1. Introduction

On May 8, 2006, Friends of Williamson Rock (FoWR) met with Angeles National Forest (ANF) employees, during which time discussions were held regarding the current status of Williamson Rock (W.R.), as well as the regulatory issues surrounding re-opening of W.R. This meeting served to supplement a proposal submitted in January, 2006 by FoWR, which outlined the intentions of FoWR. This also supplemented communications made between FoWR and USFS staff, in addition to the results of the field meeting held on December 13, 2005. This coordination has proved beneficial to relations between climbers and regulatory agencies. However, the process required to facilitate the re-opening of W.R. will be lengthy, requiring full closure at least until next summer. FoWR hopes this summary of the current situation will result in increased awareness and stress the importance of maintaining cooperative relations with the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) as well as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service).
2. Background and Current Direction

On September 13, 2005 the Service proposed the designation of approximately 8,283 acres (ac) of streams and riparian areas as critical habitat for the Southern California distinct vertebrate population segment (DPS) of the mountain yellow-legged frog (Rana muscosa), hereafter referred to as MYLF.
 Subsequent to this proposed designation, on December 23, 2005 the USFS, announced a sweeping closure of approximately 1,000 ac of the MYLF. In response to the closing of W.R. FoWR, a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization was formed to facilitate the consideration of special management considerations that would preserve climbing access as well as protect the natural environment of the W.R. area. 

On May 8, 2006, FoWR met with the ANF to gain insight into the direction they wish to take with respect to W.R. As a result, FoWR was asked to create a proposal that describes those efforts required to make the ‘short trail’ suitable to USFS standards. This proposal should also include any other actions that will be implemented in order to improve access to W.R. while decreasing potential impacts to the MYLF. Trail improvements are required in order to make this trail suitable for certification under a special use permit, which would be issued to FoWR by ANF. Although not necessary in the past for access to W.R, a special use permit is now required due to MYLF issues at W.R. Following submittal of the proposal, this document will be subject to a 30-day public review pursuant to the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA). Following the review period, ANF will determine which NEPA document will be required in order to authorize this action. During the course of this process, mitigation and conservation measures will be determined to limit not only impacts to the MYLF, but other resources as well, i.e. botanical, wildlife, archaeological, etc, as determined through this process. 
Implementation of most of the measures will be placed primarily on the shoulders of FoWR, which will require extensive outreach and support from the climbing community at large in order to allow the re-opening of W.R. and maintain improved relations with the USFS and USFWS. In order to implement these measures W.R. climbers will be expected to contribute something, primarily in the form of labor and/or money. Additionally, FoWR wishes to stress the fact that W.R. is closed indefinitely, violation of which could result in imprisonment, a $5,000 fine or both, not to mention causing potentially irreparable damage to current climber/agency relations. For now, we urge climbers to improve their awareness of the current MYLF situation. Please refer to the following sections regarding MYLF status, threats, and management recommendations as well as references to links which provide additional information.
3. MYLF Historical Distribution, Biology, Current status

Please refer to the following websites for detailed discussions on the southern California DPS of the MYLF:

http://ecoregion.ucr.edu/full.asp?sp_num=20
http://www.californiaherps.com/frogs/pages/r.muscosa.html.

http://www.fws.gov/carlsbad/Rules/Mountain_YL_frog/mylf_pch05_091305.pdf
http://www.fws.gov/carlsbad/Rules/Mountain_YL_frog/mylf_final_listing.pdf
http://www.fs.fed.us/r5/scfpr/projects/lmp/docs/species-animals.pdf
4. Current MYLF Status in Little Rock Creek

The following distribution information is based on data collected for the determination of endangered status for the MYLF, as published in 2002, as well as from data presented in the designation of proposed critical habitat.
,
,
 More recent data is available through the U.S. Geologic Survey (USGS). If appropriate, this section shall be updated to reflect this data following receipt of all available survey reports. 

