6

Natural and
Environmental Resources
6.1

Statement of Intent

Balance the development and conservation of our natural and environmental
resources.

6.2

Background/Existing Conditions

Albany County’s natural beauty and landscape are its prize assets. Across the
county, a rich physical landscape provides both wonderful visual amenities and
natural resources. These attributes are highly valued by both residents and visitors,
as they establish a unique character and sense of place. They also contribute to Albany County’s quality of life and economic viability. Degradation of natural and
environmental resources is seen as a leading negative consequence of development
in the county. It is a priority for the county to conserve and protect its natural and
environmental resources as the population grows and land uses change over time.

6.2.1

Wat e r – S u r fa c e a n d Gr o u n d S o u r c e s

Albany County contains portions of several sub-watersheds. Catchment areas
draining into the North Platte River dominates the county and include the Upper
Laramie River, Lower Laramie River, Little Laramie River, Upper North Platte
River, Medicine Bow River, Little Medicine Bow River, Rock Creek and Horse
Creek. The headwaters of the catchments in the southeastern portion of the county (Upper Lodgepole Creek, Crow Creek, and Lone Tree–Owl Creeks) drain into
the South Platte River. (See Map 6.1, Water Bodies, Wetlands, and Floodplains.)
The Laramie Valley contains a rich abundance of floodplains and wetlands, which
are important for filtering and storing water, as well as supporting a wide diversity
of wildlife. Although rare in terms of the percentage of the landscape that they
cover (just over 2% of the county), riparian areas are the most biologically diverse
areas of the landscape and serve as a travel corridor for many animal species.
The Casper Aquifer is the most extensively used aquifer in the county (aquifer
is defined in the glossary of the Casper Aquifer Protection Plan as “a formation,
group of formations, or part of a formation that contains sufficient saturated
permeable material to yield sufficient, economical quantities of water to wells and
springs”. Serving the City of Laramie and many surrounding residents, the most
vulnerable area of the aquifer occurs east of the city and runs in a north-south
Albany County Comprehensive Plan

49

Map 6.3
Casper Aquifer
Protection Area

30

Ro

g e r C an yo

n

30
t
u

Ro

287

g er Canyon

80

287
t
u

General Brees

30

§
¨
¦
80

130

General Brees

30
t
u

30

130
U
V

230

30
t
u

80

230
V
U

§
¨
¦
80

210

210
V
U

287

30
287
t
u
30
t
u

Map 6.3
Casper Aquifer Protection Area
MapI-80
6.3
Lakes
Casper Aquifer Protection Area
Other Roads

I-80

Municipal Boundary

Data Sources: Albany County GIS, WyGISC 2006-7

Other Roads

Lakes

Municipal Boundary

Data Sources: Albany County GIS, WyGISC 2006-7

50

Albany County Comprehensive Plan
Albany County, Wyoming

Casper Aquifer Protection Area
Casper Aquifer Exposed at Surface

Casper Aquifer Protection Area
Casper Aquifer Exposed at Surface

0

1

2 Miles

Albany County Comprehensive Plan
Albany County, Wyoming
0

1

2 Miles

5

Albany County Comprehensive Plan

Figure 6.1:
Pink areas indicate where it may
be difficult to find potable groundwater.
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trend; it has been the subject of extensive studies including the Casper Aquifer Protection
Plan (CAPP). The Casper Aquifer Protection Area (CAPA) was delineated during the
CAPP’s development and includes areas where the Casper Aquifer is exposed at the surface
or overlain by less than 75 feet of Satanka shale, where it is most vulnerable to contamination. The northern and southern boundaries of the CAPA were created at distances away
from the city where it was believed contamination would not affect city wells. This region
of the aquifer currently appears to be in good condition and is not being depleted.
In addition to the Casper, shallow aquifers along the Big and Little Laramie Rivers and irrigation canals provide potable water to some county residents, but these sources are highly
susceptible to drought. In the majority of the Laramie plains potable water is scarce. In
mountain country, fresh water can often be obtained in the hard rock, but flow rates are
rarely sufficient to support subdivisions. (See Map 6.2, Aquifers, and Map 6.3, Casper
Aquifer Protection Area.)

6.2.2

Ve g etat i o n

Based on studies of land cover performed by the Wyoming Gap Analysis project, the
most prevalent vegetation community in the county is mixed grass prairie. Wyoming big
sagebrush, lodgepole pine, and ponderosa pine forests also cover significant portions of the
county. A chart of the major land cover types and the percentage of the county they cover
is is located in Appendix 4. Appendix 4 also lists plant species of concern. Map 6.4, Land
Cover, displays the county’s vegetation mapping.
Noxious weeds are becoming a problem in the county, especially in new rural subdivisions.
Problem species include cheatgrass, hoary cress (white top), dalmation toadflax, yellow
toadflax, diffuse knapweep, and field bindweed. Changing land uses may make land vulnerable to invasive weeds, which can infringe on native plant communities. The State noxious
weed list is shown in Appendix 4.

