
 
 

M E M O R A N D U M  
 
TO: Board of Directors 

FROM: Catherine Hayes, Board Secretary 

DATE: October 15, 2020 

RE: October 22, 2020, Special Board Meeting 

 
This memorandum shall serve as notice of the Special Board of Directors Meeting of the Eagle River 
Water & Sanitation District: 
 
 

Thursday, October 22, 2020 
1:00 p.m. 

 
 

This meeting will be held via Microsoft Teams to ensure compliance with state and 
local requirements to protect public health at this time.  

 
Call-in information is available prior to the meeting by emailing chayes@erwsd.org.  

 
 
 

Cc public items: Board Materials via Email: 
ERWSD Managers Bob Armour, Vail resident 
Ken Marchetti, Marchetti & Weaver, PC Caroline Bradford, Independent Consultant 
 Robert Lipnick, Vail resident 
 Rick Sackbauer, Vail resident 
 Cliff Thompson, IKS Consulting    
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS SPECIAL MEETING 
October 22, 2020, 1:00 P.M. 

1. Consultant/Guest Introduction

2. Public Comment•

3. Action/Other Items

3.1. Appointment of Director to fill Director District 5 Vacancy 

3.1.1. Board Committee Membership☼  

3.2. Meeting Minutes of Sept. 24, 2020, Joint Meeting with UERWA☼ 

3.3. Resolution of Support: Eagle River Fire Protection District Ballot Issue A☼ 

3.4. Consent Agenda: Contract Log☼ 

3.5. Information Reports 

3.5.1. Development Report* 

3.5.2. Authority and District Committees 

3.5.3. Authority September Meeting Summary – draft* 

4. Strategy Items

4.1. Board Member Input 

5. General Manager Report – Linn Brooks*

5.1. 

5.2. 

5.3. 

5.4. 

General Manager Information Items 

Operations Report – Siri Roman, Brad Zachman* 

5.2.1. CDOT West Vail Pass Auxiliary Lane Environmental Assessment 

5.2.2. Eagle Mine Consent Decree 

Engineering Report – Jason Cowles 

Communications and Public Affairs Report – Diane Johnson* 

6. General Counsel Report – Jim Collins

7. Water Counsel Report – Glenn Porzak

8. Executive Session pursuant to § 24-6-402(a)(b) and (e), C.R.S.

8.1. General Counsel Review of Matters in Negotiation – Jim Collins†

8.1.1. Capital Cost Recovery Policy – Jason Cowles† 

8.2. Water Counsel Review of Matters in Negotiation – Glenn Porzak 

8.3. General Manager Review of Matters in Negotiation – Linn Brooks 

8.3.1. Water Commitments 

8.3.2. Consolidation 

8.3.3. Bolts Lake 

9. Adjournment



   ☼ Action Item Attachment 

 

* Informational Attachment 

 

† Confidential Attachment 

 • Public comment of items not on the agenda is limited to three minutes per person on any particular subject for 
which public comment is accommodated, pursuant to § 18-9-108, C.R.S. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

This is a remote meeting and will be held virtually; for Microsoft Teams information to join the 
meeting, please contact chayes@erwsd.org prior to the meeting. 
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COMMITTEES 

DISTRICT 
AUDIT/BUDGET EMPLOYEE HOUSING RETIREMENT PLANS 

Dick Cleveland 
Steve Coyer 

Steve Coyer  
Dick Cleveland 

Steve Coyer 
Linn Brooks  
Melissa Mills McLoota 
James Wilkins 

ORGANIZATIONAL

DEVELOPMENT 
FACILITIES MASTER

PLAN (FORMERLY REAL

ESTATE AND NEW 

DEVELOPMENT) 

Bill Simmons 
Dick Cleveland 

George Gregory 
Vacant 

AUTHORITY 
AUDIT/BUDGET 

Geoff Dreyer 
George Gregory 

JOINT 
WATER QUALITY RULES AND REGULATIONS WATER DEMAND

MANAGEMENT 

Sarah Smith Hymes (A) 
Timm Paxson (D) 

Kim Bell Williams (A) 
Bill Simmons (D) 

Mick Woodworth (A) 
Steve Coyer (D) 

CLIMATE ACTION PLAN UNIFICATION UNIFICATION AND

UNALLOCATED WATER 

Sarah Smith Hymes (A) 
Timm Paxson (D) 

Steve Coyer (D) 
Sarah Smith Hymes (A) 
Kim Bell Williams (A) 
? 

Geoff Dreyer (A) 
Sarah Smith Hymes (A) 
Steve Coyer (D) 
Bill Simmons (D) 

(A) = Authority
(D) = District



   

 

EAGLE RIVER WATER & SANITATION DISTRICT 

A RESOLUTION OF SUPPORT FOR THE 
EAGLE RIVER FIRE PROTECTION DISTRICT BALLOT ISSUE A 

TO STABILIZE PROPERTY TAX REVENUE 

WHEREAS, an amendment to the Colorado Constitution known as the 
“Gallagher Amendment” coupled with another provision of the Colorado Constitution 
known as “TABOR” impacts the property tax revenue the voters have authorized all 
special districts and municipalities to assess and collect, because it requires the State to 
adjust the “residential assessment rate” used to calculate taxes owed based upon a set 
formula; and  

WHEREAS, previous adjustments required by the Gallagher Amendment have 
reduced the residential property tax rate from 21% to 7.15%, resulting in significant 
reductions in residential property tax revenue to the Eagle River Fire Protection District 
(“Eagle River Fire”) necessary to provide fire, emergency medical and other emergency 
services, including wildfire response; and  

WHEREAS, the Gallagher Amendment Repeal and Property Tax Assessment 
Rates Measure (the “Gallagher Amendment Repeal Measure”) will appear as 
Amendment B on the state ballot in the November 3, 2020 general election, as set forth 
in Senate Concurrent Resolution 20-001, which would freeze property tax assessment 
rates at the current rates of 7.15% for residential property and 29% for non-residential 
property; and 

WHEREAS, if the Gallagher Amendment Repeal Measure does not pass, the 
Residential Assessment Rate is anticipated to drop from 7.15% to 5.88% in 2021, which 
would result in a substantial decrease in residential property tax revenue to be received 
by Eagle River Fire; and 

WHEREAS, if the Gallagher Amendment Repeal Measure does not pass, Eagle 
River Fire will be required to cut spending on essential emergency services, which will 
decrease Eagle River Fire’s ability to provide lifesaving services to the community; and 

WHEREAS, instead of reducing Eagle River Fire’s services, the Eagle River 
Fire’s voters can authorize it, without increasing net tax revenues, to adjust its mill levy 
rate to offset any future reductions to the residential assessment rate required by the 
Gallagher Amendment and thereby stabilize its revenue; and 

WHEREAS, the Eagle River Fire’s Board of Directors has determined that the 
public interest and necessity require that Eagle River Fire place before the voters Ballot 
Issue A to allow Eagle River Fire to adjust its general operating mill levy rate in future 
years to offset the Gallagher Amendment revenue reductions, to allow it to provide fire, 
emergency medical and other emergency services, including wildfire response; and 
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WHEREAS, the Eagle River Water & Sanitation District (District) adheres to the 
Colorado Fair Campaign Practices Act, which expressly authorizes local governments 
to adopt and distribute in normal fashion a Resolution regarding any ballot issue of 
import to that local government. 

NOW, THEREFORE, be it resolved by the Board of Directors of the Eagle River 
Water & Sanitation as follows: 

1.  Support for Ballot Issue A.  The District does express its strongest 
possible support for the Eagle River Fire Protection District Ballot Issue A authorizing 
it to adjust its mill levy rate to stabilize tax collections, as will be placed before the voters 
for a November 3, 2020 decision. 

2.  Public Necessity.  The District further confirms that protecting the Eagle 
River Fire Protection District against the adverse impact of the Gallagher Amendment is 
vitally important and necessary to enhancing and continuing to support the health, 
safety and welfare of all current and future residents and property owners within the 
Eagle River Fire Protection District. 

3.  Public Support.  The District urges electors of the Eagle River Fire 
Protection District to join in its support by VOTING YES on the Eagle River Fire 
Protection District Ballot Issue A at the November 3, 2020, election. 

ADOPTED this 22nd day of October 2020. 

 
 

By  

 Bill Simmons, Chair 
 
ATTEST: 
 
 
 

George Gregory, Secretary 
 



 

Vote Yes on Issue A 

Protect Eagle River Fire’s Critical Services 

 
Voting Yes on Issue A will allow Eagle River Fire Protection District (ERFPD) to maintain critical fire 
protection services and ensure that our community can count on its fire and emergency services when 
needed, that our firefighters are safe and well-equipped, and that Eagle River Fire can address wildfires 
and other significant emergencies. 

✓ Issue A allows Eagle River Fire to stabilize its current property-tax rates to maintain current 
service levels and does not allow the district to increase any property-tax rates.  

✓ Issue A is similar to measures overwhelmingly approved by Eagle County voters for Greater Eagle 
Fire Protection District, Gypsum Fire Protection District, Basalt and Rural Fire Protection District 
and Eagle County Health Service (ambulance) District. 

 
Colorado’s Gallagher Amendment negatively impacts mountain fire districts by reducing the residential 
assessment rate for property taxes to maintain a mandated statewide ratio between residential and 
commercial property taxes.  

 General Assembly may reduce the assessment rate in 2021, which would force Eagle River Fire to 
cut its budget by $500,000.  

 While the state Legislature has referred a statewide measure to the November ballot to address this 
issue, the chances of that passing are slim, at best.  

✓ Issue A is a local response to this continuing problem, caused primarily by growth along the Front 
Range.  

 
ERFPD plays a significant role in our community’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic and wildfires that 
threaten lives and property in Eagle County.  

