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SCOPING NOTICE:  CHIRICAHUA FIRESCAPE PROJECT 

 

Dear Friends and Neighbors of the Coronado National Forest: 

I am writing today to inform you about a fire management and fuel reduction project proposed 

for implementation on the Douglas Ranger District and adjacent lands in Cochise County, 

Arizona.  The Forest Service, in collaboration with other Federal agencies, the State of Arizona, 

and private landowners, has planned the Chiricahua FireScape Project (Project) to improve 

fire management flexibility, efficiency, and consistency on approximately 500,000 acres of 

grassland, woodland, and forest in southeastern Arizona.  

The project area includes lands managed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service 

(Coronado National Forest); U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service (NPS-

Chiricahua National Monument and Fort Bowie National Historic Site); U.S. Department of the 

Interior, Bureau of Land Management (BLM-Gila District/Safford Field Office); U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service (FWS-Leslie Canyon National Wildlife Refuge); State of Arizona; and private 

entities.  

The goals of the Project are to create a healthier vegetative landscape that would better survive 

wildland fire; enhance the protection of life, property, and natural resources from the potential 

adverse effects of wildland fire; and encourage naturally occurring wildland fire to function as a 

renewing process in the ecosystem.  

The Forest Service is acting as the Federal lead agency in the National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA) review of the proposed action. The NPS, BLM, and FWS are Federal cooperating 

agencies in the NEPA review, in accordance with regulations at 40 CFR 1501.6.  

The attached Scoping Notice was prepared by the lead and cooperating agencies to provide the 

public with a detailed description of the proposed action. Your comments on the scope of the 

NEPA review of the proposal, including those related to potential environmental issues and 

alternative means of accomplishing the project goals, are an important component of the 

environmental review process. Information on how and when to comment is provided below. 
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PROJECT SUMMARY 

The Coronado National Forest (Forest) is leading the Chiricahua FireScape Project to coordinate Forest 

Service fire and fuels reduction activities with those of the National Park Service (NPS-Chiricahua 

National Monument and Fort Bowie National Historic Site), Bureau of Land Management (BLM-Gila 

District/Safford Field Office), Leslie Canyon National Wildlife Refuge, State of Arizona, and private land 

managers in the Chiricahua, Dos Cabezas, and Dragoon Mountains of Cochise County.  

Tree rings record centuries of regular fire in our grasslands, woodlands, and forests until the late 1800s. 

As we suppressed fires through much of the 20
th
 century, fuels built up to unprecedented levels. Recent 

decades have seen wildfires burning through those fuels in southeastern Arizona produce effects more 

severe than was experienced historically. A 2010 analysis of fuels shows the potential remains for severe 

wildfire effects across much of the planning area; these effects have the potential to become even more 

severe under hotter, drier conditions. 

The Chiricahua FireScape Project is intended to reduce the costs, damage, and threats to safety from 

wildfires; sustain fire in fire-dependent ecosystems; maintain manageable fire behavior; and move 

vegetation toward a more ñfire-resilientò condition. An interdisciplinary team will conduct an 

environmental effects analysis of alternative actions on ecological systems across jurisdictions. This 

approach aims to increase fire management flexibility, efficiency, and consistency across approximately 

500,000 acres of grasslands, woodlands, and forests. Proposed activities include prescribed fire, thinning, 

mechanical treatments, fuelwood harvesting, and some use of herbicides. These treatments are not 

uniformly applied across all ecological types but rather used singly or in combination as conditions 

dictate. 

The Chiricahua FireScape Project includes treatments within formally designated wilderness on BLM, 

Forest, and NPS lands. Active fire management is needed to preserve wilderness values (as defined by the 

Wilderness Act) that have been compromised by fire suppression. All treatments in all areas will be 

subject to sideboards designed to protect sensitive species, cultural sites, habitats, and developments. The 

Forest and BLM are soliciting your comments. 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

Geographic Location 

The proposed project area comprises three 

mountain ranges in southeastern Arizona:  

the Chiricahua, Dos Cabezas, and Dragoon 

Mountains (see Figure 1). 

