools for fish and other wildlife and enhance in-bank water storage.

	Reason Selected:
	Many seral aspen stands on the Big Horn Mountains have been lost.  Remaining seral and stable stands are declining or regenerating poorly.  Stand retention is important because natural establishment by seed is unlikely.  Likewise, many tall willow communities have been lost or are declining.  Drivers include conifer encroachment, natural pathogens, fire suppression, declining beaver activity, hydrologic alterations, and heavy ungulate browsing. Many past treatments to regenerate aspen have resulted in the death of the clone unless ungulates were fenced out.  Recent treatments have emphasized conifer removal with no effort to stimulate stand expansion.  Additional management adjustments and conifer removal treatments have occurred in willow communities. Current trend assessments indicate most aspen and tall willow resources are declining in extent.  These declines are altering stream function and condition and reducing food and cover values.   

In the past, Bighorn NF personnel have asked the Department to decrease big game populations to help retain aspen and willow resources.  Sustained reductions would reduce recreation opportunities associated with big game.

	Area Boundary Description:
	Portions of the Little Bighorn (10080016), Upper Tongue (10090101), Middle Fork Powder (10090201), Crazy Woman (10090205), and Clear (10090206) sub-basins.  The boundary represents 7th-level watersheds where aspen, riparian aspen, and willow types occur in Bighorn NF vegetation inventory databases.  In the southern Big Horn Mountain Range, where vegetative inventories where not available, the 19-inch+ annual precipitation contour was used as a surrogate to represent the potential for aspen and extensive willow communities.  This area includes portions of the Kerns, Amsden Creek, Bud Love, and Ed O Taylor WHMAs.

	Focal species or species assemblage(s) (limit 6): 
	Beaver, moose, elk, mule deer, sport fisheries, cavity-dependant species

	SWAP Tier 1       species:
	Bald Eagle, Burrowing Owl, Common Loon, Ferruginous Hawk, Greater Sage-grouse, Mountain Plover, Northern Goshawk, Townsend's Big-eared Bat, Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout


	Solutions or actions:
	· Cooperate with public land managers to maintain wildlife and livestock densities at levels that allow willow and aspen regeneration.
· Support herbivore management strategies with private lands cooperators that perpetuate aspen and willow communities.
· Assist public awareness efforts to gain support to address problems.
· Promote treatments to retain or expand aspen, riparian aspen, and willow communities where herbivore management allows.
· Cooperate with land managers to research management issues and monitor management trends.
· Cooperate with land managers to transplant beaver to suitable, but unoccupied habitats when natural immigration from nearby sources appears unlikely.
· Retain and manage beaver populations to enhance channel and riparian connectivity, augment bank storage, and increase food and cover for fish and other wildlife.
· Promote allowing prescribed natural fire management on public lands where aspen and willow expansion are likely.
· Promote timber management practices that expand aspen and riparian communities and protect watershed hydrologic function.

	Additional Information:
	Land uses include livestock grazing, recreation, water storage and irrigation.  Energy production and mining are minor.  The potential for land subdivision is moderate to high around blocks of public lands. Many aspen and willow communities are seral components. Disturbances can perpetuate these types and retain or expand their abundance.  Both types succeed to shade-tolerant conifer communities or more xeric plant communities if the hydrology of the site is altered.  Fire was historically the primary driver regenerating aspen.  Willow types regenerate following fire, natural flooding events and vegetative means. Heavy browsing often limits options to actively regenerate and expand willow and aspen, and improve stream corridor function.  Regenerative treatments should not occur unless browsing use can be maintained in-line with (or reduced below on an interim basis) available browse resources.

	General land ownership and surface area:
	BLM: 106,332 ac (10%), 
USFS: 691,142 ac (63%), 
Other Federal: 638 ac (0%), 
State: 57,530 ac (5%), 
Private: 243,511 ac (22%), 
Water: 1,694 ac (0%), 
Total area: 1,100,847 ac