✓ During these large, challenging emergencies, Eagle River Fire continues to respond to daily calls 
such as fires, accidents and health emergencies.  

✓ Potential budget cuts – forced by the Gallagher Amendment – will lead to reductions in critical 
emergency services by the Eagle River Fire. 

 
Voting Yes on Issue A will allow Eagle River Fire to maintain current service levels and does not authorize 
the district to increase property-tax assessment rates.  

 Recent funding shortfalls, some caused by Gallagher, have forced the district to cut three firefighter 
positions.  

 At the same time, the district’s population, especially among senior citizens, and emergency call 
volumes continue to increase.  

o Over the past 5 years alone, emergency calls have jumped 10 percent to an average of seven 
emergency calls per day.  

 
Eagle River Fire will mail a separate ballot to eligible voters in the district during the week of Oct. 12.  

✓ Fire District Board opted to send a separate ballot containing only Issue A to help voters recognize 
the importance of addressing Gallagher’s impact to fire protection and emergency services. 

 

Vote Yes on Issue A. Save our Fire Protection. 
 

Visit YesonIssueA.com to learn more and get involved! 
 

PAID FOR BY YES FOR FIRE PROTECTION 



Contract Date Change Order Contract Project Account Statue and

Number Executed  signed on Project Name Contractor Amount Manager Number  Notes

20.15.045 09/29/20

Booth Falls Well House Wall 

Crack Injections Restruction Corporation $4,770.00 N. Nemcanin 10.3.2.20.09.020 Open/Contract Expires 11/6/20

20.15.046 09/21/20

Vail Administration/Waste 

Water Roof Replacement

Colorado Commercial 

Roofing, Inc. $169,077.00 S. Smits 10.1.2.00.05.142 Open/Contract Expires 12/31/20

20.15.047 09/18/20 Document Shredding Shred-It $786.50 K. Collins 10.3.9.00.50.100 Open/Contract Expires 12/31/20

20.15.048 09/22/20

Highland Meadows Tank 

Overflow Improvements Gould Construction $49,732.09 N. Nemcanin 10.3.2.20.09.019 Open/Contract Expires 11/6/20

20.15.049 Bid Process

Dowd Junction Collection 

System Improvements:  West 

Vail Interceptor Aerial 

Crossing

20.15.050 09/30/20

Gore Valley Drinking Water 

Facility - HVAC Replacement

Tolin Mechanical Systems 

Company, LLC $37,595.00 M. Mantua 10.3.2.20.30.136 Open/Contract Expires 9/23/21

20.20.019 09/29/20

Berry Creek Tanks 1 & 2 and 

Arrowhead Tank 2 Hatch 

Improvements Restruction Corporation $56,794.00 N. Nemcanin 20.1.2.00.00.043 Open/Contract Expires 11/6/20

20.20.020 08/28/20

Cordillera West Wells 

Improvements SGM, Inc. $79,806.00 N. Nemcanin 20.1.2.00.00.039 Open/Contract Expires 2/12/21

20.20.021S 09/29/20

Miscellaneous Excavation 

Services United Companies $75,000.00 J. Schneider 20.1.9.00.35.500 Open/Contract NTE $75,000

20.20.022 09/28/20

Cordillera East BPS - 1 

Emergency Power Triangle Electric, Inc. $55,500.00 N. Nemcanin 20.1.2.00.00.135 Open/Contract Expires 12/18/20

20.20.023 10/06/20

Beaver Creek Tank 1 & 2 

Hatch Risers Improvements Restruction Corporation $59,604.00 N. Nemcanin 20.1.2.00.00.043 Open/Contract Expires 11/13/20

20.20.024 pending

Beaver Creek Tank 2 Top Seal 

Repair Restruction Corporation $37,245.00 N. Nemcanin 20.1.2.00.00.043 Open/Contract Expires 11/13/20

20.20.025 pending Wildridge Tank 3 Screening Rocky Mountain Custom Landscaping$11,104.94 C. Keller 20.1.2.00.00.469 Open/Contract Expires 10/31/20

20.20.026 pending Wildridge Tank 3 Screening Zehren and Associates, Inc. $1,280.00 C. Keller 20.1.2.00.00.469 Open/Contract Expires 10/31/20

 EAGLE RIVER WATER & SANITATION DISTRICT and UPPER EAGLE REGIONAL WATER 

AUTHORITY 2020 CONTRACT LOG



Type of Use SFEs Proposed Location 

Projected 
Water Demand 

Annual Acre-Feet 
Consumption (AF)

Development Approval 
Process Step:

Construction Approval 
Process Step:

Vogelman Parcel (Carwash)
Mixed Use 4 Edwards 12.5 2. Water Analysis 0. Conceptual

CVC Clubhouse Residences
Residential 9 Edwards 2.8 2. Water Analysis 0. Conceptual

Edwards River Park PUD
Mixed Use 594+com Edwards 122 3. Cond. Capacity 0. Conceptual

Mountain Hive 
Residential 188 Edwards 12.6 -18.3 3. Cond. Capacity 0. Conceptual

Warner Building 2 Conversion
Residential 36 Eagle-Vail 0.07 3. Cond. Capacity N/A

534 E Lionshead Circle - Elevation
Residential 12 Vail 0.59 2. Water Analysis 0. Conceptual

534 E Lionshead Circle - Lion's View
Residential 23 Vail 0.38 2. Water Analysis 1. Plan Review

Highline (Double Tree Expansion)
Residential 59.65 Vail 0.95 2. Water Analysis 0. Conceptual

Alura (Miradoro) 
Residential 24 Vail 1.33 1. Conection Application 1. Plan Review

140 W Beaver Creek Bvld
Residential 112 Avon -- N/A 0. Conceptual

185 Elk Track
Residential 4 Beaver Creek -- N/A 2. Plan Approval

5040 Wildridge Road East
Residential 2 Avon -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

6 West Apartments (formerly Via)
Residential 120 Edwards 12.56 6. Ability to Serve Letter 4. Warranty Period

Anglers PUD 
Residential 12.9 Edwards 2.6 6. Ability to Serve Letter 5. Final Acceptance

Avon Apartments
Residential 240 Avon -- N/A 2. Plan Approval

Avon Public Safety Facility
Commercial 10.3 Avon -- N/A 5. Final Acceptance

BaseCamp
Residential 15 Avon -- 6. Ability to Serve Letter 4. Warranty Period

Colorado World Resort
Mixed Use 81 Avon 2.6 6. Ability to Serve Letter 2. Plan Approval

Edwards Fire Station
Commercial -- Edwards -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

Fox Hollow Amended PUD
Mixed Use 108 Edwards 14 6. Ability to Serve Letter 1. Plan Review

Kudel Parcel
Residential 4 Edwards 2.4 6. Ability to Serve Letter 1. Plan Review

Riverfront Village
Residential 59 Avon -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

Stillwater
Residential 21 Edwards 1.7 6. Ability to Serve Letter 4. Warranty Period

VVMC-Edwards Campus Addition
Commercial Edwards -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

3010 Basingdale (Phase I)
Residential 4 Vail -- N/A 5. Final Acceptance

3010 Basingdale (Phase II)
Residential 2 Vail -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

841/851 Main St Minturn
Residential 4 Minturn -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

Chamonix Residential Development
Residential 32 Vail N/A N/A 5. Final Acceptance

Red Sandstone Parking Garage
Infrastructure N/A Vail -- N/A 4. Warranty Period

North Minturn PUD
Residential 114 Minturn -- 1. Connection Application 0. Conceptual

S. Frontage Rd Roundabout
Infrastructure N/A Vail -- N/A 1. Plan Review

SSCV Club House Expansion
Mixed Use 4 + com Vail 2 6. Ability to Serve Letter N/A

Vail Mountain View Phase II
Mixed Use 37 Vail -- 6. Ability to Serve Letter N/A

VVMC Phase II-East Wing
Commercial -- Vail -- N/A 2. Plan Approval

Vail Marriott Residence Inn
Mixed Use 75 Vail -- N/A 2. Plan Approval

Construction Approval 
Process Steps:

0. Conceptual 1. Plan Review 2. Plan Approval 3. Acceptance 4. Warranty Period 5. Final Acceptance

Development Approval 
Process Steps: 

1. Connection 
Application

2.Water Demand 
Worksheet 

Analysis 

3.Conditional 
Capacity to 
Serve Letter 

4.Water Rights 
Allocation  

5.Water Service Agreement 6. Ability to Serve Letter

New Development Report
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Development Impact Fee Revenue 

As of September 2020  

Customer-Paid Impact Fees (Tap, WSIF, Tank Storage) 

Subdivision # SFEs Amount Paid 
Arrowhead 2.4 $79,806.56 
Berry Creek 1.3 $39,481.64 

Vail 2.3 $59,028.34 
 

 

 

Pending Activity 

Development #SFEs Development Type 
Roost Lodge (Marriot Res. Inn) 87 hotel + 104 eh Redevelopment 

Park Meadows (Vail) 26 (water only) Redevelopment 
Fox Hollow 87 New PUD 
Avon Hotel 50 (approx.) New PUD 

 

 $-

 $500,000.00

 $1,000,000.00

 $1,500,000.00

 $2,000,000.00

 $2,500,000.00

 $3,000,000.00

UERWA (WSIF) VAIL WATER SEWER

2018 Actual
2019 Actual
2020 Projected
2021 Projected
2022 Projected
2020 YTD



 
 

M E M O R A N D U M  
 
TO: Board of Directors 

FROM: Catherine Hayes, Board Secretary 

DATE: Sept. 24, 2020 

RE: Summary of Authority’s September 24, 2020, virtual Board Meeting 

The following is  a summary of items discussed at the September 24, 2020, Authority Board Meeting with 
the Eagle River Water & Sanitation District: 

Board members present and acting on the Authority’s behalf included: Chair George Gregory, Secretary 
Kim Bell Williams, Treasurer Geoff Dreyer, Pam Elsner, Sarah Smith Hymes, Mick Woodworth.    