The Chiricahua Mountains rise from 

grassland valley bottoms at elevations 

ranging from 4000 to 5000 feet to an 

elevation more than 9500 feet above mean 

sea level. Within the range is the Chiricahua 

Wilderness, which encompasses 87,700 

acres of high country. Chiricahua National 

Monument is located on the west side of the 

range and is surrounded on three sides by 

the Forest. Most of the 12,000-acre 

Monument is also designated as Wilderness. 

The Arizona Game and Fish Department 

manages a small tract east of the Monument. 

Private ranch lands sit at the base of the 

range and connect with the Leslie Canyon 

National Wildlife Refuge in the 

southwestern corner of the project area. 

Many of these ranches hold grazing permits 

on Forest and State of Arizona lands. The 

perimeter of the Chiricahua Mountains is 

sparsely settled, and eastside communities 

around Portal have the largest population 

adjacent to public land.  

The Dos Cabezas Mountains rise from 4000 

feet elevation on the valley floor to 7500 

feet and are contiguous with the Chiricahua 

Mountains. The Apache Pass fault is the 

formal boundary between the two ranges. 
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The BLM manages most of the Dos Cabezas 

Mountains, including 11,700 acres of 

designated Wilderness; private lands are 

dispersed throughout the range. Fort Bowie 

National Historic Site sits on 1000 acres that 

straddle Apache Pass; it is surrounded by 

BLM and Arizona State Trust lands. 

Neighboring private lands comprise ranches 

operated under BLM and State grazing 

permits.  
 

The Dragoon Mountains lie across the 

Sulphur Springs Valley to the west of the 

Chiricahua-Dos Cabezas complex. The 

range spans elevations ranging from 4600 

feet to 7519 feet on Mount Glenn. The 

Forest manages most of the range (54,000 

acres), which is surrounded by blocks of 

private and State land. The communities of 

Sunsites, Pearce, Dragoon, St. David, and 

Tombstone lie just beyond the base of the 

Dragoon Mountains. 

 

Fire and fuel management activities are 

proposed within congressionally designated 

Wilderness on BLM, Forest Service, and 

NPS lands. Active fire management is 

needed in these areas to preserve the 

ñwilderness valuesò defined by the 

Wilderness Act of 1964 (Public Law 88-

577). Past human activities, primarily fire 

suppression, bear much of the responsibility 

for the unhealthy vegetation and fuel 

conditions currently found on these lands. 

An ultimate goal of fire managers is to 

manage natural ignitions in Wilderness (i.e., 

use naturally occurring wildland fire for 

resource benefits) to maintain wilderness 

values. Multiple treatments within 

Wilderness in the project area are 

anticipated to be needed before this tool can 

be safely applied. 

 Existing Conditions 

An array of vegetation types is present 

across the various ownerships and 

jurisdictions in the project area, depending 

on elevation, topography, and geologic 

influences. For the purpose of project 

planning, these types have been designated 

as different ñecological systems.ò Twelve 

distinct ecological systems are defined for 

the project area. Table 1 lists the proposed 

treatments in each system among the three 

mountain ranges depicted in Figures 2a, 2b, 

and 2c. 

 

Fire has played an important ecological role 

in the history of ecological systems in 

southeastern Arizona. A regular interval of 

naturally occurring fire restricts the growth 

of shrubs in grasslands, thins woodlands and 

forests of fire-intolerant trees, increases 

stream flows, and renews wildlife habitat. 

Historically, wildland fires in the woodlands 

and forests of southeastern Arizona have 

remained close to the ground surface, 

burned at low to moderate intensity, and 

maintained an open and grassy aspect. 

