
The HD Mountains (named for a 19th-

century cattle brand), located in the San Juan 

Basin of southwest Colorado, are part of the 

Southern Rockies Ecoregion. In southwestern 

Colorado, mule deer migrate biannually be-

tween low elevation winter ranges on the 

Southern Ute Indian reservation, through the 

HD Mountains, to high elevation summer 

ranges in the rugged Weminuche Wilderness 

of the San Juan Mountains. Animals migrat-

ing off their winter range spread out widely 

into summer ranges such that migration dis-

tances may range from just a few miles to as 

many as 50 air miles. Primarily migratory 

animals, mule deer depend on connected 

landscapes to move seasonally between their 

summer and winter ranges. 

The HD Mountains encompass 40,000-

acres of roadless land in the San Juan Na-

tional Forest and contain many of the last 

remaining stands of unlogged, centuryõs-old 

ponderosa pine forests in the Southern Rock-

ies. Because the area has remained relatively 

undisturbed and free of cattle, the winter 

range is considered high value and supports a 

healthy mule deer herd. The HD Mountains 

represent a large block of undeveloped, low 

elevation habitat, which is becoming increas-

ingly rare across the San Juan Mountains and 

the Western US. 

 

Regionally, mule deer are important to a 

variety of interest groups, including tribal, 

state, hunting and other recreationists. The 

value of the HD Mountains as winter range 

and migration corridor for healthy mule deer 

populations cannot be overstated. Mule deer 

in the HD Mountains show very high fidelity 

to such corridors, presumably a learned trait, 

and their migration paths illustrate the need 

these animals have to roam.  Unfortunately, 

the status of Southwestern Coloradoõs mule 

deer population cannot be guaranteed by 

protection of seasonal ranges alone.  As a 

migratory animal, mule deer rely on con-

nected landscapes, thus protections must 

encompass the corridors they travel.   

Protect this historic long-distance migra-

tion of mule deer in Southwest Colorado in 

perpetuity. Protection of the migration corri-

dor will be accomplished through administra-

tive designation of the corridor in the San 

Juan Forest Management Plan and will in-

form land use decisions such as travel man-

agement, habitat manipulation, and other 

forest uses. To complement this public lands 

protection we also seek to protect habitat 

connectivity through private land conserva-

tion easements and to provide safe passage 

over US Highway 160, which bisects the 

wildlife corridor, through the construction of 

wildlife crossings.  

 

The San Juan Basin is one of the most 

intensively drilled areas in Colorado and 

New Mexico with over 40,000 total wells, 

18,000 of which are currently producing 

natural gas. The HD Mountains are one of 

the last undrilled areas left in the Basin. Un-

fortunately, the San Juan National Forest has 

authorized at least 27 additional wells and a 

dozen miles of road within the roadless por-

tion of the HD Mountains and several dozen 

additional wells around the periphery of the 

mountains. 

With each migration, the HD Mountains 

Mule Deer Herd faces a network of oil and 

gas wells and access roads as well as a patch-

work of land management jurisdictions and a 

major road crossing at US Highway 160. The 

portion of the HD Mountains Mule Deer 

Corridor not under adequate federal protec-

tion remains threatened by several factors:  

¶Oil and gas development: a 2007 

decision by the U.S. Forest Service will 

several miles of new roads and as many 

as 30 new wells to be developed along 

the spine of the HDs.  In addition, this 

decision fails to identify mitigation meas-

ures that would ensure protection of 

mule deer migration routes because the 

migration data collected by the Southern 

Ute Tribe and its partners became avail-

able after the decision was made; 

¶Private lands development: private 

lands in Colorado are experiencing rapid 

conversion from ranchland to exurban 

development; 

¶Vehicle collisions: although the por-

tion of US Highway 160 that passes 

through the HD Mountains and inter-

sects the mule deer migration sees some 

of the highest wildlife collision rates in 

the nation, no wildlife crossings exist to 

facilitate safe passage of wildlife. 

In 2007, the U.S. Forest Service passed a 

ruling that significantly reduced the number 

of wells and roadways initially proposed by 

the natural gas industry for a portion of the 

HD Mountains roadless area.  Originally, the 

industry proposed to develop essentially every 

ridgeline and valley within the mountains ð 

including the road-free Ignacio Canyon and 

the very spine of the HDs itself.  Fortunately, 

the Forest Serviceõs 2007 decision placed the 

heart of the roadless area (Ignacio Creek) off-

HD MHD M OUNTAINSOUNTAINS   MM ULEULE   DD EEREER  CCORRIDORORRIDOR   
Colorado 

Geography 

Regional Value 

Conservation Goal 

Conservation Challenges 

Conservation Successes 



limits to coalbed methane drilling (due to 

concerns about landslide hazards, slop stabil-

ity, erosion and watershed impacts) effec-

tively keeping development out of the entire 

Ignacio Creek watershed and reducing the 

areal impact of development from the pro-

posed 13,000 acres to 5,000 acres.  However, 

these restrictions are not permanent and 

could be lifted in the future if the natural gas 

industry can demonstrate an ability to mini-

mize impacts on the land.  

Another success for mule deer migration is 

the Draft San Juan Forest Plan, which identi-

fies the Piedra River corridor as suitable for 

protection under the Wild and Scenic Rivers 

Act.  This will provide interim protection for 

one of the primary travel routes used by deer 

within the larger landscape corridor.   

Finally, several private landowners with 

key parcels in the corridor are taking action 

to place conservation easements on their 

properties, thus reducing the risk of future 

development and fragmentation. 

The Southern Ute Tribe has six years of 

GPS radio collar data for the HD Mountains 

Mule Deer Herd, giving land management 

planners a phenomenal tool to pinpoint pro-

tection efforts. For example, by applying this 

data to a wildlife movement model, the Tribe 

was able to precisely define areas where the 

mule deer herd consistently crosses US High-

way 160. This data provides the Colorado 

Department of Transportation with the type 

of information needed to construct effective 

wildlife fences and crossings. 

Some of the most important mule deer 

habitat in the HD Mountains occurs in areas 

that are undeveloped, but under pressure to 

be drilled for coalbed methane. Administra-

tive designation of the corridor in the San 

Juan National Forest Management Plan 

means that impacts to the corridor can be 

evaluated in advance and minimized when 

the Forest Service makes site-specific as well 

as longer-term travel and timber management 

decisions for the area. Off-site mitigation 

such as the construction of wildlife crossings 

to minimize stress in the face of increased oil 

and gas production should also be explored. 

Other opportunities include: a recreational 

travel plan, initiated by the Forest Service for 

the heart of the corridor, which could limit 

both habitat degradation and motorized har-

assment of migrating animals; final selection 

of the Piedra River corridor as a suitable 

Wild and Scenic River candidate; and new 

conservation easements and construction of 

wildlife -friendly fences on private lands. 

¶ Aran Johnson, biologist, Southern 

Ute Division of Wildlife Resource 

Management 

¶ CO Division of Wildlife  

¶ US Forest Service 

¶ Western Environmental Law Center 

¶ Colorado Wild  

¶ San Juan Citizens Alliance 

¶ Freedom to Roam 

Save the HD Mountains: http://

www.savehdmountains.org/  

 

Patagonia Environmental Initiatives: http://

www.patagonia.com/usa/patagonia.go?

assetid=1865  

 

Oil and Gas development in the HD Moun-

tains: http://www.sanjuancitizens.org/

wildsanjuans/hdmountains.shtml  

 

Conservation easements: http://

www.southwestlandalliance.org/  
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