Resolution of Support 
re Ballot Issue 7A 

The board unanimously approved a resolution of support for the Colorado River 
District’s Ballot Issue 7A, which would help stabilize the River District’s revenues, 
which have been declining due to reduced energy revenues, the Gallagher 
Amendment, and TABOR restrictions.   

Watershed Council 
Update and Funding 
Request 

Holly Loff, president of the Eagle River Watershed Council, presented information 
regarding the Council’s programs, outreach, and efforts, to which the Authority and 
District contribute a combined $50,000 annually. The boards agreed to include 
$25,000 in each the Authority and District FY 2021 budgets for approval next 
month.  

Authority 2020 Water 
Revenue Bonds and 
Rate Impacts 

Marc Ragan of Piper Sandler discussed options for structuring the bonds to create 
some debt service savings and reduce the impact to ratepayers in FY2021 and into 
the future. The board indicated a preference for the alternative that slowly increased 
rates and aligned with the information shared with ratepayers in 2019.The board 
also unanimously approved the resolution to establish a debt service base rate for 
the 2020 bonds.    

Authority FY2019 
Audit 

The board received a clean opinion on its FY2019 audit, which was performed by 
McMahan and Associates. The board unanimously approved the audit and 
authorized Linn Brooks to execute the representation letter.  

Water System Master 
Plan Update 

Micah Schuette presented information on the Authority and District water system 
master plan, which was developed with assistance from consultant AE2S. It uses a 
GIS-based hydrologic model and allows in-house modeling for items that were 
previously outsourced.  

Cash-in-Lieu of Water 
Rights Rates 

Glenn Porzak discussed the cash-in-lieu of water rights rates for FY2021, which will 
be considered with the draft FY2021 budget.  

 



 
 

 

M E M O R A N D U M  
 
TO: Boards of Directors 

FROM: Linn Brooks, General Manager 

DATE: October 14, 2020 

RE: General Manager’s Report 

 

COVID-19 
Incident 

Our COVID-19 Sustain Phase response remains stable. Absenteeism due to 
illness is low and at normal levels, with no new positive cases on staff. Current 
concerns are related to the increasing rates of infection in Colorado and in 
Eagle County, and the impact that might have on continuity in schools and the 
impact on employees with school-aged children.   

  

2021 
Budget 
Process 

As we have previously reported, we are behind our normal budget schedule 
due to staff turnover. Our staff team met with the Board Budget Subcommittees 
on September 22 and is now waiting for the results of modeling to schedule the 
next set of meetings. I will send out budget documents tomorrow to the boards 
to satisfy our statutory requirement to have presented a budget by October 15.  
These will include the expenditure and capital budgets.  We are still on track to 
present the budgets to the full boards at the November board meetings and 
have approved budgets by December 15. 

 

Staff 
Recognition 

I believe you all have seen the press release on Parker Newbanks’ prestigious 
RMWEA award, but I wanted to make sure that mention of it is enshrined in our 
board packets for posterity.  Please see the attached article.  You will have the 
opportunity to give him a standing ovation for his years of excellent contribution 
to our community at the board meeting.  We are all very proud to have such 
talented and dedicated professionals on our staff. 
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24-year employee, Parker Newbanks,
earned RMWEA’s 2020 WEF William

D. Hatfield Award

PARKER NEWBANKS EARNS CLEAN WATER INDUSTRY AWARD
  October 9, 2020 (https://www.erwsd.org/parker-newbanks-earns-clean-water-industry-award/)

24-year ERWSD employee selected for WY, NM, and CO region

 

The Rocky Mountain Water Environment Association (RMWEA) recently honored Parker Newbanks
with the 2020 Water Environment Federation (WEF) William D. Hatfield Award
(https://www.rmwea.org/wef_william_d_hatfield_award.php). Newbanks is the supervisor of Eagle River
Water & Sanitation District’s wastewater treatment facility in Edwards.

The Hatfield Award is presented to operators of wastewater treatment plants for outstanding
performance and professionalism. Newbanks’s “sterling compliance record” while “operator in
responsible charge” of the Edwards facility was one of his achievements noted at the award
presentation. He was also recognized for pioneering the Autothermal Thermophilic Aerobic Digestion
(ATAD) process installed at the Edwards facility (https://www.erwsd.org/your-
water/wastewater/#Facilities) to treat solids, and eventually optimizing it into a reliable, consistent solids
handling process. The ATAD process yields a Class A, high quality pathogen-free biosolids product that
is available to the public, free of charg (https://www.erwsd.org/your-water/biosolids/)e, for landscaping
use.

Biosolids, and its less technical cousin, composting, is near and dear to Newbanks. Armed with a
bachelor’s degree in Earth Science from the University of Northern Colorado, Newbanks started his
career with the district in September 1996 to do compost facility operations. The compost operations
evolved and so, too, did Newbanks.

Search... 
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He is quick to credit the district for his progression. “The district has supported me through all these
years,” he says, “its commitment to professional development (https://www.erwsd.org/district-celebrates-employees/) allowed me to earn my
wastewater operator certifications and prepared me to take on different roles and challenges over the years.” Newbanks has been a certified
compost operator since 1997, a Class A wastewater operator – Colorado’s highest level of treatment classification – since 2001; and became the
supervisor of the Edwards wastewater treatment facility in 2009. After 24 years, he remains connected to his first position at the district as he is
also the biosolids coordinator, overseeing the highly technical ATAD process.

Newbanks has managed multiple expansions (https://www.erwsd.org/community-open-house-reception-edwards-wastewater-facility-
improvements/), treatment process upgrades, and capital projects at the Edwards facility through continuous around-the-clock operations.
“Running a wastewater treatment facility, there’s science to it but there’s also an art to it,” he said. “I’ve spent my whole career in Edwards. It’s
really humbling to get this award from the industry. For an organization like RMWEA to award this to me, it’s an honor.”

The Hatfield award was created by the Water Environment Federation
(https://www.wef.org/), a nearly 100-year-old not-for-profit technical and
educational organization of water quality professionals around the
world. WEF’s member associations present the award to a wastewater
operator in the member association’s region. For Newbanks, RMWEA
selected him from its Colorado, New Mexico, and Wyoming region.

Being selected from among his regional peers means a lot to
Newbanks. “We all do this work because we care deeply about the
environment and where we are and where we live,” he stated. Working
along the banks of the Eagle River in Edwards, Newbanks says, “we put
clean water in the river every day.” “It’s so important,” he continued, “this
place where we are. It’s a great place to raise my family.”

Given the complexity and changing nature of wastewater operations,
Newbanks values the role that industry organizations such as WEF and
RMWEA play, which provide its’ members with current information on
water quality issues, technology, regulatory changes, and the latest
research developments. And he appreciates that the district encourages
its employees to connect with the industry and be progressive in such a
challenging and ever-evolving field. He concluded, “The people in the
industry, and the district, are first class.”

https://www.erwsd.org/district-celebrates-employees/
https://www.erwsd.org/community-open-house-reception-edwards-wastewater-facility-improvements/
https://www.wef.org/


Parker Newbanks explains facility operations during an open house
at the Edwards wastewater treatment facility.

 County Road bridge near Minturn closed Oct. 13-14 (https://www.erwsd.org/county-road-bridge-near-minturn-closed-oct-13-14/)

 

  Employees (https://www.erwsd.org/category/employees/), News (https://www.erwsd.org/category/news/), Staff announcement

(https://www.erwsd.org/category/staff-announcement/), Wastewater (https://www.erwsd.org/category/wastewater/)   construction

(https://www.erwsd.org/tag/construction/), Eagle River (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/eagle-river/), employee recognition (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/employee-

recognition/), infrastructure (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/infrastructure/), longevity (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/longevity/), performance

(https://www.erwsd.org/tag/performance/), regulations (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/regulations/), RMWEA (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/rmwea/), safety

(https://www.erwsd.org/tag/safety/), wastewater (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/wastewater/), WEF (https://www.erwsd.org/tag/wef/).   permalink

(https://www.erwsd.org/parker-newbanks-earns-clean-water-industry-award/).

CATEGORIES

 board meetings (https://www.erwsd.org/category/board-meetings/)

 Construction (https://www.erwsd.org/category/construction/)

 Drinking water (https://www.erwsd.org/category/drinking-water/)

 Employees (https://www.erwsd.org/category/employees/)

 Finance (https://www.erwsd.org/category/finance/)

 News (https://www.erwsd.org/category/news/)
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OPERATIONS MONTHLY REPORT 

October 2020 

  LOCAL NEWS 

Eagle Mine Superfund Site Consent Decree Siri Roman & Leah Cribari 

 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Colorado Department of Public Health and 

Environment (CDPHE) lodged the proposed Consent Decree (CD) for the Eagle Mine Superfund 

Site. The CD was signed by all parties and is now open for public comment until Nov. 4. Staff and 

consultants are in the process of reviewing the CD. The CD can be found here. 

CDOT W. Vail Pass Auxiliary Lane Project Environmental Assessment Siri Roman & Len Wright 

On Sept. 22, the I-70 project team released the Environmental Assessment (EA) and associated 

technical documents for a 30-day review ending Oct. 21. The format is a "template EA," which is a 

shortened, more user-friendly document focused on impacts and mitigation, with ~15 technical 

appendices including water quality, wetlands, recreation, geology and soils, noise, wildlife, and 

hazardous materials. The EA, technical memos, and video are posted online.  

