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Decision Memo 

Sandstones Prescribed Burn 

USDA Forest Service 

Medicine Bow-Routt National Forests & 

Thunder Basin National Grassland 

Brush Creek/Hayden Ranger District 

Carbon County, Wyoming 

T.13, 14 & 15N., R.87 & 88W. 

 

Background 

The Sandstones Prescribed Burn project is located approximately 20 miles southwest of 

Encampment and 19 miles northeast of Baggs, Wyoming, on the Sierra Madre portion of the 

Brush Creek/Hayden Ranger District of the Medicine Bow-Routt National Forests.  Much of the 

area sagebrush is in late successional stage of growth and mixed mountain shrub communities 

are predominantly mature/decadent stands.  In addition, aspen stands have become decadent 

and/or encroached by conifer and contain heavy build-up of fuels.  Without treatment aspen will 

continue to decline and be replaced by conifers.   

Four of the units (Units 2, 3, 4 and 5) identified for treatment under this proposal are 

predominantly aspen, with areas of conifer encroachment.  Plans are to broadcast burn these 

units during the fall to create a mosaic of new aspen regeneration and age classes.  These units 

are situated within the 3.5 Forested Flora or Fauna Habitat, 3.56 Aspen Maintenance and 

Enhancement, and 3.58 Critical Deer and Elk Winter Range Management Areas.   

One non-forested area of shrublands, composed primarily of sagebrush, snowberry, grasses, and 

stringers of aspen, (Unit 1) has also been identified for treatment.  This unit contains large 

continuous patches of sagebrush and is the largest of the five burn units identified.  Plans are to 

broadcast burn this unit in a mosaic pattern during the spring to reduce the amount of sagebrush 

in late successional stage of growth and change the mixed mountain shrub communities from 

predominantly mature/decadent stands to a more balanced mixture of growth stages.  This unit is 

situated within the 3.5 Forested Flora or Fauna Habitat Management Area. 

Decision 

I have decided to implement the Sandstones Prescribed Burn.  Under this proposal prescribed 

fire will be used to treat forested and non-forested National Forest System lands to improve the 

health of rangeland vegetation and increase the age-class distribution in the shrub communities, 

and to regenerate aspen in conifer-encroached aspen stands.   
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The following table identifies the number of acres in each burn unit: 

Treatment   Acres 

Unit 1 2,775 

Unit 2 227 

Unit 3 852 

Unit 4 45 

Unit 5 134 

Total Primary Burn Unit 4,032 

Secondary Burn Unit* 401 

TOTAL 4,433 

* There is a larger project boundary associated with units 3 & 4, most of which contains 

sagebrush and some of which may burn during implementation.  This is identified on the map 

(Figure 1) and in the table above as secondary burn unit. 

Description of Treatment  

Shrubland burn:   

Unit 1:  This unit is primarily a mixed shrubland and will be a spring burn.  The goal of this 

proposal is to reduce the amount of sagebrush in late successional stage of growth and change 

the mixed mountain shrub communities from predominantly mature/decadent stands to a more 

balanced mixture of growth stages. 

In order to achieve this goal, prescribed fire will be utilized to treat shrub stands within the 

project perimeter, removing between 30% and 70% of the shrubs within designated treatment 

polygons, preferably burning 50% of the shrub stands in a mosaic pattern.  No line construction 

is anticipated.  Areas containing cheatgrass will be avoided when possible. 

Mixed aspen and conifer burn:   

Units 2-5:  The goal of this proposal is to utilize prescribed fire to cause mortality in the conifer 

and aspen, creating conditions which are favorable to aspen resprouting, thereby changing the 

structure and age class of the stand to predominantly regenerated aspen.   

In order to achieve this goal, prescribed fire will be utilized to treat conifer and aspen within the 

primary burn polygon, stem killing 50% to 100% of the trees.  Currently no line construction is 

planned for any of the units; however, Unit 3 may require some understory tree removal along 

the perimeter, and Unit 5 may require some understory tree removal along the western perimeter, 

adjacent to the Battle Highway, prior to burning.  As mentioned above, there is a larger project 

boundary associated with Units 3 & 4, most of which contains sagebrush and some of which 

may burn during implementation.  The Rangeland Management Specialist will work with the 

range permittee regarding post burn utilization in Unit 3. 
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Environmental Measures  

Protect/Avoid 

• No burning in Unit 1 along the south side of Big Sandstone Creek.  Provide a no-ignition 

buffer of 100 feet (30.5 meters) from the high water mark of all ephemeral, intermittent, 

and perennial streams.  Do not ignite within any riparian vegetation or wetlands.  Ignite 

burn polygons at point’s upslope and away from streams, riparian and wetland areas.  