6.2.3

Wi l d l i f e a n d Ha b i tat

Wildlife is abundant in our county, and we want to keep it that way. Wildlife corridors and
habitat, particularly near mountains and foothills, are impacted due to increased density
and development. Access to public lands is generally good for hunting and fishing.
A chart of the wildlife species of concern is located in Appendix 5. Within the Wyoming
Game and Fish Department’s mitigation policy, particular importance is placed on crucial
winter, crucial winter/yearlong, and severe winter relief ranges for pronghorn, elk, mule
deer, and bighorn sheep and parturition (i.e. birthing, calving, lambing) ranges for bighorn
sheep and elk.
Although moose and white-tailed deer live in the county, no crucial ranges have been delineated. The mitigation policy emphasizes crucial habitats over regular seasonal ranges. In
addition, the Game and Fish Department does not delineate parturition ranges for prong52
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horn, mule deer, white-tailed deer or moose as these species do not use restricted, definable
areas for birthing.
Active sage grouse leks exist in north and central portions of Albany County, as well as in
the Upper Laramie River Valley near the Colorado state line. Most of the nesting occurs
within 3 miles of these leks.
Albany County also contains habitat for three currently listed endangered or threatened
vertebrate species: the black-footed ferret, the Wyoming toad, and Preble’s meadow jumping mouse. (See Map 6.5, Threatened and Endangered Species Habitat.)

6.2.4

Minerals

Many economically viable limestone, sandstone, bentonite and gypsum deposits either are
a part of or are adjacent to the Casper formation, which runs in a north-south trend east of
Laramie and into the northern part of the county. There is some sand and gravel mining
in active or inactive river floodplains, and there are numerous metal deposits and mining
claims in the mountainous areas that could be reactivated given the right market conditions. Granite boulders for landscaping are also emerging as a highly marketable product
in the county; these boulders are typically extracted from private lands near the Laramie
Range or Medicine Bow Mountains.
Albany County also has coal resources. The Rock Creek Coalfield, containing mostly bituminous and subbituminous coal, extends into west-central Albany County. The field has a
lower economic value than some other coal fields in Wyoming because of the thicknesses of
both the beds and the overlay. No mining operations are currently active in the field.
See Map 6.6, Mining Districts and Minerals.

6.2.5

Soils

According to the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), Albany County
contains 146 major types of soil, plus water and pits and mines. All 146 soil types (plus pits
and mines) are classified irrigated capacity class 4 or higher.1
In addition to capacity class, the NRCS also notes rangeland productivity for each major
type of soil. Rangeland productivity, is defined by the NRCS as “the amount of vegetation
that can be expected to grow annually in a well managed area that is supporting the potential natural plant community. It includes all vegetation. It does not include the increase in
stem diameter of trees and shrubs.” Rangeland productivity is measured in pounds per acre
of air-dry vegetation. Fifty-two percent of Albany County land can be expected to produce
750 pounds or more per acre, based on NRCS normal-year conditions.2
Class 1 is applied to soils with few restrictions on plant production, class 8 is applied to soils
that are only appropriate for recreation uses, and wildlife habitat.
2 For more information on NRCS ratings, visit http://soils.usda.gov/.
1
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A major natural resource concern with regard to soils is erosion. Soil erosion is not an issue
in the county on agricultural lands with sound grazing practices. However, erosion of the
soil is seen on some overgrazed residential parcels and on over-recreated public lands. See
Maps 6.7, 6.7a, and 6.7b, Soils.

Table 6.1:
Soils, Irrigated Capacity
Classes

NRCS Irrigated
Capacity Class
Rating

Percent of Total Illustrative Uses
Albany County (All Albany County Soils are
Soils*
severly restricted with respect
to cultivation of most field
crops.)

4

40.9

5

0.2

6

20.4

7

28.8

8

8.5

Along with other uses, commercial plant production is possible
with particular management and
strict limitations.
Pasture, rangeland, forestland,
wildlife habitat
Pasture, rangeland, forestland,
wildlife habitat
Grazing, forestland, wildlife
habitat
Recreation, wildlife habitat, watershed, and esthetic purposes

*Percentages do not add to 100 percent due to rounding and the fact that water areas, and
a small urban land map unit covering less than 500 acres, are not included in the ratings.
Water covers 0.9% of the county. The soil survey area also only includes 2.3 million
of the over 2.7 million acres in Albany County. Particularly, national forest areas to the
northeast and southwest are excluded.
Source: Soil Suvey Staff, Natural Resources Conservation Service, United States Department of Agriculture. Web Soil Survey. Available online at http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.
usda.gov/accessed [November, 2007].