Public comment is encouraged during the comment period. There will be no in-person open 

house due to COVID.  

Staff and consultants are working on a comment letter from the District that will share support, 

highlight concerns, and provide feedback on critical issues. In particular, the District will provide 

comments on water quality monitoring, wetlands mitigation, fen mitigation, implementation of best 

management practices, and support for continued participation of stakeholders on technical teams. 

We are discussing our findings and comments with Eagle River Watershed Council but will send our 

own, separate comment letter. Our initial review indicates quality analyses for each resource topic 

area, and "no surprises" in the documentation. A decision document (Finding of No Significant 

Impact) is expected in late 2020 from CDOT. Staff will continue to update the boards as the project 

moves forward.  

WATER 

 

The system-wide water production comparison was updated through Oct. 11. After a busy summer 

season, production has dropped to near seasonal minimums. Vail Golden Peak snowmaking started 

on Oct. 11, which will increase demands in the District’s system. 

  

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/10/05/2020-21967/notice-of-lodging-of-proposed-consent-decree-under-the-comprehensive-environmental-response
https://www.codot.gov/projects/i70westvailauxiliarylanes
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Water operations staff made summer operational adjustments to help maintain streamflows in Gore 

Creek and the Eagle River. On Sept. 16, Water and Field Operations staff adjusted system 

operations to begin pumping from the Authority to the District’s system. This was an abnormal 

adjustment for this time of year but is a part of the Low Streamflow SOP, which aims to proactively 

maintain streamflows in Gore Creek and the Eagle River by shifting diversions to down valley 

production facilities. On Oct. 1, pumping stopped and water downloading began from the District 

system into the Authority’s service area. Downloading will continue through mid-November, allowing 

the Avon Drinking Water Facility (ADWF) to be taken offline for completion of the Clearwell (Phase 

2) and the Filter-to-Waste Capital Improvement Projects.  

On Sept. 24-25, Water Operations staff responded to a series of rapid water quality changes in the 

Eagle River caused by water releases from Homestake Reservoir that began the morning of Sept. 

23. The reservoir releases were expected to be increased incrementally over two days, but the 

releases were implemented at two large, discrete intervals. These water quality disturbances caused 

turbidity and total organic carbon spikes at the Avon and Edwards drinking water facilities (DWFs). 

Plant instrumentation detected the water quality changes and the alarming system notified 

operators. The operations staff responded by increasing chemical coagulant doses, switching the 

Avon DWF intake, and adjusting disinfectant doses. All treatment goals and regulatory requirements 

met during this event. 
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Stream Flow in Eagle River during Homestake Release (10/24-10/25) 

 

The water and capital improvements projects (CIP) departments are working on a variety of water 

storage tank improvements projects this summer and fall. Most improvements will correct sanitary 

defects identified during the 2018 and 2019 CDPHE sanitary surveys and/or during routine quarterly 

inspections by operational staff. Most defects are associated with tank access hatches that do not 

have adequate seals and/or are not raised high enough to protect against water infiltration after large 

snowstorms. Several steps are required to raise the hatches: existing hatches must be cut out and 

removed; new concrete risers are formed and poured in place; and after the new concrete is cured, 

the new hatch can be installed. The tanks must remain in service during the work, so aprons are 

temporarily installed to prevent debris from entering the tank and affecting water quality. To date, the 

tank access hatches were raised and replaced at Bachelor Gulch Tanks #1 – #4, Greystone Tank, 

and Strawberry Creek Tanks #1 and #2, Wildridge Tank #3, and EagleVail Tanks #1 and #2. Work is 

ongoing at Berry Creek Tanks #1, #2, and Arrowhead Tank #2. Work is planned at Beaver Creek 

Tanks #1 and #2 in late October, weather permitting. In addition, several projects repaired damaged 

overflow piping, including major a pipe replacement at the Highland Meadows Tank in West Vail. 

Highland Meadows Overflow Project Cordillera West #2 Hatch Project 

  
 

Change in Eagle River 
stream flow during 
Homestake Release 
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Comprehensive water storage tank cleaning and inspections were completed at nineteen sites in 

2020 (9 District sites, 10 Authority sites) with no significant deficiencies found. Such inspections are 

required every five years per the State of Colorado’s Water Storage Tank Rule. Inspections are 

performed at District and Authority sites on a more rigorous 3-year schedule based on the guidance 

of the American Water Works Association (AWWA).  

Water Operations staff continues the Optimized Corrosion Control Treatment (OCCT) bench-scale 

study, a requirement of the Lead and Copper Rule. The bench-scale testing phase was originally 

planned for a 12-week period, but the schedule was extended because preliminary analytical data 

suggest that the lead corrosion rate has not reached a steady-state condition. Staff is working 

closely with CDPHE to ensure that the study extends as long as necessary to meet the testing 

objectives and regulatory requirements.  

Pictures of OCCT Bench-Scale Study 

  

WASTEWATER & LABORATORY 

 

Vail Wastewater’s COVID-19 impacts were highlighted in a presentation at the Rocky Mountain 

Virtual Water Summit and Expo. Bryan Coday of Carollo Engineers presented Assessing the 
Ecotoxicological Effects of Coronavirus Countermeasures on WRRF (water resource recovery 
facility) Performance. Slides from the presentation are below. The presentation highlighted District 

staff’s excellent response to rapidly changing conditions mid-March when the mountains closed, 

achieving excellent water quality in rapidly changing and difficult conditions. If you are interested in 

watching the presentation, please email Siri for a link. 
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The operational technology services (OTS) team is working closely with the Vail and Edwards 

wastewater operations staff to thoroughly clean, inspect and test all gear within the facility’s motor 

control centers (MCC). While this project is a best practice, it is a complex preventative maintenance 

project that requires power shutdowns and significant coordination and safety precautions to 

complete. 

 

Wastewater influent trends continue to track closely to 2019 flows. 
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FIELD OPERATIONS 

 
Field Operations exposed and brought to grade two manholes (one each in Minturn and Arrowhead), 

which were buried for years due to access and location constraints.  

  
Minturn Arrowhead 

On Oct. 6, Field Operations repaired a service line connection in Beaver Creek with minimal 

disruption to customers. 

  
On Oct. 8, Field Operations re-pressurized the 16” water main on Edwards Spur Road that was 

recently repaired and switched from the temporary bypass line to the re-commissioned 16” water 

main supply to Old Edwards Estates. The bypass line will be fully decommissioned in the next 

couple of weeks. 

 

 
Flushing 16” Water Main on Edwards Spur Road 

 



       Page 7 of 22 
 

The 5-year jetting program has been in full operation since the beginning of July. This year’s jetting 

areas include Singletree, Arrowhead, Edwards and Homestead. The 2020 maintenance schedule is 

complete, including the addition of west Edwards and Cordillera Valley Club to the 2020 schedule. 

 

BACKFLOW PREVENTION AND CROSS CONNECTION CONTROL (BPCCC) 

 

This month, the BPCCC team focused on inspecting irrigation services (before seasonal 

winterization) and improving the database tracking and reporting systems. Note that this report now 

includes data specific to the District and Authority systems, in addition to the system-wide data 

presented in previous reports. 

 

Since the Sept. 15 update, the BPCCC team completed 179 hazard surveys and 32 compliance 

devices were tested. The current compliance ratio for hazard surveys is 0.77 (0.9 is required by end 

of the compliance period on Dec. 31). The current compliance ratio for device testing is 0.53 (0.8 is 

required by Dec. 31).  

 

BPCCC Program Compliance Status (updated 10/13/2020) 

 

Report Date: 10/13/2020

Hazard Surveys TOTAL ERWSD UERWA
(1) Total No. of Compliance Accounts 1731 676 1055
(2) No. of Surveys Completed 1340 445 895
     (2a)  No. of Surveys - Onsite Inspection 532 155 377
     (2b)  No. of Surveys - Presumed by Device 777 278 499
     (2c)  No. of Surveys - Mail 27 11 16
     (2d)  No. of Surveys - Water Smart / Phone 4 1 3
(3) No. of Surveys not Completed 391 231 160
(4) Compliance Ratio [= (2) / (1) ]: 0.77 0.66 0.85
Required Compliance Ratio 0.90 0.90 0.90
Surveys Required to Reach Compliance 218 163 55

Device Testing
(1) Total No. of Compliance Devices 2386 1379 1002
     (1a) No. of Verified Devices 1012 465 542
     (1b) No. of Unverified Devices 1374 914 460
(2) No. of Tested Devices: 1255 601 651
     (2a) No. of Tested Verified Devices 913 385 525
     (2b) No. of Tested Unverified Devices 342 216 126
(3) No. of Untested Devices: 1131 778 351
     (3a) No. of Untested Verified Devices 99 80 17
     (3b) No. of Untested Unverified Devices 1032 698 334
(4) Compliance Ratio [= (2) / (1) ]: 0.53 0.44 0.65
Required Compliance Ratio 0.80 0.80 0.80
Tests to Reach Compliance 654 502 151
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BPCCC Hazard Survey Compliance Tracking (updated 10/13/2020) 

 

BPCCC Device Testing Compliance Status (updated 10/13/2020) 

 

Next month, the BPCCC team will shift resources to improve the device testing compliance ratio. 

Staff will meet with local companies that test backflow devices the week of Oct. 13 to discuss 

collaboration to get 500+ devices tested by the end of the compliance year. Staff will begin sending 
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out non-compliance notifications the week of Oct. 19. The BPCCC team continues to work with 

several large multi-family residential customers that must install new backflow devices based on 

hazards identified from earlier inspections. In some cases, the customer is being required to 

completely redesign and relocate their meter assembly. The BPCCC team, Customer Service, Field 

Ops, and Engineering departments are all involved to some extent with the larger, more 

complicated, modifications. 

