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AGUA FRIA MOUNTAIN RESEARCH NATURAL AREA

Ecosystems: 142.4 montane grassland; 122.32 Ponderosa pine (Pinus
ponderosa-P. edulis-Juniperus depneana Subseries of
Terrestrial Ecosystem Survey gradient 10)

This proposed research natural area (RNA) occupies the summit of
a 8800 foot elevation mesa that is difficult of access by livestock and
remote from stock water. The summit apparently consists of two volcanic
substrates (basalt and rhyolite) which produce striking contrasts in
soils and vegetation.

The primary resource of this proposed RNA is the montane grassland
occupying about 150 acres on basalt caprock. Principal grasses are
mountain muhly, junegrass, muttongrass, and pine dropseed. The condition
is good, and production in 1982 averaged about 350-375 pounds/acre.
Scattered within this park are small one-seed and alligator-bark junipers,
seediing pinyon pine, and - very rarely - seediing ponderosa.

At both ends of the park are open, old-qrowth ponderosa pine stands.
These exemplify the Pinus ponderosa-Pinus edulis/Muhlenberaia montana
habitat type. The forest occurs on well-drained rhyolite soils (possibly
Lithic Ustochrepts, warm, dry). Common grasses are mountain muhly, pine
dropseed, junegrass, squirrel-tail, muttongrass, and big bluestem. Arizona
fescue can be found here and there but is rare. Trees are in open, park-
Tike structure characteristic of pristine yellowpine stands. In addition
to ponderosa pine, there are édible nut pinyon, Rocky mountain and alligator
bark junipers (one-seed juniper is infrequent), and a few gambel oak.

These forests occupy about 200 acres of mesa top.

The major feature of this proposed RNA is its nearly pristine veaetation.
The area receives only Tight livestock grazing because of inaccessability
and remoteness from water. The mountain meadow is therefore a benchmark of
this soil-vegetation type uncomplicated by grazing. Similarly the ponderosa
pine stands are climax. Since recurrent ground fires are a part of the
natural process of ecosystem maintenance, this jsolated mesa presents jdeal
topography for a "let burn" policy for lightning caused fires.

These ecosystems certainly meet criteria of the Reaion 3 Natural Area
program. Research opportunities are pientiful under a wide range of forest
or range subjects. For management these almost undisturbed ecosystems give
models of vegetation potential and management perspective acainst which to
gauge various range and "fringe pine" management practices

Management conflicts appear minimal. A very short fence will keep
cattle off the mesa top completely. The boundary along the 8600 foot
contour encloses about 350 acres buffered by steep topoaraphy from adjoin-




ing land. Because of its minimally disturbed ecosystems, its research
and benchmark potentials, and the management opportunity for scientific
and educational purposes, the RNA Task Group recommends Agua Fria Moun-
tain for priority consideration as a research natural area within the
Gila National Forest Plan.
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LOOP MEASUREMENTS
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