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What are Areas of Critical
Environmental Concern
(ACEC) and why are they
important?
 How can they be used to
protect ecologically and
culturally important Bureau of
Land Management lands?
 How can ACECs be
strengthened through an
agency rule-making?
 Opportunities for Tribes to
nominate ACECs and engage
in agency rule-making


Henry’s Lake Area of Critical Environmental
Concern, Idaho. Headwaters of the Henry’s
Fork of the Snake River and critical habitat for
peregrine falcons, gray wolves, bald eagles,
and grizzly bears. Photo: BLM



Lands that are
managed by the
Bureau of Land
Management (BLM),
Forest Service, Park
Service, US Fish and
Wildlife, and Dept. of
Defense.



We acknowledge
and honor that
these lands are the
ancestral
homelands of
Indigenous people,
many of whom
continue to steward
these lands today.



BLM is the largest
land manager, with
~245 million acres

Resource
Management
Plans (RMP)
• BLM updates its
RMPs every ~20
years
• RMPs guide the
management of
lands
• BLM required to
conduct Tribal
consultation
• Public
engagement
• State & local
governments
can weigh in
• ACECs are
designated
through RMPs

What are Areas of Critical Environmental
Concern & Why are they Important?







ACECs are a land designation that the Bureau of Land Management
(BLM) can apply to lands under their jurisdiction
Defined as areas of public lands “where special management attention
is required (when such areas are developed or used or where no
development is required) to protect and prevent irreparable damage to
important historic, cultural, or scenic values, fish and wildlife resources or
other natural systems or processes, or to protect life and safety from
natural hazards.”
The 1976 Federal Land Policy and Management Act directs the BLM to
prioritize the designation of ACECs through the land management
planning process.
ACECs have significant potential to protect culturally and ecologically
valuable landscapes across the 245 million acres the BLM manages but
are underutilized.

ACEC Eligibility
Must meet the relevance and importance criteria and need special
management.


Relevance:



The area must contain significant historic, cultural, or scenic value; a fish or wildlife
resource or other natural system or process; or natural hazard.



For example:


Rare or sensitive archaeological resources and religious or cultural resources
important to Indigenous people



Habitat for endangered, sensitive, or threatened animal or plant species, or habitat
essential for maintaining species diversity; rare, endemic, or relic plants; or rare
geological features.

From BLM’s ACEC Manual 1613

Importance: The above-described value, resource,
system, process, or hazard shall have substantial
significance and value.









1. Has more than locally significant qualities that give it special worth,
consequence, meaning, distinctiveness, or cause for concern, especially
compared with any similar resource.
2. Has qualities or circumstances that make it fragile, sensitive, rare,
irreplaceable, exemplary, unique, endangered, threatened, or vulnerable to
adverse change.
3. Has been recognized as warranting protection in order to satisfy national
priority concerns or to carry out the mandates of the Federal Land Policy and
Management Act.
4. Has qualities that warrant highlighting in order to satisfy public or
management concerns about safety and public welfare.
5. Poses a significant threat to human life and safety or to property.

From BLM’s ACEC Manual 1613

Special Management Attention


An area must require special management attention to protect the
important and relevant values



“Special management attention” refers to management
prescriptions developed during the preparation of an RMP.



Management prescriptions must “expressly protect the important
relevant values of an area from the potential effects permitted” and
should be unique in addressing the specific values in the area.



Special management often provides for consultation and
coordination with identified groups and/or experts having interest or
expertise in the affected values (such as Tribes).