6.2.6

F o r e st s

A quarter of Albany County is forested and we recognize that portions of this renewable resource is harvested. Lodgepole and ponderosa pine forests, growing mostly in the northeast
and southwest, cover 20% of the county. The county’s other forest lands, composing five
percent of the total land cover, comprise limber pine and woodland areas, forest-dominated
riparian areas, aspen forest, spruce-fir forest, and juniper woods.
Albany County’s evergreen forests are currently under attack by various bark beetles. In less
than a decade forested areas, particularly in the mountains, will be significantly altered by
the mountain pine beetle, spruce bark beetle, and spruce ips beetle. Beetle-killed forests are
particularly susceptible to fires and may change the hydrology of snowmelt runoff.
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6.2.7

A i r Q ua l i t y a n d Wi n d

The Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality has several air quality monitoring
stations in the county. Air quality is generally good, but is susceptible to degradation if
development and other land disturbance increases, or if the currrent drought worsens.
Wind and solar power are not widely used at this time. However, Albany County is considered to have excellent wind-power potential, with many areas of the county having wind
power class ratings of 6 or 73 (as rated by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory).
Commercial wind energy development has already occurred in adjacentLaramie and Carbon Counties. Many rural Albany County landowners have been contacted by wind energy
development companies, or are considering beginning commercial wind energy production
on their own. These renewable energies might provide a great economic opportunity in the
future. Mapping of areas with high potential for wind power is located on Map 6.8, Excellent Wind-Energy Potential.
For more information on wind energy, visit the National Renewable Energy Laboratory
web site at http://www.nrel.gov/wind/.

6.2.8

S c e n i c Vi sta s

With a growing population, existing scenic vistas on highway corridors in southern Albany
County are beginning to show degradation—once-pristine views are increasingly being
encroached by new development located closer to the road and at a greater density than
traditional farmsteads.

6.2.9

Ni g h t S k y

Currently, Albany County has an outdoor lighting ordinance. The night sky is highly visible in rural and remote areas of the county but development may impact this increasingly
rare amenity. This unique, and often overlooked asset may be diminished by new light
fixtures (yard lights, road lights, advertising lighting) that are not shielded and oriented
downward. Albany County has observatories that rely on the pristine night sky for good
observation.

6.3

Natural and Environmental Resources Objectives
NR1. Conserve and enhance natural and environmental resources.
NR2. Delineate hazardous or sensitive places on plats and/or site plans, which
include, but are not limited to, areas of slope movement, fire hazard, aquifer

3

Wind power classes range from 1 to 7, and classes higher than 3 can be used for generating
windpower. Wind power class designations take into account topography, air density, and
more.
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recharge, steep terrain, non-reclaimed mined lands, unstable soils, shallow
ground water, hazardous waste deposits, and flood plains. Discourage unsafe
development in these areas.
NR3. Protect riparian habitat, wetlands, aquifer recharge lands, and other areas that
determine watershed health, as well as scenic vistas.
NR4. Conserve native wildlife species and habitat.
NR5. Encourage development of natural resources in an environmentally responsible
manner.
NR6. Consider the economic impact of proposed land use changes and promote
the efficient economic utilization of natural resources, including land, water,
wildlife, timber, grasses, and open spaces that enhances or conserves those
resources.

6.3 Natural and Environmental Resources
Objectives
1.

6.4

Conserve scenic vistas. (1)

Implementation

St r at e g i e s
1.

Establish, refine and update a Natural Resource Framework (NRF) to identify
sensitive areas. (1, 2)
A key strategy in achieving the overall goals of the Comprehensive Plan is the
creation and application of the Natural Resource Framework (NRF). The
NRF grew out of public concerns to protect sensitive lands from development
and the acknowledgement that data and resources are lacking. (See Map 6.9,
Natural Resource Framework.)
The NRF can aid in development and subdivision review processes by identifying projects that are proposed in areas of concern. If the development proposal
is within the NRF, specific guidelines and rules will be applied to ensure that
this development does not negatively impact our natural and environmental
resources of concern.
The NRF categories applied during the Comprehensive Plan process were:

 Floodplains,
 Steep slopes,
 Wetlands,
 Public Lands.
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Areas that may be included in a future framework:

