
FOREST HEALTH: 

NAVAJO - BLANCO RESILIENCY 

The watersheds of the upper San Juan River provide numerous benefits. The Blanco and

Navajo Rivers support fish and wildlife habitat, recreation, farmland and homes for people.

Downstream users rely on the waters provided by the Blanco and Navajo Rivers through the

Bureau of Reclamation’s San Juan-Chama Project. Wildfire and post-fire debris flows

threatens these watersheds and the natural and social systems that rely on them.  

 

Historically the forests of the Navajo and Blanco basins were more open. Trees grew with

vigor and were more resistant to insect attacks. Fires were more frequent, but less intense.

Several things, including decades of effective fire suppression, have left these forest crowded,

dense and prone to crown fires. Forest management activities today are focused on

returning resiliency to the forest, not only to temper fire behavior, but also prepare trees to

face anticipated climate change impacts. 

 

FOREST AND WATERSHED HEALTH 

THINNING AND PRESCRIBED FIRE  

Thinning treatments reduce the density of trees and brush which reduces the risk that

wildfire will use these "ladder fuels" to climb from the forest floor into the tree canopy.  

 
Research indicates that thinning

treatments are most effective when

followed by a prescribed, or

controlled, burn where feasible.  A

prescribed burn that is planned and

implemented to consume small fuels,

like bark, twigs, limbs, or chips left

over from thinning projects, can

further reduce wildfire risk.  A burn

can also encourage greater plant

diversity and improve wildlife habitat.

 
Source: US Forest Service 



Pre-treatment forest conditions (left) and post-treatment conditions (right).   

COMMON THINNING

TECHNIQUES 

Mastication - grinding trees and brush into pieces

with heavy equipment

 

Thin, lop and scatter - using chainsaws to cut trees

and brush into pieces that are then scattered

 

Cut and pile - cutting trees and brush and piling

the material for later burning; accomplished by

chainsaws or heavy equipment

 

Logging - trees of marketable size are removed

from the site for utilization as timber products 
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Thinning treatments leave

a stand with a structure

more akin to a forest that

might have developed with

frequent fires. The ideal is a

multi-age forest with even-

aged tree groups growing

in various sized clumps 

surrounded by different

sized openings. More open

forest conditions can

improve tree health, 

resilience to pests, and

reduce the risk of wildfire

moving from the forest

floor into the canopy. More

light reaching the forest

floor also promotes the

growth of grasses and

wildflowers.  

 


