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IDENTIFIERS

Site ID  493 Site Class PCA

Site Alias None

Network of Conservation Areas (NCA)

NCA Site ID NCA Site NameNCA Site Code

 - No Data

LOCATORS

United StatesNation 380648NLatitude

ColoradoState Longitude 1073719W

Quad NameQuad Code

Wetterhorn Peak38107-A5

Dallas38107-B6

Ouray38107-A6

County

Ouray (CO)

Watershed Code Watershed Name

14020006 Uncompahange

SITE DESCRIPTION

 2,304.00 7,560.00 MetersFeetMinimum Elevation

Maximum Elevation Feet Meters 10,400.00  3,170.00

Site Description

Cow Creek is a major tributary of the Uncompahgre River, with its headwaters in the Big Blue Wilderness, 

high in the San Juans. From the wilderness, it passes through the Uncompahgre National Forest, BLM and 

finally, private land. Oben Creek joins Cow Creek at the beginning of a large roadless area. It has several 

waterfalls, one of which was the site of the Black Swift nest. Both Cow Creek and Oben Creek support 

excellent examples of both riparian and upland forest types. The riparian zone is dominated by narrowleaf 

cottonwood and scattered blue spruce, with thinleaf alder, red osier dogwood and willows in the understory. 

Uplands are forested with spruce, fir and aspen in the upstream section, and Gambel's oak and aspen in the 

lower section. In the vicinity of Oben Creek, the hillsides are covered with a moist forest of Douglas-fir, white 

fir, and blue spruce, and occasional white pine. Beneath this canopy is a rich understory of shade-tolerant 

plants such as sweet cicely, mountain lover, Oregon grape, Canadian violet, elk sedge, Rocky Mountain 

maple, twinflower, rattlesnake plantain, meadowrue, one-sided wintergreen, dwarf blueberry, russet 

buffaloberry, and mosses. The pictureleaf wintergreen, with its striking white veins contrasting with its dark 

green leaves grows in the shadiest places, in the thick duff of the conifers. This montane forest is an excellent 

example of a widespread community in Ouray County. There are almost no exotic species present. Although 

none have yet been documented here, the area provides potential Boreal Owl habitat. The upstream 2 of 

miles Cow Creek are within the Big Blue Wilderness Area. Along the creek are large cottonwoods, with good 

regeneration, large blue spruces, and thinleaf alder. Dense thickets of red-osier dogwood grow under the 

alders and slightly away from creek. Where the canyon narrows, the cottonwoods drop out, and in wider 

places Rocky Mountain and Drummond willows dominate the floodplain. Here also, there are almost no exotic 

species present. Other common plants in the site include Rocky Mountain maple, currants, and twinberry 

honeysuckle. One small section has seeping cliffs with monkeyflower, and New Mexican cliff ferns. Most 

disturbance in the site is natural, from flooding and natural landslides. There are some impacts from grazing, 

hunting and mining in the downstream section, mostly in clearings in the forest, away from the riparian area, 

but in general, the condition of the entire site is excellent.

Key Environmental Factors

No Data

Climate Description

No Data

Land Use History

No Data
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Cultural Features

No Data

SITE DESIGN

Y - Yes 08/19/1998Mapped DateSite Map

Designer Lyon, M.J.

Boundary Justification

The boundary is drawn to include the good condition riparian areas of Cow Creek and Oben Creek, to the 

confluence of Difficulty Creek. The site could be continued upstream but was not visited.

Primary Area  747.36 Acres  302.45 Hectares

SITE SIGNIFICANCE

Biodiversity Significance Rank B2: Very High Biodiversity Significance

Biodiversity Significance Comments

This site contains an excellent (A-ranked) occurrence of the globally imperiled (G2G3/S2S3) Pseudotsuga 

menziesii / Paxistima myrsinites lower montane forest and excellent (A-ranked) occurrences of the globally 

vulnerable (G3/S3) Populus angustifolia - Picea pungens / Alnus incana  montane riparian forest. In addition, 

there are excellent occurrences of common riparian communities, a fair (C-ranked) occurrence of the state 

rare (G4?/S2) New Mexico cliff fern (Woodsia neomexicana) and a fair (C-ranked) occurrence of Black Swift 

(Cypseloides niger).

Other Values Rank No Data

Other Values Comments

No Data

LAND MANAGMENT ISSUES

No Data
Land Use Comments

Natural Hazard Comments

No Data

Exotics Comments

No Data

Offsite

No Data

Information Needs

No Data

ASSOCIATED ELEMENTS OF BIODIVERSITY

State Common Name

Global 

Rank

State 

Rank

Element

 State ID State Scientific Name

Driving 

Site Rank

Montane Riparian Forests G5 S5 24480 NoAbies lasiocarpa / Mertensia ciliata Forest

Montane Riparian Forests G3 S3 24823 NoPopulus angustifolia - Picea pungens / Alnus 

incana Woodland

Montane Riparian Forests G3 S3 24823 NoPopulus angustifolia - Picea pungens / Alnus 

incana Woodland

Black Swift G4 S3B 23518 NoCypseloides niger

Montane Riparian Forests G5 S5 24684 NoAbies lasiocarpa / Alnus incana Forest

Lower Montane Forests G2G3 S2S3 24778 YesPseudotsuga menziesii / Paxistima myrsinites 

Forest

New Mexico cliff fern G4? S2 23381 NoWoodsia neomexicana

REFERENCES

Reference ID Full Citation

 - No Data

                                                                           ADDITIONAL TOPICS

No Data

Additional Topics
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VERSION

05/12/1999Version Date

Version Author Lyon, M.J.

Disclaimer

These data are a product and property of Colorado State University, Colorado Natural Heritage Program

(CNHP). These data are strictly "on loan" and should be considered "works in progress". Data maintained in

the Colorado Natural Heritage Program database are an integral part of ongoing research at CSU and reflect

the observations of many scientists, institutions and our current state of knowledge. These data are acquired

from various sources, with varying levels of accuracy, and are continually being updated and revised. Many

areas have never been surveyed and the absence of data in any particular geographic area does not

necessarily mean that species or ecological communities of concern are not present. These data should not be

regarded as a substitute for on-site surveys required for environmental assessments. Absence of evidence is

NOT evidence of absence. Absence of any data does not mean that other resources of special concern do not

occur, but rather CNHP files do not currently contain information to document this presence. CNHP is not

responsible for whether other, non-CNHP data providers have secured landowner permission for data

collected.

These data are provided for non-commercial purposes only. Under no circumstances are data to be

distributed in any fashion to outside parties. To ensure accurate application of data, tabular and narrative

components must be evaluated in conjunction with spatial components. Failure to do so constitutes a misuse

of the data. The Colorado Natural Heritage Program shall have no liability or responsibility to the data users, or

any other person or entity with respect to liability, loss, or damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or

indirectly by the data, including but not limited to any interruption of service, loss of business, anticipatory

profits or indirect, special, or consequential damages resulting from the use of operation of the data. Data

users hereby agree to hold CNHP, Colorado State University, and the State of Colorado harmless from any

claim, demand, cause of action, loss, damage or expense from or related to data users use of or reliance on

the data, regardless of the cause or nature thereof, and even in the event that such cause is attributable to the

negligence or misconduct of CNHP.

These data are provided on an as-is basis, as-available basis without warranties of any kind, expressed or

implied, INCLUDING (BUT NOT LIMITED TO) WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A

PARTICULAR PURPOSE, AND NON-INFRINGEMENT. Although CNHP maintains high standards of data

quality control, CNHP, Colorado State University, and the State of Colorado further expressly disclaim any

warranty that the data are error-free or current as of the date supplied
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