 Wildlife habitat and corridors,
 Endangered and threatened species habitat,
 Aquifer recharge areas,
 Stream corridors,
 Unstable soils,
 Areas prone to wind energy production.
With the help of the University of Wyoming and the Wyoming Game and Fish
Department the current NRF data has been consolidated into a composite
map of resource elements to conserve and protect.
The NRF can also act as an inventory for use in conservation efforts (such as
land trust and open space purchases) or aid in locating wind energy facilities.
The NRF can compliment existing conservation/protection plans such as
the Casper Aquifer Protection Plan and various plans of the Bureau of Land
Management, Forest Service, and Fish and Wildlife Service. It can also play a
part in identifying appropriate lands to target in land exchanges with federal
agencies in which private property owners with more sensitive lands can be
traded for land held by government agencies.
It will be important for the county to continue to refine their GIS data and
management system and update the components of the NRF. Continued
updates ensure that:

 The information is accurate,
 The County does not have gaps in information.
It will also be important for the County to continue to collaborate with
citizens, the University of Wyoming, the City of Laramie, state and federal
agencies, and other appropriate agencies so that data can be shared and efforts
for conservation and protection can be unified.

 Identify other elements that should be included in the NRF. (1, 2)
 Identify particular lands to preserve. (1, 2)
 Create a funding mechanism to maintain the NRF GIS management
system. (3)

 Establish intergovernmental agreements with other entities (University of Wyoming, City of Laramie, federal agencies) for data sharing
to enhance the NRF. (3)

2.

Encourage consolidation of land ownership, such as land trades, to eliminate
and prevent fragmentation of land with natural and environmental resources.
(1, 2)
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3.

Require disposal of wastes per W.S. 35-10-101 to preserve the quality of
ground water and surface water, scenic qualities, and values of neighboring
lands and prohibit establishment of radioactive and hazardous waste disposal
sites as a principal or permanent use. (2)

4.

Encourage and support development of properly sited and designed projects
for the development of County’s natural resources.

5.

Support sustainable energy projects that are properly sited and designed, such
as solar- and wind-energy development. (1, 2)

 Adopt a County resolution for the county use of alternative energy

where possible and feasible (i.e. energy from wind/solar sources). (1,
2)

 Provide tax incentives for wind and solar energy sources/use. (2)
6.

Abide by the Casper Aquifer Protection Plan recommendations and any subsequent amendments. (2)

7.

Consider developments’ potential impacts to natural and environmental
resources during the development and subdivision review processes. (1, 2)

 Review development proposals against the dark skies/outdoor lighting regulations. (1)

 Utilize incentives, such as corridor guidelines, to preserve scenic
vistas. (1)

 Utilize incentives, such a transfer of development rights program, to

preserve the integrity of all natural and environmental resources. (1)

Actions
 Amend the zoning resolution as follows:
 Adopt an ordinance which requires revegetation, with appropriate
native species, of disturbed areas created by construction. (1, 2)

 Adopt a wildlife-friendly fence ordinance. (1, 2)
 Define the primary view shed of each of our towns/communities. (1)
 Encourage setbacks from riparian areas and sensitive wildlife habitat.
(1, 2, 3)

 Amend the platting and subdivision regulations as follows:
 Include incentives for preservation, such as cluster development and
density bonuses. (2, 3)
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 Require under-grounding of utilities. Encourage co-location and

combined transportation and utility routes within common service
corridors. (2, 3)

 Amend the land use regulations to require the delineation of hazardous or sen-

sitive areas which include but are not limited to slope movement, fire hazard,
aquifer recharge areas, steep terrain, non-reclaimed mined lands, unstable soils,
shallow ground water, hazardous waste deposits, and flood plains. Adopt and
enforce standards which ensure safe development and construction in hazardous areas. (2)

 Undertake a more detailed investigation of extractable resources (e.g., lime-

stone, bentonite) and work with resource specialists to propose amendments
at the next update of the Comprehensive Plan.

6.5	Related Documents
Casper Aquifer Protection Plan: delineates Casper Aquifer Protection
Area, threats, and mitigation actions (2002, update in progress 2007)
A Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy for Wyoming: identifies
wildlife species of concern, as well as threats, challenges, and proposed
conservation actions; Wyoming Game and Fish Department (2005)
Comprehensive Conservation Plan for Laramie Plains National Wildlife
Refugees: provides direction and guidance for Bamforth National Wildlife Refuge, Hutton Lake National Wildlife Refuge, and Mortenson
Lake National Wildlife Refuge (in progress 2007)
Keinath, D., B. Heidel and G.P. Beauvais. 2003. Wyoming Plan and
Animal Species of Concern. Prepared by the Wyoming Natural Diversity Database; University of Wyoming, Laramie, WY. (Plant species of
concern updated in 2007)
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