Start the burn at the riparian edge and allow it to burn outward and away from riparian 

vegetation.  Allowing the fire to burn backwards into these areas is appropriate as long as 

the fire remains on the ground and moves rapidly so as not to adversely affect the riparian 

vegetation or soils (Fisheries).  

• Although no known boreal toad, wood frog, or northern leopard frog occupied habitat 

exists within the project area, if these species are found stop work in the area and contact 

the fisheries biologist (Fisheries).  

• Protect the historic Pop Springs cabin by black-line burning if necessary (Heritage).   

• Protect special use permitted historic Divide Sheep Camp.  This area covers one acre and 

structures on site include a cabin, bunkhouse, spring house, outhouse, and fencing.  

Location is NE ¼ Section 9 and NW ¼ Section 10, T13N, R88W (Heritage/Lands).   

• Protect historic aspen carvings by black-line burning around them.  The archeologist will 

flag the sites to be protected (Heritage). 

• Do not ignite the aspen stands containing 2 known cavity nests for purple martins at the 

south end of burn unit 3 (Map in Wildlife BE Report Appendix A) (Wildlife).   

• Active goshawk nests will be protected from disturbance, including fuels treatments, by a 

¼ mile buffer from April 1 through August 30 (Forest Plan standards p. 1-42).  Active 

nests located during summer 2008 will be checked for activity immediately prior to 

spring burning.  Nests active in the spring will include a ¼ buffer of no disturbance for 

helicopters.  Hand ignition would still be permitted (Wildlife).   

• Protect fences.  Range will provide a map of existing fences (Range).  

• Do not burn sites where cheatgrass is a common or abundant component of the plant 

community (Range). 

• Do not burn units 3 and 4 the same year, to provide flexibility for post grazing 

management (Range). 

• Protect or replace (to existing conditions) infrastructure associated with water facilities.  

At a minimum this applies to:  Belvidere Ditch.  Contact the Hydrologist for exact 

locations (Hydrology).   

Motorized Equipment for Access (e.g. ATVs)   

• Minimize off-road ATV use where possible.  Especially try to minimize multiple trips 

over the same track, where the appearance of a trail could be created (Recreation).    

• Avoid use in wetlands, riparian areas, and near streams (Hydrology).   
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• Cross stream channels at right angles where stream channel and banks are well armored 

(Hydrology).   

• Avoid running up and down steep slopes to avoid creating tracks which could later erode 

(Hydrology). 

Staging/Refueling 

• Locate staging areas and refueling locations at least 100 feet away from streams and 

wetlands (Hydrology). 

Fireline Construction   

(NOTE: No fireline construction is planned, however, if required due to changing conditions 

the following will apply.) 

• When locating fireline, avoid springs, bogs, and other wet areas (Hydrology). 

• Do not construct lines through stream channels.  Stop the line short of the streambank, 

cross the stream and begin constructing line above the other streambank (Hydrology). 

• Avoid building fireline parallel to streams and within the riparian area (Hydrology).   

• Avoid constructing firelines either straight up or down slopes where feasible.  Use natural 

topographic features for drainage in the fireline.  Stay on finger ridges as much as 

possible and out of swales (Hydrology). 

• Avoid creating firelines across steep slopes that result in cut and fill slopes (Hydrology).   

• Scarify to mineral soil, but not deeper than necessary.  Do not build trenches that will 

drain to the streams (Hydrology). 

• Install waterbars at a 30 to 45 degree angle on all firelines constructed on slopes greater 

than 10 percent.  Height of waterbars should generally not exceed 6 inches for handline 

and 18 inches for dozer-line.  Space 50 feet apart on slopes greater than 30 percent and 

100 feet apart on slopes between 10 and 30 percent.  The downslope side of the waterbar 

needs to be opened and of adequate length to allow free flow of water off the fire line.  

Design waterbars to use natural terrain features as feasible (Hydrology). 

Post-Burn 

• Rest burned units from livestock grazing for one to two growing seasons (Range).   

• Seed disturbed sites with certified weed free seed of desirable herbaceous plant species if 

natural regeneration does not occur.  Use sterile hybrid or non-persistent annuals such as 

“Regreen”, white oats or cereal rye, or native plant species, where appropriate (Range).  