  ENGINEERING 

 

WATER PROJECTS 

Radio Telemetry Unit (RTU) System Upgrades  Carter Keller 

 

General Project Scope: This project is a systematic approach to install standardized communication 

equipment to increase the reliability of the telemetry system throughout the distribution system (82 

sites) and develop a standard (i.e., non-proprietary) telemetry platform to allow competitive pricing 

for upgrades, replacement, and system maintenance. Implementation is anticipated over a three-

year period with a highly detailed sequence and schedule to limit distribution system disruptions. 

 

Project Update: The project team began part two of phase one for the Authority sites after successful 

factory testing of all equipment. Phase one will be complete in mid-November. Design is underway 

for 2021 sites and will run through the winter months. 

 

Traer Creek Water Storage Tank        Mark Mantua 

General Project Scope: This project consists of the replacement of the Traer Creek Water Storage 

Tank. In addition to the tank replacement, the scope includes piping, appurtenances, and selective 

replacement of identified equipment including the remote telemetry units and control cabinets.  

 

Project Update: The Authority received 90% design drawings and specifications and is preparing 

comments on design. Current unknowns include depth of bedrock and uncertainty with drilling piers. 

The Authority contracted with Coggins & Sons to drill a test pier at the deepest part of the tank site, 

which should reduce risks and costs for the Authority on the project. The test pier was completed 

and backfilled in two days, and the Authority is awaiting the engineer’s geotechnical report.  

 

Edwards Spur Road Phase 2 Watermain Mark Mantua 

General Project Scope: The Edwards Spur Road Phase 2 consists of two projects. The first is the 

1,700 linear feet installed in conjunction with the CDOT Edwards Spur Road project. The second is 

another segment running parallel and under the railroad tracks connecting the Edwards Drinking 

Water Facility to the 2019 project and to a connection near Miller Ranch Road. The project will 

alleviate hydraulic issues in the Edwards low pressure zone. The segment of pipe in the aerial 

crossing beneath the Eagle River bridge is subject to a construction defect situation and is under 

repair. 

 

Project Update: CDOT’s subcontractor straightened deflected pipe joints, fully extending each 

pipeline joint, and installed additional steel bracing. Operations staff successfully implemented a 

shutdown to flush the new, recently chlorinated line and place the line back in service. District staff 

will continue to monitor the pipeline to ensure the repairs are acceptable prior to acceptance. The 
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design of the 2021 phase (2B) is awaiting approval of a crossing agreement with Union Pacific 

Railroad, which enables final alignments and other permitting (Eagle County, CDOT, and Federal 

Highway Administration) to be resolved. 

 
ADWF Clearwell Phase II – Filter to Waste Line Mark Mantua 

General Project Scope: The filter waste line at ADWF currently runs through the plant’s clearwell 

creating a cross contamination risk as the waste line ages. Proposed improvements will modify the 

operational scheme for the ADWF’s filter-to-waste process. An automated block and bleed assembly 

(three electronically actuated butterfly valves) will be installed to control the connection between the 

filter-to-waste header and the backwash waste line. Additionally, improvements to rusting valves, 

existing baffles and aging concrete will be completed while the clearwell is offline.  

 

Project Update: The General contractor mobilized to the site and is preparing for pipe installation the 

week of Oct. 19. The general contractor began small repair associated with the project. The 

contractor began demolition of the existing waste line on Oct. 12, when ADWF operations staff 

drained the clearwell.  

WASTEWATER PROJECTS 

Avon Wastewater Treatment Facility (AWWTF) Nutrient Upgrades Melissa Marts 

 

General Project Scope: As identified in the Wastewater Master Plan Update, the Avon WWTF 

requires upgrades to meet Regulation 85, which involves reducing the concentrations of nitrogen 

and phosphorus in the effluent. These improvements will also allow staff to bypass flows from Vail 

WWTF to AWWTF during the peak winter season. This project also includes improvements identified 

in a 2017 condition assessment in other process areas throughout the facility. Scope includes the 

following: addition of 0.6 million gallons of aeration basin capacity; a new secondary clarifier; 

structural modifications to the existing aeration basins to remove the existing double-tees and 

replace with a building structure; a new odor control study and system; and other improvements 

throughout the facility.  

 

Project Update: Moltz continues to make progress on the new aeration basin volumes on the 

facility’s west side. The site has been busy with mass excavation, rebar and pipe deliveries, concrete 

form construction, and concrete pours. Moltz and Carollo’s onsite representatives continue to work 

closely with the Town of Avon Building Inspector. Moltz installed a temporary baffle curtain to aid in 

process control during construction and modification of the existing aeration basins starting in the 

spring. The project team continues to work together to solve construction issues as they arise; the 

project is anticipated to finish on schedule. 
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Dowd Junction Collection System Improvements Debbie Hoffman/Jeffrey Schneider 

 

General Project Scope: The project consists of four major components, all of which are at the end of 

their useful lives: the aerial interceptor crossing at Dowd Junction; Lift Station 4, which conveys all of 

Minturn’s wastewater; the aerial interceptor crossing at the Minturn Road bridge; and the force main 

downstream of Lift Station 4. The project will also include capacity for growth in its respective service 

areas, most notably the Minturn area improvements.  

 

Project Update: Gould Construction obtained the Union Pacific Railroad easement for the Minturn 

aerial crossing and the drilling subcontractor mobilized on October 13. The caisson drilling 

completion will determine the feasibility of the bridge installation this fall.  

 

Staff anticipates receipt of the Eagle County floodplain and grading permits for the West Vail 

interceptor replacement on October 16. The permits will be made available to contractors via 

addendum. The West Vail Crossing replacement was advertised, and contractor bids are expected 

on Nov. 4, with spring 2021 construction anticipated.  

 

The lift station 90% design deliverable has been received and is currently under staff review.  

The CDPHE design report for the lift station has been submitted for approval.  
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  WATER RESOURCES 

Len Wright 

La Niña is the cool phase of the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) climate pattern. It emerged in 

August 2020 over the southern Pacific Ocean and will impact weather patterns over North America 

this winter. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) forecasters predict that it has 

an 85% chance of persisting through the Northern Hemisphere winter. Warm and dry conditions are 

favored in the southern U.S. during La Niña, and snowier-than-average in the north. The location of 

the jet stream will determine conditions in the central mountains of Colorado. This is demonstrated in 

the latest ENSO model results from NOAA for precipitation anomaly (deviation in precipitation from 

the 1981-2010 normal). Based on this example, as well as others that predict further into the winter, 

models predict slightly lower-than-normal snowpack this winter.  

 

Figure 1. Latest ENSO driven precipitation forecasts for the US through the end of 2020 (NOAA Oct 

2020). 
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La Niña by itself is not cause for alarm, but this is in addition to a historically dry summer. Much will 

depend on the 2021 Water Year snowpack. Current conditions will lay the foundation for where we 

will be next August and September. “Abnormally dry” to “Extremely dry” conditions persist 

throughout the Western US, with 100% of Colorado in some form of drought in the most recently 

published US Drought Monitor. The majority of Eagle County is in the most severe category of 

drought at “D4, Exceptional Drought.”  

 

Figure 2. Colorado Drought Monitor, October 2020. 
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The percent of normal precipitation over the Continental US for the Past 30 days is shown in Figure 

3. This demonstrates the regional significance of our drought; Lower Basin States in the Colorado 

River Basin are as dry as much as Colorado and the Upper Basin. This creates a soil moisture 

deficit across the west and will impact runoff efficiency next spring. Whatever peak SWE local 

mountains attain this season, the resulting runoff volume will be less than if we started the season 

under more “normal” (historically speaking) soil conditions.  

 

Figure 3. Percent of normal precipitation for August 2020 (NOAA, High Plains Regional Climate 

Center, October 2020). 
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Precipitation is only one piece of the drought puzzle, with temperature and wind playing significant 

roles. Departure from normal temperature over Colorado for the past 60 days is shown in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. Departure from normal temperature (NOAA 2020). 
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The official NOAA 3-month forecasts for temperature and precipitation are shown in Figures 5 and 6 

and were published Sept. 17. These are informed by, but slightly different than, the ENSO model 

results shown above in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 5. 3-Month temperature forecast, NOAA, September 2020. 
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Figure 6. 3-Month precipitation forecast, NOAA, September 2020. 
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Streamflows are well below normal across our service area. Table 1 shows the total discharge for 

2021 water year to date (Oct. 1 – 13, 2020) in acre-feet. The measured volumes are roughly half to 

two thirds of normal. 

Stream Gage Water Year to Date 
(AF) 

% Normal 

Gore Creek at Upper Station 164 39 

Gore Creek Above Red 
Sandstone 

902 50 

Gore Creek at Mouth 1,052 48 

East Fork of Eagle River 55 69 

Eagle River below Avon WWTF 3,535 53 

Eagle River below Milk Creek 5,992 62 

Table 1. Water Year to Date Flow, Acre-Feet 

The ups and downs of Water Year 2020 are shown in the USGS hydrographs shown below in 

Figures 7 and 8 for Gore Creek and the Eagle River at Avon, respectively. The dark lines are the 

measured daily flow, and the colored bands are the historic flow percentiles. Water year 2020 

started at the bottom of the normal green band which represents the 25th to 75th percentile (the 

middle half of all recorded daily average flows for the period of record). The fast melt resulted in a 

peak flow into the 76-90th percentile band, then dropped steeply through the summer, ending the 

water year in the bottom bracket of the 10th percentile. The Eagle River shows a similar trend in 

Figure 8. The anomaly of the Homestake release is clearly seen at the end of the water year. 
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Figure 7. Streamflow (cfs), Gore Creek Above Red Sandstone Creek (USGS Water Watch October 

2020). 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Streamflow (cfs) on the Eagle River at Avon, (USGS Water Watch October 2020). 
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The Colorado Basin River Forecast Center measured and predicted flows for these two gages are 

shown below in Figures 9 and 10. The steep recession in Avon is the falling limb of the Homestake 

experimental release conducted in early October by the Office of the State Engineer, the Homestake 

Partners, and the Front Range Water Council. 