From BLM’s ACEC Manual 1613

ACEC Management Prescriptions
can include:


Recommend withdrawal from mineral entry;



Closed to leasing or allow leasing only with no surface occupancy
with no exceptions, waivers, or modifications;



Designate as right-of-way exclusion areas;



Closed to construction of new roads;



Designate as closed to motor vehicle use, as limited to motor
vehicle use on designated routes, or as limited to mechanized use
on designated routes;



Restrict construction of new structures and facilities

Table Rocks ACEC, Oregon


Relevance and importance values
are special plants, animals, and
unique geologic formations. The
dwarf woolly meadowfoam
wildflower grows on Table Rocks, but
nowhere else on Earth. Vernal pool
fairy shrimp (Branchinecta lynchi),
federally listed as threatened, inhabit
the seasonally formed vernal pools
found on the tops of both rocks.



Memorandums of Understanding
signed in 2011 and 2012 with the
Confederated Tribes of the Grand
Ronde and the Cow Creek Band of
Umpqua Tribe of Indians allow for
coordinating resources to protect the
Table Rocks for present and future
generations. A cooperative
management plan for the area was
completed in 2013.

Photo credit: Bureau of Land Management

Square Butte ACEC,
Montana
Relevance and
importance values
include artifacts and
archaeological sites that
document 9,000 years of
human habitation.
o “It is exceptionally rare
for an area of its size to
retain such a large
number, density, and
diversity of cultural
properties.” (Lewistown
ACEC Report Jan. 2015).
o The area also contains a
mountain goat
population and unique
geological features.
o

Photo credit: Simon Foot, Flckr

Alaska Tribes
nominated 24 ACECs
in the Bering SeaWestern Interior and
Central Yukon Plans
because of concerns
about sustainability of
the wild food way of
life supported by the
watersheds, fish, and
wildlife.

What Makes ACECs Unique?
ACECs are the only stand-alone conservation
designation spelled out in the Federal Land
Policy and Management Act (FLPMA)
 FLPMA mandates that BLM “give priority to the
designation and protection of areas of critical
environmental concern (ACEC).”
 BLM has other land designations it may use to
protect special lands, but only ACECs are
rooted directly in statute. This gives ACECs a
unique position within the agency’s
management planning process.


ACEC Nomination Process


Tribes (& the public) can submit nominations, to which the BLM must
respond.



ACEC nominations must explain how they meet the relevance and
importance criteria and demonstrate the need for special management.



ACECs can have any number of cultural, ecological, archaeological,
scenic, geological, or other significant values. Nominators have an
opportunity to creatively consider how the designation may apply to areas
of interest or concern.



Timing - the earlier an ACEC nomination is submitted, the better. Generally,
existing and nominated ACECs are reviewed during an RMP revision, but
they may also be assessed in other land-use planning processes, such as an
amendment to an RMP.



The pre-planning or scoping phase of these processes serves as the best
window for submitting ACEC nominations.

Once it’s established, what does
an ACEC do?
ACEC nominations are evaluated by the BLM, which
determines if they meet the criteria and whether they should
be designated. Designation happens through the resource
management planning process, at the final step, called the
Record of Decision.
 Once finalized in a Record of Decision, an ACEC specifies
which uses are allowed in the area. The ACEC’s management
plan normally prohibits or restricts uses that could threaten
important values for which the ACEC was created.
 Once established, an ACEC lasts for the life of the Resource
Management Plan, usually 20 years, and in nearly all cases
prior to the last administration, once established, ACECs are
carried forward in future RMPs.


The Nulato Village Tribe in Alaska Nominates the Nulato River Watershed
ACEC in 2014 in both the BSWI and CY
Plans
Nulato Village Tribe’s goals in nomination of the Nulato River watershed
are:
1. The protection of the watershed of the Nulato River, by the
establishment of an Area of Critical Environmental Concern to protect
all the watershed lands river from extractive development regardless of
the status of land ownership and management; and
2. The establishment or expansion of the Area of Critical Environmental
Concern within Nulato’s traditional hunting and fishing and gathering
area; and
3. The establishment of the Nulato River Area of Critical Environmental
Concern to protect the village water source for future generations and
fish and wildlife habitat.

Arnold Demoski, the
Nulato Tribe’s natural
resources coordinator,
harvests king salmon
from the Nulato River.
This watershed is a
critical resource to the
tribe and community.