 

Fire history data recorded in tree rings show 

that since the beginning of the early 20th 

century, the frequency of natural fire has 

decreased dramatically. This decrease 

corresponds to an increased demand for 

wildland fire suppression to protect life and 

property and has led to areas of dense, 

overgrown vegetation that contributes to an 

abundance of fuel. Current conditions fuel 

wildland fires that eliminate desired 

ecosystem components, intensify the spread 

of unwanted non-native species, and result 

in dramatically different effects on 

watersheds than what would have occurred 

with the occurrence of natural fire. The 
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Figure 1. Chiricahua FireScape Project Location and Boundaries 
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Table 1.  Chiricahua FireScape Project:  proposed vegetation treatment methods by ecological system. 

ECOLOGICAL 
SYSTEM 

 
ESTIMATED 

TOTAL 
FIRESCAPE 

ACRES 

 

PRIMARY 
TREATMENTS

1 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL 
TREATMENTS

1 

ESTIMATED TREATMENT ACRES BY JURISDICTION 
(WILDERNESS ACRES) 

Bureau of 
Land 

Management 

Forest 
Service 

Fish and 
Wildlife 
Service 

National 
Park 

Service 

Arizona 
Game and 
Fish Dept. 

Arizona 
State 
Lands 
Dept. 

Private 

Intermountain 
Basins Aspen-Mixed 
Conifer Forest and 
Woodland 

1755 
Prescribed Fire 
(Rx) 

Thin  
1755 

(1750) 
     

Southern Rocky 
Mountain Dry-
Mesic Montane 
Mixed Conifer 
Forest and 
Woodland 

5336 
Rx, Thinning 

(Thin) 

Mech, 
Fuelwood, 
Herbicide 

(Herb) 

 
5336 

(3413) 
     

Madrean Upper 
Montane Conifer-
Oak Forest and 
Woodland 

14814 Rx, Thin, 
Mech, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

 
14814 

(12183) 
     

Madrean Lower 
Montane Pine-Oak 
Forest and 
Woodland  

58962 Rx, Thin 
Mech, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

 
53882 

(27409) 
 

4429 
(3872) 

297  354 

Madrean Pinyon-
Juniper-Oak 
Woodland 

217166 
Rx, Thin, 

Mechanical 
(Mech) 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

25197 
(7205) 

171744 
(32264) 

232 
5607 

(4173) 
157 1827 12402 

Rocky Mountain 
Montane Riparian 1797 Rx, Thin 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

86  

(48) 

1207 
(181) 

 
268 

(116) 
  236 
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Table 1.  Chiricahua FireScape Project:  proposed vegetation treatment methods by ecological system. 

ECOLOGICAL 
SYSTEM 

 
ESTIMATED 

TOTAL 
FIRESCAPE 

ACRES 

 

PRIMARY 
TREATMENTS

1 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL 
TREATMENTS

1 

ESTIMATED TREATMENT ACRES BY JURISDICTION 
(WILDERNESS ACRES) 

Bureau of 
Land 

Management 

Forest 
Service 

Fish and 
Wildlife 
Service 

National 
Park 

Service 

Arizona 
Game and 
Fish Dept. 

Arizona 
State 
Lands 
Dept. 

Private 

Madrean 
Oak/Conifer/ 
Manzanita on Rocks  

 

28526 Rx, Thin 
Mech, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

2160  

(1751) 

23761 
(7859) 

 
2385 

(2311) 
  220 

Madrean Pinyon-
Mountain 
Mahogany on 
Limestone  

42254 
Rx, Thin, 
Mech, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

5224 

 (1) 
28971 1731 270 79 1749 4230 

North American 
Warm Desert 
Riparian System 

658 Rx, Thin, 
Mech, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

16 39 54 35   514 

Apacherian-
Chihuahuan Upland 
Scrub 

70773 Rx, Mech 
Thin, 

Fuelwood, 
Herb 

15004 

 (2709) 

22502 
(1755) 

339 
267 

(140) 
 10871 21790 

Apacherian-
Chihuahuan Semi-
Desert Grassland 
and Steppe 

43804 Rx 
Thin, Mech, 
Fuelwood, 

Herb 
1225 

12021 
(432) 

 23 (22)  6605 23930 

Chihuahuan 
Creosotebush 
Desert Scrub 

12715  
Rx, Thin, 

Mech, Herb 
674 760 403   7584 3294 

1 
Rx = prescribed fire (1,000 to 30,000 acres per project). 

  Thin = manual or chainsaw thinning (up to 500 acres per project). May be followed by lop and scatter, chipping, and pile burning. 

