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Curecanti National Recreation Area: Background

Curecanti National Recreation Area is located in southwestern
Colorado along the Gunnison River. The Recreation Area includes
three reservoirs (Blue Mesa, Morrow Point, and Crystal) and is
managed to provide for public use and enjoyment while ensuring visitor
safety, resource preservation, and the conservation of scenic, natural,
historic, archaeological, and wildlife values.

Traditionally, park policy has been to allow the operation of motor
vehicles on lake-bottom routes within the pool area of Blue Mesa
Reservoir (also referred to as Blue Mesa Lake), but only between the
high water line - or the point at which the reservoir level is at maximum
capacity - and the actual water surface level for the purpose of fishing
access and boat launching.

Although the most common motor vehicles at the Recreation Area are
cars and trucks, snowmobiles are often used to access popular ice fishing
locations during the winter months.  Current regulations limit
snowmobiles at the Recreation Area to the frozen surface of Blue Mesa
Reservoir and designated access roads.

Curecanti National Recreation Area initiated this planning process to
comply with Executive Orders 11644 and 11989, which require that all
units of the National Park Service establish policies and procedures that
ensure that off-road vehicle use is managed to protect the natural and
cultural resources of the Recreation Area and provide for the safety of
all visitors.

Purpose: the purpose of the proposed motorized vehicle access plan is to:

e Protect and preserve natural and cultural resources and natural processes
while providing access for appropriate recreational opportunities.

o Promote the safety of all visitors and employees.

o Assure that management of motorized vehicle access considers the purposes
and operational needs of the Recreation Area, Aspinall project, and
adjacent lands.

Need: a motorized vehicle access plan is needed:

e To comply with Executive Orders 11644 and 11989 regarding off-road
vehicle use, and with NPS laws, regulations, and policies to minimize
impacts to Recreation Area resources and values.

e To protect natural and cultural resources and natural processes from
potential effects of motorized vehicle access.

e To establish an approved plan incorporating public input that provides
access for appropriate recreational opportunities.

e To more appropriately define snowmobile use as it relates to travel below
the high water line.

Objectives: All alternatives selected for detailed analysis must meet project
objectives and the purpose and need for action. The objectives of this plan
include:

Management Methodology
o Identify criteria to designate motorized vehicle access areas and routes.
Soils

e Minimize impacts of motorized vehicle access on soil erosion and
compaction.

Vegetation

e Minimize adverse impacts to native plant species related to motorized
vehicle access.

¢ Minimize the potential introduction or spread of non-native plant species.
Wildlife

e Minimize impacts to native wildlife and their habitats related to motorized
vehicle access.

Species of Special Concern

e Provide protection for threatened, endangered, and other protected species
(e.g., state-listed species) and their habitats.

e Minimize impacts related to motorized vehicle access as required by laws
and policies, such as the Endangered Species Act, the Migratory Bird Treaty
Act, and NPS laws and management policies.

Aquatic Species and Habitat

e Minimize impacts to aquatic species and habitat from motorized vehicle
access.

Water Quality
e Minimize impacts to water quality from motorized vehicle access.
Paleontological Resources

e Protect known localities of paleontological resources from adverse impacts
related to motorized vehicle access.

e Minimize impacts to geologic formations with the potential to contain
paleontological resources.

Cultural Resources

e Protect cultural resources such as pre-historic and historic archeological
sites, and cultural landscapes from adverse impacts related to motorized
vehicle access.

Visitor Use and Experience

e Manage access for motorized vehicles for appropriate recreational
opportunities.

e Minimize conflicts between motorized vehicle access and other uses.

e Ensure that motorized vehicle operators are informed about the rules and
regulations regarding motorized vehicle access at the Recreation Area.

Visitor and Employee Safety

¢ Ensure that management of motorized vehicle access promotes the safety of
all visitors and employees.

Recreation Area Operations and Management

e Minimize operational and maintenance needs and costs to fully implement
a motorized vehicle access plan.

e Consult with adjacent landowners regarding management of motorized
vehicle access.

e Prevent impacts to the works and facilities of the Aspinall Unit, including
dams, powerplants, transmission lines, and access roads from motorized
vehicle access.

Preliminary Alternative Elements

The NPS has identified preliminary alternative elements for managing
motorized vehicle access at the Recreation Area. These include:

e Based on the location of resources, confine motorized vehicle access to
designated routes, areas, and points.

e Provide additional parking areas and pull outs where lake-bottom driving is
currently prohibited.

e Implement seasonal or temporary closures to protect wet soils and
paleontological resources exposed by fluctuations in reservoir levels.

e Close all or certain parts of the park unit, or establish buffers around
sensitive resource areas, including cultural resource sites.

e Establish “zones” to separate different types of visitor use.
e Restrict “play areas.”

e Maintain appropriate access for mobility-impaired visitors.
e Implement a “self-certification” permit system.

¢ Provide educational/informational materials.

e Set/enforce speed limits and vehicle standards to protect resources and
promote vehicle safety.

¢ Continue current management of snowmobiles (limited to the frozen surface
of Blue Mesa Reservoir), but address travel through areas below the high
water line which are not covered by the current rule.

Exposed area below high water line at Iola Basin