Photo: Alice Demoski

Policy Perspective – Need &
Opportunity


ACECs have significant potential to protect culturally and ecologically
valuable landscapes across the 245 million acres the BLM manages.



The original intent of the law directed the Department of Interior to
undertake a rule-making process outlining how ACECs will be designated
and managed.



Despite FLPMA’s original intent and explicit instruction, the Department has
yet to issue ACEC-specific regulations since its enactment over four
decades ago.



The result is inconsistent application and management of ACECs, and the
elimination of key areas during the last administration.



With new leadership in Washington, there is an opportunity right now for
BLM to fulfill the rule-making requirement and elevate ACECs in BLM plans.

Joint Secretarial Order on Fulfilling the Trust Responsibility to
Indian Tribes in the Stewardship of Federal Lands and Waters
Order 3403, November 15, 2021
The Department will engage affected Indian Tribes in meaningful
consultation at the earliest phases of planning and decision-making
relating to the management of Federal lands to ensure that Tribes can
shape the direction of management. This will include agencies giving
due consideration to Tribal recommendations on public lands
management.
 The Departments will consider Tribal expertise and/or Indigenous
knowledge as part of Federal decision making relating to Federal lands,
particularly concerning management of resources subject to reserved
Tribal treaty rights and subsistence uses.
 The Departments will endeavor to engage in co-stewardship where
Federal lands or waters, including wildlife and its habitat, are locations
within or adjacent to a federally recognized Indian Tribe’s reservation,
where federally recognized Indian Tribes have subsistence or other
rights or interests in non-adjacent Federal lands or water, or where
requested by a federally recognized Indian Tribe.


Lewistown, MT

An east-west ridge through Musselshell Breaks divides the rugged southern area from the prairie
like region to the north. Tony Bynum

ACECs Eliminated in Lewistown
Draft RMP






2015 BLM Lewistown Interdisciplinary Team conducted an
evaluation of existing and newly proposed ACECs
throughout the Lewistown Field Office, analyzing a total of 11
areas. They found that I0 met the relevance and importance
criteria, totaling 32,008 acres.
These include: Acid Shale-Pine Forest, Blacktail Creek, Black
Butte, Blind Horse, Chute Mountain, Collar Gulch, Deep
Creek/Battle Creek, Ear Mountain, Judith Mountains Scenic,
Square Butte and Sun River.
Despite this recommendation by BLM’s own Lewistown
Interdisciplinary Team, the Draft RMP recommended
eliminating all existing ACECs.

ACECs Proposed Eliminated


Square Butte ACEC was found to meet the relevance and
importance values, including artifacts and archaeological sites
that document 9,000 years of human habitation. “It is
exceptionally rare for an area of its size to retain such a large
number, density, and diversity of cultural properties.” (Lewistown
ACEC Report Jan. 2015).



Collar Gulch ACEC was found by BLM to meet the relevance
criteria for the genetically pure strain of westslope cutthroat trout
and Townsend’s big-eared bats (both BLM sensitive species),
and for Tate-Poetter Cave which possesses significant biologic,
geologic, educational/scientific and rec cave resources..



Judith Mountains Scenic ACEC was found to meet the relevance
criteria and importance criteria for regionally significant scenic
values and because it is one of the few forested mountain
islands in the Great plains region.

Missoula, MT

Missoula RMP also
eliminates ACECs
•

Within the Missoula planning area, there are three existing ACECs,
covering 1,200 acres.

•

Four new ACECs were proposed for evaluation by BLM, and one
new ACEC was proposed by both BLM and an external entity.

•

Eight ACECs were analyzed to determine whether they met the
relevance and importance criteria. Four of the eight ACECs were
recommended under one or more alternatives. Values noted
include wildlife, such as threatened species like the bull trout.

•

Only one ACEC, the Phil Wright Rock, was recommended to be
designated; three existing ACECs were eliminated.