 

 

Figure 9. Gore Creek above Red Sandstone, measured and preedicted flows (Colorado Basin River 

Forecast Center, October 2020). 
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Figure 10. Eagle River Avon (Colorado Basin River Forecast Center, October 2020). 

 

Current reservoir contents are shown below in Table 2. 

Table 2. Reservoir Contents, October 14, 2020. 

Reservoir Capacity (AF) Contents (AF) % Full 

Eagle Park Reservoir 3,301 2,843 86 % 

Black Lakes 1 & 2 625 625 100 % 

Homestake Reservoir 42,881 40,474 94 % 

Green Mountain Reservoir 154,645 85,922 56 % 

Wolford Mtn Reservoir 65,985 56,946 86 % 
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Lake Powell is at 47% of capacity, which is 62% of normal for this time of year. Projections based on 

normal snowpack and release schedules project that by the end of Water Year 2021 the water level 

will drop to 42% of capacity (compared with 47% currently).  

 

Figure 10. Lake Powell Projected Storage (USBR, October 2020) 



 
 

M E M O R A N D U M  
 
TO: Boards of Directors 

FROM: Diane Johnson, Communications & Public Affairs Manager 

DATE: October 22, 2020 

RE: Communications and Public Affairs Report 
 
Colorado River Basin issues 
The Colorado Water Conservation Board continues to study demand management within the state, on a 
parallel track to interstate demand management efforts associated with the drought contingency plan 
(DCP) and the Colorado River Compact. You can read more about their investigations and workgroups 
on their website; some efforts have recently been highlighted in the media. Water Education Colorado’s 
Fresh Water News published “Water conservation payments to Colorado ranchers could top $120M; is it 
enough?” and “These hay fields may know something we don’t: how to save the Colorado River,” both of 
which are attached to this report. 
 
Also attached are two Aspen Journalism stories. “White River dam and reservoir project headed for water 
court trial” is about the Rio Blanco Water Conservancy District’s water storage plan that is headed 
towards trial because the Division 6 Engineer’s Office says Rio Blanco has not met the requirements of 
state law by showing it has a specific plan and intent for the water it says it needs. The headline of the 
other story, “Even in a pandemic, drought drives water use along the Front Range,” speaks for itself. 
 
Safe Drug Disposal Program – National Drug Take Back Day is Oct. 24 
The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration’s 19th “National Take Back Initiative” is set for 10 a.m. to 2 
p.m. Saturday, Oct. 24, when local law enforcement personnel will host collection sites at Vail Municipal 
Building, Walmart in Avon, and City Market in Eagle for disposal of prescription and over-the-counter 
medications and supplements, including controlled substances. Local agencies accept expired, 
unwanted, or unused pharmaceuticals that are then disposed of via an environmentally friendly 
incineration process. The event is free of charge and no personal information is collected. 
 
The District actively coordinates local efforts as part of the existing Safe Drug Disposal Program 
community partnership that involves the Vail Police Department, Eagle County Sheriff’s Office, Avon 
Police Department, Eagle River Water & Sanitation District, Eagle County, and Vail Health. The District’s 
involvement helps to protects water sources by keeping drugs out of wastewater and the landfill. 
 
If you are unable to make it to the DEA Take Back Event, there are five permanent medication take back 
receptacles in the Eagle River valley hosted by the Vail Police Department, Avon Police Department, 
Eagle County Sheriff’s Office, and Vail Health (2). The drop boxes are located at the Vail municipal 
building, Avon public safety facility, the justice center in Eagle, Vail Pharmacy in Vail Health Hospital, and 
the Edwards Pharmacy located at Shaw Cancer Center. 
 
These drop boxes can accept both controlled substances (narcotics) – such as oxycodone, codeine, 
phenobarbital, valium and others – and non-controlled medications during regular business hours. The 
year-round disposal service is free, and items may be deposited anonymously with no questions asked. 
 
For more information, visit www.takemedsback.org. 
 

https://cwcb.colorado.gov/focus-areas/supply/demand-management
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/water-conservation-payments-to-colorado-ranchers-could-top-130m-is-it-enough/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/water-conservation-payments-to-colorado-ranchers-could-top-130m-is-it-enough/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/these-hay-fields-may-know-something-we-dont-how-to-save-the-colorado-river/
https://www.aspenjournalism.org/white-river-dam-and-reservoir-project-headed-for-water-court-trial/
https://www.aspenjournalism.org/white-river-dam-and-reservoir-project-headed-for-water-court-trial/
https://www.aspenjournalism.org/even-in-a-pandemic-drought-drives-water-use-along-the-front-range/
https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/drug_disposal/takeback/index.html
https://www.vailgov.com/announcements/vail-police-department-establishes-year-round-medication-drop-box-service
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Municipal+Building/@39.6435337,-106.3821522,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x876a7068f2748579:0xe6ba6490274c9665!8m2!3d39.6435296!4d-106.3799635
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Municipal+Building/@39.6435337,-106.3821522,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x876a7068f2748579:0xe6ba6490274c9665!8m2!3d39.6435296!4d-106.3799635
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Avon+Police+Department/@39.6396714,-106.5237647,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x876a77d100000001:0x2323e18f99a4e79b!8m2!3d39.6396673!4d-106.521576
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/885+Chambers+Ave,+Eagle,+CO+81631/@39.6641993,-106.8174933,16z/data=!4m5!4m4!1m0!1m2!1m1!1s0x8741c3df8b515219:0xa72f1071cbb0d34c
http://www.takemedsback.org/
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Attachments:  

1. Sept. 30, 2020, Water Education Colorado / Fresh Water News story: Water conservation 
payments to Colorado ranchers could top $120M; is it enough? 
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Water conservation payments to Colorado
ranchers could top $120M; is it enough?
by Jerd Smith | Sep 30, 2020 | Climate and Drought, Colorado River, Conservation and

Efficiency, Economics and Finance, Water Supply |

Colorado River on the West Slope. Credit: Kevin Maloney

With another drought year draining the Colorado River system, a new economic study suggests

that a wide-scale water conservation program in Colorado to reduce stress on the river could cost

more than $120 million, depending on the amount of water saved for use in the program.

The study

(https://www.coloradoriverdistrict.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/upper-basin-demand-management-economic-study

-in-western-colorado_corrected-09272020.pdf)

examined how much money it would take to adequately compensate ranchers and farmers who

agree to temporarily remove water from Colorado’s West Slope hay meadows and corn fields

using a practice known as fallowing. It also looked at how such a conservation program would

affect the farm economy and the communities and workers who rely on it for jobs.

“Potentially the program could be beneficial to the participants,” said BBC Managing Director

Douglas Jeavens, a principal with BBC Consulting, which conducted the work. “The payments

have to be large enough to offset any losses,” he said.

https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/blog/author/jerdsmith/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/climate-and-drought/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/colorado-river-2/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/water-conservation/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/economics-and-finance/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/water-supply/
https://www.coloradoriverdistrict.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/upper-basin-demand-management-economic-study-in-western-colorado_corrected-09272020.pdf
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The water saved would go into a special drought pool in Lake Powell. The pool is envisioned as a

way for Colorado and other states in the Colorado River Basin’s Upper Basin—Wyoming, Utah and

New Mexico—to further protect their ability to use the river’s water even as Lake Powell continues

to shrink.

Kathleen Curry, a former lawmaker and rancher in the Gunnison River Basin, said the analysis

covered all the variables at play.

“I thought they did a good job,” she said. “The numbers they came up with are reasonable.”

The study looked at two different scenarios. Under a moderate scenario it examined the impact of

fallowing 25,000 acres of West Slope land annually over five years, and an aggressive scenario

under which 100,000 acres of land would be fallowed for the same period of time.

The study, released Sept. 25, was sponsored by the Glenwood Springs-based Colorado River

District, the Durango-based Southwestern Water Conservation District, and Tri-State Generation

and Transmission, among others. It adds important new detail to a statewide discussion about

whether Colorado should participate in the drought pool.

Since the state began studying the pool’s feasibility in 2019, West Slope ranchers have said

repeatedly that they can’t make a decision about whether to participate if they don’t know how

much money they would be paid and how such a program would affect the local economy.

The study provides some preliminary answers.

Across the Yampa, Colorado, Gunnison and Dolores river basins, under the moderate scenario,

ranchers would see a net benefit of nearly $9 million, while under the aggressive scenario, the net

benefit would rise to $36 million over a five-year period. The water in the study was priced in a

range starting at $194 an acre-foot and rising to $263 an acre-foot.

Individual ranchers who agree to fallow 100 acres of land could see an annual benefit, after

expenses, of more than $50,000 under at least two scenarios, according to BBC’s analysis.
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The Colorado, Yampa/White, Gunnison
and Southwest basins were evaluated for
secondary impacts of a demand
management program that eventually
could include the entire state. Source:
Colorado River District

In modeling changes to the economy, the study found

that 55 jobs would be lost under the moderate scenario,

while 236 jobs would be lost under the aggressive

scenario.

It also found that hay prices would rise 6 percent as

supplies tighten and livestock populations would shrink

by 2 percent.

Another key concern for ranchers and others is whether

taking water off the fields could harm other water users

on the river farther downstream.

“This is a critical issue,” said Jeavens. “But we think looking ahead we could design a program

that either reduces or eliminates that risk.”