  Mech = mechanical treatments, including mastication (up to 2,500 acres per project) and grubbing (up to 1,000 acres per project).  

  Herb = stump treatments or spray herbicides (up to 1,000 acres per project). 

 Fuelwood = fuelwood harvesting (across treated areas and stand-alone sales [up to 300 acres per project].
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 Figure 2a. Chiricahua FireScape Project: Ecological systems in the Chiricahua 

Mountains of southeastern Arizona. 
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Figure 2b. Chiricahua FireScape Project: Ecological systems in the Dragoon 

Mountains of southeastern Arizona 
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Figure 2c. Chiricahua FireScape Project: Ecological systems in the Dos Cabezas Mountains of 

southeastern Arizona. 
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28,000-acre Rattlesnake Fire that occurred 

in the Chiricahua Mountains in 1994 

illustrated the severe effects possible under 

such conditions. 

Based on the results of modeling using 

FlamMap, current fuel loadings across the 

project area are predicted to support severe 

effects, should a wildland fire occur. The 

model was run by the agency partners over a 

regional fuels map developed by the 

planning team. Model parameters were input 

for an elevation of 4500 feet, which was 

extrapolated to elevations above and below 

this level by FlamMap.  

Flame length is a good indicator of fire 

behavior and effects on the landscape. The 

red areas on Figure 3 depict locations where 

wildland fire in the project area, under the 

specified conditions, is predicted to spot, 

cause crown fires, and be very difficult to 

control. This sample model run is based on 

90
th
 percentile weather and fuel conditions 

for southeastern Arizona. Using 97
th
 

percentile conditions observed during the 

large wildland fires of the past decades 

would turn additional areas on the map red, 

indicating flame lengths greater than 11 feet. 

WHY IS THIS PROJECT 
NEEDED? 

The need for this collaborative, cross-

jurisdiction project derives from the various 

agenciesô respective missions to care for the 

land in accordance with direction and 

guidance in national, regional, and local fire 

planning documents. Fire management 

policy is complex, dynamic, and involves 

many layers of direction. Among the 

documents that have guided the 

development of the Chiricahua FireScape 

Project are the following: 

 National Fire Plan of 2000; 

 Guidance for Implementation of 

Federal Wildland Fire Management 

Policy (February 13, 2009); 

 A Collaborative Approach for 

Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to 

Communities and the Environment: 

10-Year Comprehensive Strategy 

Implementation Plan (2001); 

 Coronado National Forest Land and 

Resource Management Plan (Forest 

Plan,1986, as amended); 

 Coronado National Forest Fire 

Management Plan (2009); 

 Chiricahua National Monument Fire 

Management Plan  (2005); 

 Fort Bowie National Historic Site 

Fire Management Plan (2005); 

 Fire Management Plan: San 

Bernardino and Leslie Canyon 

National Wildlife Refuges (2005); 

 Bureau of Land Management 

Arizona Statewide Land Use Plan 

Amendment for Fire, Fuels and Air 

Quality Management (2004); and 

 Bureau of Land Management, Dos 

Cabezas Mountains Wilderness 

Management Plan, Environmental 

Assessment, and Decision Record 

(June 1995). 

Collectively, these documents prescribe 

necessary changes in the landscape to foster 

the desired future conditions of an 

ecosystem in which the natural fire cycle 

prevails.  

Planning and implementation of pro-active 

fuel treatments toward the desired 

conditions of moderate fire behavior and 

restored ecological health is complicated by 

weather conditions, coordination of fire and 

vegetation management between multiple 
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Figure 3. Chiricahua Firescape Project:  Predicted flame lengths assuming existing 

vegetation and fuel conditions in three mountain ranges in southeastern Arizona. 