• Post-burn, if evidence of off-road vehicle use is apparent, rehabilitate, sign, and/or close 

those areas, as appropriate, to preclude future unauthorized use (Recreation/Hydrology).  
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Monitoring  

• Monitor burned areas for noxious weeds and cheatgrass infestations for at least the first 

five years after implementation (Range).  Notify the district noxious weed treatment 

coordinator of any new infestations found so they can be treated.   

• Monitor aspen browsing for several years after livestock return to treated units to ensure 

long-term viability of the aspen stand (Range). 

• Implement long-term monitoring of the burn to help detect when/where shrub and aspen 

regeneration is not occurring as planned (and why).  This could be as simple as some 

repeatable photo points and some canopy cover estimates or measurements, and it should 

include pre-burn data (Range and/or Fire & Fuels). 

Reasons for Categorical Exclusion 

I find the proposed action can be categorically excluded from documentation in an 

environmental impact statement or an environmental assessment for the following reasons:  

1) The proposal fits category 31.2 (6), described in Forest Service (FS) Handbook 1909.15, 

chapter 30:  Timber stand and/or wildlife habitat improvement activities that do not include the 

use of herbicides or do not require more than one mile of low standard road construction (Service 

Level D). (d) Prescribed burning to reduce natural fuel build-up and improve plant vigor; and,   

2) there were no extraordinary circumstances identified by the interdisciplinary team of resource 

scientists that analyzed this proposal, including: Federally listed threatened or endangered 

species or designated critical habitat, species proposed for Federal listing or proposed critical 

habitat, or FS sensitive species; flood plains, wetlands, or municipal watersheds; Congressionally 

designated areas, such as wilderness, wilderness study areas, or national recreation areas; 

inventoried roadless areas; research natural areas, American Indians and Alaska Native religious 

or cultural sites; archeological sites or historic properties or areas.   

Although three of the burn units are in inventoried roadless areas, there is no new specified road 

construction or reconstruction, and the anticipated quick recovery of treated areas will have little 

to no effect on the two IRAs.   

Public Involvement 

This project was first listed in the Medicine Bow-Routt National Forest Schedule of Proposed 

Actions in January 2008.  The proposal was provided to the public and other agencies for 

comment during the scoping period, from January 28, 2008 to February 26, 2008, and was 

posted on the Forest web site.  As a result of the public comment period, one comment was 

received. 

Findings Required by Other Laws 

This decision is consistent with the Medicine Bow National Forest 2003 Revised Land and 

Resource Management Plan as required by the National Forest Management Act. The project 

was designed in conformance with forest plan standards and incorporates appropriate Forest Plan 

guidelines.  The Proposed Action complies with other laws and regulations such as the Clean 

Water Act, Endangered Species Act, and the National Historic Preservation Act. 
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Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities 

This decision is not subject to appeal pursuant to Federal regulations at 36 CFR 215.12: 

“Decisions and actions not subject to appeal.  (e) Projects or activities for which notice of the 

proposed action and opportunity to comment is published (215.5) and (1) no comments 

expressing concerns or only supportive comments are received during the comment period for a 

proposed action analyzed and documented in an EA (215.6)…” 

Implementation Date 

The decision may be implemented immediately after publication of the legal notice in the 

Rawlins Daily Times pursuant to 36 CFR Part 215.9: “Decision implementation.  (c) When a 

project or activity is not subject to appeal (215.12), implementation may occur as follows (l) 

Immediately after publication (215.7(b)) of a decision documented in a Decision Notice…” 

Contact Person 

For additional information concerning this decision, contact Mick Hood, District Fire 

Management Officer, Brush Creek/Hayden Ranger District, Hwy 130, Saratoga WY 82331, 

(307) 326-2517.  For additional information concerning the Forest Service appeal process, 

contact Joanne Sanfilippo, Interdisciplinary Team Leader, at (307)326-2518. 

 

 

 

____/s/ M. Stephen Best____________ ____August 27, 2008____________ 

M. STEPHEN BEST Date 

District Ranger 

Brush Creek/Hayden Ranger District 

Medicine Bow-Routt National Forests & 

Thunder Basin National Grassland 

 

 

 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and 

activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, 

sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic 

information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s income is 

derived from any public assistance program.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all 

programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of 

program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET 

Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a complaint of discrimination, write to 

USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, 

DC 20250-9410, or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD).  USDA is an 

equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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Figure 1 

 