ACECs in the Final Plans


Following extensive public comment and engagement by thenGovernor Bullock, BLM made some changes in the final plans:


Two of the eight existing ACECs that were proposed to be
eliminated in the draft plan were added back in.



Other ACECs were “replaced” with a lesser and inadequate
designation:
 The

Judith Mountains SRMA in the proposed plan overlays two
existing ACECs – Collar Gulch and Judith Mountains Scenic
ACEC—but the plan would remove the ACECs. The SRMA’s
management is not adequate to protect the values for which
the ACECs were designated.



The final plan would alter the management of the Square Butte
ACEC to open it up to motorized travel.

Alaska – ACECs
Nominated by Tribes
Many tribal communities nominated ACECs in the Bering
Sea Western Interior and the Central Yukon planning areas
because of concern about sustainability of the wild food
way of life supported by the watersheds, fish, and wildlife.
 The Anvik Tribe nominated the Anvik River watershed for
protection in an ACEC because of the importance of the
river for salmon spawning important to the whole Yukon
River.
 BLM’s report acknowledged the value of the river: “The
Anvik River is considered the largest single wild stock
producer of summer chum salmon in the Yukon River
drainage and possibly the world (Bergstrom et al. 1999).” Yet
did not designate the ACEC.
 In all, 12 million acres were nominated for ACECs across the
26 million acres of two planning areas. BLM rejected all of
these nominations and proposed to remove nearly 4 million
acres of existing ACECs.
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Wild and
(acreage)
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Bering Sea
Western Interior
(AK)

13,400,000

4,248,610

zero

Lewistown (MT)

750,300

32,008

zero

22,900

Missoula (MT)

150,000

1,225
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Four Rivers (ID)
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4,600,000

Southeastern
Oregon
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zero
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Zero
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zero

zero
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585

2,523
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2.1

45,470

18,720

8,000

zero

zero

91

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

1,206,780

zero

n/a

n/a

n/a

668,000

101,400

46,300

23, 200

189,300

1300*

zero

112

60

20,351,460

4,495,303

92,410

1,842,205 14,991,534

3,825

0

969.6

62.1

Source: Pew Charitable Trusts

1,800,000 13,382,250

*multiple uses
prioritized over
protecting
wilderness
character

Across 20 million acres in six BLM
planning areas:
➢ 94% of ACEC acreage proposed removed in agency-preferred
alternatives
➢ Only 2.1 % of ACEC acreage meeting R & I criteria was
included in preferred alternatives.
Source: Pew Charitable Trusts https://www1.pewtrusts.org/da/research-and-analysis/fact-sheets/2020/01/blm-ignores-ownfindings-in-proposed-management-plans

What could an ACEC rule-making
do?












Fulfill the FLPMA directive and outline how ACECs will be designated
and managed
Could incorporate an “anti-backsliding” provision to inoculate ACECs
from political winds
Include Indigenous Co-stewardship as outlined in the joint Secretarial
Order 3403 from Depts. of Interior and Agriculture
Incorporate Indigenous Knowledge
Contribute to climate resilience
Help achieve the America the Beautiful goals of protecting 30 percent
of our nation’s lands and waters by 2030
Address environmental justice and health concerns
Elevate ACECs as a tool for conservation of culturally and ecologically
important lands
& More!

Opportunities


ATNI resolution supporting ACEC rule-making – thank
you!



Individual Tribes can also send letters to BLM supporting
an ACEC rule-making.



So far, support letters have come from:
 Yakama

Nation

 Kawerak,
 Port

Gamble S’Klallam Tribe

 Pyramid



a consortium of 20 Tribes in NW Alaska

Lake Paiute Tribe

Tribes can nominate ACECs in planning processes

Contact


Laurel Williams



Program Officer at the Pew Charitable Trusts



lwilliams3@pewtrusts.org



909-260-8833

