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The Northern Colorado Plateau Network (NCPN) covers a geologically and biologically diverse 
region comprising 16 national parks in four western states. These parks contain desert grasslands, 
shrublands, forests, caves, large rivers, perennial streams, seeps, springs, and striking geology. Inva-
sive plants, trampling and grazing by livestock, and adjacent land-use activities are some of the most 
significant threats to NCPN parks. The NCPN is designing and implementing a long-term monitor-
ing program to measure key indicators of ecological integrity, or “vital signs.” Multiple monitoring 
efforts will help inform managers of the health of park resources and provide early detection of po-
tential problems. This brief describes recent NCPN activities at Fossil Butte National Monument.
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Quarry Trail, Fossil Butte National Monument.
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Invasive Exotic Plants Invasive exotic plants (IEPs) represent one of 
the most significant threats to natural resourc-
es in national parks. If these invaders are dis-
covered in their early stages, control efforts are 
likely to cost less and achieve higher success 
rates than after a species has become more 
widespread. NCPN staff detected 14 IEP spe-
cies in 2012 (9 priority, 5 non-priority). Almost 
all priority IEPs had fewer infestations in 2012 
than in 2010, except for creeping foxtail (Alo-
pecurus arundinaceus), which increased in two 

areas near Chicken Creek. No new priority 
species were detected along monitoring routes 
in 2012. Generally, the further a route was 
from areas of high visitation, the fewer IEPs 
were detected on it. Seventy-seven percent of 
IEPs were present in small, localized invasions 
that have a promising chance of successful 
management control and eradication. NCPN 
staff will return to the park in 2014 to revisit all 
monitoring routes.Chicken Creek Nature Trail.
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Website Re-design

It’s now easier to find everything you need from 
us at the NCPN website. The network staff 
has completed the website re-design process 
planned for all 32 I&M networks. The result 
is a streamlined site that is easier to navigate. 
Each network park also has its own page where 
users can go to find out what the network is do-

ing at that park and access all NCPN products 
and publications relative to that park. The site 
continues to offer interactive features, such as 
the ability to retrieve a current park species list, 
and is more tightly integrated with the IRMA 
Data Store, which allows new publications to 
be posted to the site more quickly. 

http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/units/ncpn/
http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/units/ncpn/
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The NCPN is partnering with the Rocky 
Mountain Bird Observatory to assess breed-
ing bird species trends in three habitats: low-
er riparian, pinyon-juniper (PJ), and sage  
shrubland. In 2012, the eighth year of mon-
itoring was completed, including two sage  
shrubland transects at Fossil Butte NM. The 
third year of trend analyses was completed this 
year, with significant trends detected for 10 spe-
cies. Seven species exhibited declines in popu-
lation density, one species showed an increase, 

and two species showed a quadratic trend 
(e.g., increased in population density in early 
years, then decreased in later years). Canyon 
wren declined in two different habitats. Only 
gray vireo, in pinyon-juniper habitat, showed 
a steady increase. Two new species, American 
wigeon and northern pintail, were recorded at 
Fossil Butte NM in 2012. As additional years of 
data accumulate, long-term trends underlying 
annual fluctuations will be revealed. 
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American wigeon.
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Additional Efforts In addition to the projects described in this 
brief, the NCPN also monitors landscape dy-

namics, land surface phenology, and climate at 
Fossil Butte National Monument.

Budget Sequester Impacts
Sequestration took place in March for Fiscal 
Year 2013. This had a large impact on NCPN 
monitoring activities. NCPN had discussions 
with each park about which vital signs need-
ed to be suspended in 2013. At smaller parks, 
such as Fossil Butte NM, fewer vital signs are 
monitored and the network did not need to cut 
any field monitoring activities. However, if the 

sequestration budget cuts are continued into 
Fiscal Year 2014, then network staff, park staff, 
the Technical Committee, and Board of Di-
rectors will have to have a detailed discussion 
that re-examines all vital signs and develops a 
strategic, longer-term approach to monitoring 
activities under the reduced funding levels.

NCPN on Facebook Since its inception in July 2012, the NCPN 
Facebook page  has quickly become the most 
popular I&M page on the site. What started out 
as an effort to keep park staff better informed 
about our activities has turned into an oppor-
tunity to talk to several hundred people each 
day about science in the national parks and our 
contribution to it. Photos and posts from the 
field (our most popular content) help people 
to know who we are and what we do, and put 

a human face on our program. As of October 
2013, the NCPN page had 975 followers. Most 
lived in the Colorado Plateau area, but 16% 
hailed from 44 foreign countries. We usually 
reach about 1,000–1,500 people each week, but 
that number has risen into the several thou-
sands on occasion. The goals of the page, and 
the barometers by which we gauge success, are 
evolving, but to this point we feel that the re-
wards have been worth the effort.
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Nutrient impairment by nitrogen (TN) and 
phosphorus (TP) deposition is a primary cause 
of water-quality degradation nationwide. In 
response to recent state efforts to develop nu-
meric nutrient water-quality criteria, the U.S. 
Geological Survey and NCPN published a 
report on nutrient concentrations in streams 
and rivers near and in NCPN parks during 
1972–2007. Most sites showed either no trends 
or downward trends in TN or TP concentra-
tions, which may be linked to improved man-

agement of water resources. Although negative 
changes may indicate cause for concern, some 
cases of elevated nutrient concentrations were 
likely the result of natural processes, such as 
geologic weathering. At Fossil Butte NM, none 
of the study sites (which were all outside the 
park) persistently exceeded TN criteria or TP 
criteria. Data were insufficient for trend as-
sessments. The full report is available at http://
pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2012/5043/.

Nutrient Enrichment

https://www.facebook.com/npsncpn
https://www.facebook.com/npsncpn
http://pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2012/5043/
http://pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2012/5043/