The pool would be filled with 500,000 acre-feet of water, roughly half of which would likely come

from Colorado, should it, along with Wyoming, Utah and New Mexico, agree that filling the

drought pool is doable.

Under a broader statewide study also underway, ranchers and cities would be asked to voluntarily

set aside water for the drought pool and would be paid for whatever water they contributed to

the program.

The Colorado Water Conservation Board, which is conducting the statewide feasibility analysis,

declined to comment on the West Slope economic study.

Whether Colorado’s Front Range will embark on a similar study focusing on its contributions to

the conservation program isn’t clear yet.

Previously Front Range cities have said they would be willing to contribute whatever water and/or

cash is necessary to fill the drought pool in a way that is fair to cities and agricultural producers, as

well as to different regions of the state.
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The Colorado River, which starts high in Rocky Mountain National Park, supplies roughly half of

the drinking water on the Front Range and is also used to irrigate millions of acres of hay

meadows, corn fields and other crops on both the West Slope and Eastern Plains.

But if the drought-stressed river continues its decline, it could feasibly trigger involuntary

cutbacks under the Colorado River Compact for the Upper Basin states, affecting both Colorado’s

West Slope and Front Range.

Though such a scenario is still considered unlikely, policy makers and others want to see

Colorado develop some kind of insurance against such a catastrophic event.

Who would pay for the conservation program remains to be decided. Some have suggested that

thirsty state’s in the Colorado River’s Lower Basin—California, Nevada and Arizona—ante up any

needed cash. Others believe that a new set of fees or taxes could fund the ambitious effort.

Don Schwindt, a rancher who sits on the board of the Southwestern Water Conservation District,

said the study is a good step forward, but he wants more detailed analyses.

“These numbers are as good as any that have been generated. But the simple answer right now is

that this is not enough money to generate the water. For my operation, I have to have a higher

dollar than those averages or I am going to go broke.

“We’ve moved forward,” he said, “but we don’t have anything we can take to the bank yet.”

Jerd Smith is editor of Fresh Water News. She can be reached at 720-398-6474, via email

at jerd@wateredco.org
(mailto:jerd@wateredco.org)

 or @jerd_smith.

Fresh Water News is an independent, nonpartisan news initiative of Water Education Colorado.

WEco is funded by multiple donors. Our editorial policy and donor list can be viewed at

wateredco.org
(https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/WEco-Fresh-Water-News-Editorial-Policy.pdf)

mailto:jerd@wateredco.org
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/WEco-Fresh-Water-News-Editorial-Policy.pdf
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Aspen Journalism  (https://www.aspenjournalism.org/white-river-dam-and-reservoir-project-headed-for-water-court-trial/)

BRENT GARDNER-SMITH/ASPEN JOURNALISM

A view of the White River between Meeker and Rangely. The Rio Blanco Water Conservancy District
and the State of Colorado are headed to a water court trial because they can’t agree on whether the
district actually needs the water it claims it does for a reservoir and dam project.

A water court case is headed toward trial because the state of Colorado and a water
conservancy district still cannot agree on whether the district actually needs the amount of
water it claims it does for a large dam and reservoir project in the northwest corner of the
state.

Expert reports from an engineering firm (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222713-Exhibit-a-

to-Supplemental-Expert-Disclosures.html) , an aquatic ecologist
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222711-Miller-Report.html) and an economics firm
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222712-Exhibit-a-2-to-District-s-Expert-Disclosures.html) outline
how they say the Rio Blanco Water Conservancy District can and will put its water storage
rights to beneficial use. But even after Rio Blanco reduced the amount of water it’s asking
for by more than 23,000 acre-feet, a report from Colorado’s top water engineers indicates the
district still largely has a project in search of a need.

In their expert report (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-

Report.html#document/p5/a3) submitted Aug. 31, Deputy State Engineer Tracy Kosloff and
Division 6 Engineer Erin Light outline 11 instances where they say Rio Blanco has not met
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p5/a3) the
requirements of state law by showing it has a specific plan and intent for the water it says it
needs.

According to the report, Rio Blanco has not shown a need for water above its current supply
in the categories of irrigation, municipal use, recreation, maintenance and recovery of
endangered species or a back-up water supply to protect against a compact call. State
engineers are asking that part or all of the water claimed for these uses be removed from the
court’s final decree and deducted from the total water rights claim.

White River dam and reservoir project
headed for water court trial
By Heather Sackett  October 6,  2020

WATER DESK

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222713-Exhibit-a-to-Supplemental-Expert-Disclosures.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222711-Miller-Report.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222712-Exhibit-a-2-to-District-s-Expert-Disclosures.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p5/a3
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p5/a3
https://www.aspenjournalism.org/category/water/
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A pre-trial readiness conference is scheduled for Nov. 13. The case is scheduled to go to a 10-
day trial starting Jan. 4 in Routt County District Court in Steamboat Springs, but the parties
could still reach a settlement before then.

In 2014 Rio Blanco applied for a 90,000 acre-foot conditional water-storage right on the
White River and proposed a dam and reservoir between Rangely and Meeker, known as the
White River storage project or the Wolf Creek project. The district has now reduced that
claim (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222715-Wolf-Creek-Proposed-

Decree.html#document/p3/a584539) to either 66,720 acre-feet for an off-channel reservoir or 72,720
acre-feet for an on-channel reservoir.

Support A spen Journalism

Your donation to Aspen Journalism will help us produce more quality journalism. Please
donate today.

Donate (https://aspenjournalism.org/donate)

There are two proposed versions of the project: one that would construct a dam and
reservoir on the White River (the scale of this project is now rare in Colorado) or an off-
channel reservoir at the bottom of Wolf Creek gulch, in the arid sagebrush hills just north of
the river.

The conservancy district would prefer (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222715-Wolf-Creek-

Proposed-Decree.html#document/p4/a584540) to build the off-channel option: a 66,720-acre-foot
reservoir, with a dam that is 110 feet tall and 3,800 feet long. An off-channel reservoir would
involve pumping water uphill from the river into the reservoir.

Rio Blanco is a taxpayer-supported special district (https://rioblancowatercd.colorado.gov) that was
formed in 1992 to operate and maintain Taylor Draw Dam, which creates Kenney Reservoir,
just east of Rangely. The district extends roughly from the Yellow Creek confluence with the
White River to the Utah state line.

Brent Gardner-Smith/Aspen Journalism

A view looking downstream of the White River in the approximate location of the potential White River dam
and reservoir. Rio Blanco Water Conservancy District and the State of Colorado are headed for a water court
trial after state engineers claim the district still hasn’t proven it needs the water tied to the project.

Disputed amounts and uses

Rio Blanco says the project should store 7,000 acre-feet annually for irrigation. But Light
and Kosloff’s report says according to the 2019 Technical Update to the Colorado Water Plan,
the irrigated acres in the White River Basin are projected to decrease in the future, and that
this storage project, because it is situated low in the basin, cannot serve the majority of the
irrigated lands anyway, which are concentrated upstream along the mainstem of the White
River near Meeker and along tributaries like Piceance Creek.

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222715-Wolf-Creek-Proposed-Decree.html#document/p3/a584539
https://aspenjournalism.org/donate
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222715-Wolf-Creek-Proposed-Decree.html#document/p4/a584540
https://rioblancowatercd.colorado.gov/
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“Per the proposed decree, the applicant is once again requesting the court award irrigation
use,” the engineer’s expert report reads (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-

Expert-Report.html#document/p17/a584535) . “The engineers continue to contend there is no
evidence to suggest that there is a future water need for this purpose.”

Please subscribe to Aspen Journalism's newsletters - daily, weekly

or monthly - your choice!. (/subscribe/)

Rio Blanco says some of the water would also be used in a future augmentation plan to
replace depletions within the district that are out of priority due to a Colorado River
Compact curtailment.

Rio Blanco is proposing that 11,887 acre-feet per year be stored as “augmentation,” or
insurance in case of a compact call. According to the 1922 Colorado River Compact, the
upper basin states (Colorado, Utah, New Mexico and Wyoming) must deliver 7.5 million
acre-feet a year to Lake Powell for use by the lower basin states (Arizona, California and
Nevada). If the upper basin doesn’t make this delivery, the lower basin can “call” for its
water, triggering involuntary cutbacks in water use for the upper basin.

By releasing this replacement water stored in the proposed reservoir to meet these compact
obligations, it would allow other water uses in the district to continue and avoid the
mandatory cutbacks in the event of a compact call.

But state engineers say compact compliance is a problem to be tackled by the state and not
individual water users. And since no one knows exactly how compact compliance would
unfold (that’s still to be decided by the Upper Colorado River Commission and the state
engineer) it’s not possible for Rio Blanco to have a plan in place for this augmentation water.

Light and Kosloff’s report says there is no recognized beneficial use
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p10/a584536) that
allows a water right “to provide water to users outside of Colorado for the purpose of
allowing ongoing diversions of water rights within Colorado.”

Rio Blanco claims it needs three years-worth of drought contingency storage for uses within
the basin. But state engineers say that there has never been a call on the White River below
the town of Meeker, even in the driest years, and the likelihood of the reservoir being able to
fill during the runoff season every year is extremely high. Light and Kosloff point out that
not even Denver Water or Aurora Water (https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-

Expert-Report.html#document/p9/a584537) have three times their annual demand in reserve.

The state also says Rio Blanco has overestimated
(https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p14/a584538) the
amount of water the town of Rangely will need, and that the need for the full amount
claimed for recreation water is unsubstantiated, as is the need for water for the recovery of
endangered fish species.