Little Rock Creek is a long, desert-flowing drainage where the mountain yellow-legged frog, first observed in 1911, once ranged from its headwaters, and throughout the entire length of this stream to where it empties northwest into the Mojave River. In 2003, a total of 49 MYLF captures were recorded, which includes captures of adults, metamorphs and 1st year larvae. Based on these results, as analyzed by the Schnabel method, the Little Rock Creek MYLF population was estimated at 9 individuals. This population is believed to exist only at its headwaters at the highest elevations of the stream, although the side tributaries have been little studied. These small populations are located up and downstream of the W.R. climbing areas, where perennial ponding occurs in intermittent plunge pools. Within and immediately adjacent to W.R. perennial water is not found, nor is adequate riparian vegetation, both of which are primary constituent elements (PCEs) of MYLF habitat. PCEs for the MYLF are not present within the climbing areas. However, USFWS proposed critical habitat within the riparian, upland and aquatic habitats 4,905 ft (1,495 m) upstream from the upstream-most occurrence and 4,905 ft (1,495 m) downstream from the downstream-most occurrence on the main stem of the river or creek known to be occupied, including any tributary that flows into it.

The Little Rock Creek Subunit supports smaller populations than Bear Gulch and Big Rock Creek, also located within the San Gabriel Mountains. However, the Little Rock Creek population was included in the designation of critical habitat to maintain continuity of distribution throughout the San Gabriel Mountains, thereby reducing the risk of losing any isolated population from a stochastic, catastrophic event. The USFWS believes Little Rock Creek may contain important summer or winter habitat for frogs from nearby areas, and may also be a source of breeding animals to the larger population, and are therefore likely to contain resources important for the continued survival of the remaining populations of mountain yellow-legged frog. The USFS has considered sites in the San Gabriel Mountains amongst areas that could benefit from MYLF reintroduction, based on the presence of widespread suitable habitat.

Little Rock Creek, with its extant mountain yellow-legged frog population, was a site chosen by the USGS to conduct a manipulation experiment in order to study the effects of trout removal on the establishment behavior of frogs. Details of this study can be found in the designation of MYLF proposed critical habitat. However, results from this experiment are thus inconclusive as the experiment is as yet incomplete. Trout removal efforts have significantly depleted the trout population, but have not yet completely removed the trout from that section of the stream. 

5. Threats to the mylf within subunit 1-C

According to the MYLF species account prepared for the 2005 Forest Plan by the USFS, the primary threats to the Southern California DPS are thought to be, in order of decreasing significance, (1) the increasing spread of non-native predatory fish and amphibians (i.e., trout and bullfrog), (2) loss of breeding pools as a result of siltation or declining surface water, and (3) disturbance of individuals and egg masses by recreation and land use activities.
 Ongoing activities on National Forest System lands that are affecting the MYLF include roads and trails, recreation facilities, and some small-scale mining and prospecting operations. Additional general threats to the Southern California DPS of the MYLF can be found in the 2002 USFWS determination of endangered status for this DPS.

Threats specific to the Little Rock Creek proposed critical habitat subunit include the presence of non-native trout, trail use, and vehicle travel on Highway 2.
 Climbing related impacts to the MYLF are associated with trail use to and from the W.R. climbing area, which includes established trails as well as poorly established shortcuts. Climber trails are not known to cross Little Rock Creek within MYLF occupied sites or breeding habitats. Non-climber related recreational use has resulted in people swimming, washing clothes and applying graffiti on the rocks near W.R.
 The existing ‘long trail’, which is effectively impassable due to vegetation growth, is the primary point of concern with respect to trail-related impacts to the MYLF. The short trail has for some time been the trail used by 90+% of W.R. climbers, which is the access point recommended by USGS. 
6. MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

Several federal agencies involved with management of the MYLF, including the USFS, USGS and USFWS, have made management recommendations with respect to climbers and continued use of W.R. as a climbing and general recreation area. These recommendations make suggestions towards defined immediate and long-term goals that can result in continued recreational use of W.R. while increasing the viability of the Little Rock Creek MYLF population.

USGS recommends that ‘recreational activities in areas where these frogs exist be diverted away from the frog habitat’ and that a new trail to W.R. ‘be constructed that would eliminate foot traffic from the frog area and offer a more direct route to the climbing area as well. Educational signs about the MYLF and about sound sanitation practices… could also improve the current conditions of the frog habitat here.”
 According to the USFS, it may be necessary to reroute trails to steer recreational activity away from key-breeding areas. Both the USFS and USGS have identified the need for educational signs to promote understanding of the mountain yellow-legged frog biology/ecology and its habitat requirements.
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