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p17/a584535
https://www.aspenjournalism.org/subscribe/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p10/a584536
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p9/a584537
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7222714-DWR-Expert-Report.html#document/p14/a584538
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Brent Gardner-Smith/Aspen Journalism

A view of the White River foreground, and the Wolf Creek gulch, across the river. The Rio Blanco Water
Conservancy District and the State of Colorado are headed to a water court trial because they can’t agree on
whether the district actually needs the water it claims it does for a reservoir and dam project at this site.

No comment from engineers, district officials

State engineers declined to talk to Aspen Journalism about their expert report.

Rio Blanco District Manager Alden Vanden Brink also declined to comment on the state’s
opposition, citing concerns about litigation. Vanden Brink also is chair of the
Yampa/White/Green River Basin Roundtable and sits on the board of the Colorado River
Water Conservation District.

But another roundtable member says the project doesn’t hold water. Deirdre Macnab owns
4M Ranch, which is adjacent to the proposed project site, and was until recently the sole
remaining opposer in the case. She recently pulled out of the formal water court process,
citing mounting legal costs, but still opposes the project.

“Families living in western Rio Blanco County should be aware that a project that the
professionals say doesn’t show any justification would put them in debt for years, and not
just paying for the hundreds of millions in construction costs, but also almost a million
dollars every year in electricity costs to pump the water up and over the dam,” Macnab said
in a written statement. “Do Rio Blanco citizens really think this is in our economic best
interests?”

Despite the state opposing the current project proposal, since 2013 it has also given roughly
$850,000 to Rio Blanco in the form of Colorado Water Conservation Board grants to study
the project. The Colorado River Water Conservation District has also given Rio Blanco
$50,000 to investigate the feasibility of the project.

River District General Manager Andy Mueller said the multi-purpose water uses outlined in
the project is the way water projects should be put together.

“Identifying the right-size project for the White River is still very important,” he said. “The
specifics about the White River storage project as it’s currently proposed I think are things
that still need to be worked out.”

Aspen Journalism is a local, nonprofit, investigative news organization covering water and
rivers in collaboration with The Steamboat Pilot & Today and other Swift Communications
newspapers. This story ran in the Oct. 6 edition (https://www.steamboatpilot.com/news/white-river-dam-

and-reservoir-project-headed-for-water-court-trial/) of The Steamboat Pilot & Today. 

https://www.steamboatpilot.com/news/white-river-dam-and-reservoir-project-headed-for-water-court-trial/
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These hay fields may know something we
don’t: how to save the Colorado River
by Jerd Smith | Oct 7, 2020 | Agriculture, Climate and Drought, Colorado River, Conservation

and Efficiency, Environment, Restoration, Technology, Water Supply |

Research technician and Grand County rancher Wendy Thompson collects hay samples as part of a far-reaching
experiment to see if ranchers can fallow hay meadows and conserve more water for the Colorado River. Credit:
Dave Timko, This American Land. Aug. 12, 2020

Grand County rancher Paul Bruchez stands in a hay field near Kremmling, holding a small

tuft of hay between his fingertips, twirling it back and forth, seeing how quickly it

disintegrates after a summer without water.

The plant, known as timothy, is native to Colorado and feeds thousands of cattle here in the

Upper Colorado River Basin.

This hay species and others are being closely watched this year as part of a far-reaching $1

million science experiment, one designed to see if ranchers can take water off of hay fields

and successfully measure how much was removed, how much evaporated, and how much

was used by plants. They also need to know how reducing their irrigation in this fashion

affects the nutritional value of the hay.

https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/blog/author/jerdsmith/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/water-use/agriculture/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/climate-and-drought/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/colorado-river-2/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/water-conservation/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/environment/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/restoration/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/technology/
https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/publications-and-radio/categories/water-supply/
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If certain hay species retain more nutrients than others when they’re on low-water diets, then

ranchers know their cattle will continue to eat well as they evaluate whether they can

operate their ranches on less H20—not all the time, but perhaps every other year or every

two to three years.

“We’ve spent centuries learning how to irrigate these lands,” Bruchez said. “Now we’re

learning what it’s like not to irrigate them.”

Any water saved could be left in the Colorado River, allowing it to become more

sustainable, even as the West’s population grows and drought cycles become more intense.

Credit: Chas Chamberlin

Scaling up

While similar small-scale experiments on five or 10 acres have been done before, this one

by comparison is vast in scale, involving 1,200 acres of high-altitude hay meadows, nine

ranch families, a team of researchers spread across Colorado, Utah and Nevada, and the

backing of powerful water groups, farm interests, and environmentalists.

“We’ve never had a project this large in the state of Colorado,” said Perry Cabot, a Colorado

State University researcher who is the lead scientist on the project.
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The undertaking is sponsored by the Colorado River Basin Roundtable, whose members

include Bruchez.

“We set out on a mission to ensure we have as much science and data as possible,” Bruchez

said.

The data being collected serves several needs. It should help ranch families see if they can

afford

(https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/water-conservation-payments-to-colorado-ranchers-c

ould-top-130m-is-it-enough/)

to participate in these modern-era conservation efforts.

It will allow researchers to better understand what works on the ground and what to do, for

instance, when rambunctious bulls destroy research equipment enclosures 25 miles from

the nearest town.

And it will give policy makers insight into the political problems that will have to be solved,

as well as how much money could need to be raised, to make large-scale conservation on

the Colorado River feasible.

The $1 million, three-year project is being funded by the state and several environmental

groups, with the money being used to pay researchers, buy equipment, and compensate

ranch families who temporarily fallow their fields.

Water for Powell?

Agriculture uses some 80 percent of the water in the seven-state Colorado River Basin, and

hay meadows that grow feed for cattle are among the basin’s largest water users.

Last year, under an historic drought agreement on the Colorado River, a new specially

protected drought pool in Lake Powell was authorized.

https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/water-conservation-payments-to-colorado-ranchers-could-top-130m-is-it-enough/
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Now Colorado, Utah, Wyoming and New Mexico, the four states that comprise the Colorado

River’s Upper Basin, above Lake Powell, are studying whether they can or should help save

enough water to fill that drought pool. The pool, authorized at 500,000 acre-feet, is

intended as further insurance that the Upper Basin won’t be forced to involuntarily reduce

water use from the river under the terms of the Colorado River Compact.

Colorado expects it would need to provide roughly half the water for the drought pool, and,

led by the Colorado Water Conservation Board, is working out difficult questions

(https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/state-to-host-public-confab-on-next-steps-in-study-of

-lake-powell-drought-pool/)

about how that water would be saved and ushered downstream to Lake Powell under a

possible voluntary program known as demand management. The research being done near

Kremmling will help answer several critical questions.

Wendy Thompson is a rancher who also serves as the research technician for the pilot

program, cutting hay samples and gathering soil moisture and precipitation data, among

dozens of other tasks. She has driven hundreds of miles across Grand County this summer,

checking each of the program’s 24 research sites every week or so, lugging an aging laptop

from one meadow to the next.

She knows better than most that ranch families will need real information, such as how

fallowing affects crop yields and soil health and production costs, in order to make

decisions about whether to join in a voluntary multi-state conservation effort or to back

away.

Intuition vs. facts

“The experiment is important to us,” Thompson said. “We want to make decisions based on

the science and the data, not a gut feeling.”

Much of the work is grueling, like cutting hay samples week after week, and low tech, like

measuring water levels in rain gauges.

https://www.watereducationcolorado.org/fresh-water-news/state-to-host-public-confab-on-next-steps-in-study-of-lake-powell-drought-pool/
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But dramatic advances in satellite imagery and global evapotranspiration databases are

helping people like Perry Cabot create science-based templates that eventually will be

useful not just in Colorado, but Wyoming, Utah, New Mexico and perhaps even farther

downstream, on cotton fields in Arizona and avocado groves in California’s Central Valley.

“We now have the ability to measure the whole field,” Cabot said. “It’s becoming more

accurate and it’s tremendously convenient if you’re trying to get a good understanding of

patterns. We don’t have to rely on one data point anymore.” [Editor’s note: Cabot sits on the

board of Water Education Colorado, which is a sponsor of Fresh Water News.]

The Colorado River flows through the Grand Valley near Kremmling. Credit: Dave Timko, This
American Land. Aug. 13, 2020.

That this particular team has agronomists, economists and environmentalists pitching in with

their expertise is also helping move the science forward.

Brass tacks

“What makes this different is the scale and the depth of the questions we’re asking,” said

Aaron Derwingson, an agricultural water specialist with The Nature Conservancy’s Colorado

River Program, which is helping to fund the project.

“When we’re done it will be relevant to more people than just the ranchers. We will be able

to extrapolate these field conditions and what it means for water savings and the recovery of

different species,” he said.
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“It’s tough to figure all that out on paper. Here we’re getting down to brass tacks,”

Derwingson said.

With irrigation season over, Cabot and his team have serious number crunching to do

before they begin monitoring next year, measuring how the hay fields survived their

fallowed season, how quickly they return to health, and precisely how much water was

conserved.

Early estimates indicate that the ranchers may have saved 1,500 acre-feet to as many as

2,500 acre-feet of water this year. If this process can be replicated, scientists and ranchers

could begin to see how long it might take to fill the 500,000 acre-foot drought pool at Lake

Powell.

No collateral damage

But even more important to Bruchez and state policy makers is the impact the pilot is having

on a highly skeptical ranching community, some of whom are deeply worried that they will

lose control of their water.

“We wanted a project that would be as smooth as possible,” Bruchez said. “We wanted to

simplify it and ensure there weren’t unintended damages to neighbors who weren’t

participating.

“Some people were comfortable about what we were doing and others had great fears,” he

said. “We just had to keep telling them, ‘We are not delivering water to Lake Powell. We are

trying to fill data gaps.’”

 

Jerd Smith is editor of Fresh Water News. She can be reached at 720-398-6474, via email

at jerd@wateredco.org
(mailto:jerd@wateredco.org)

 or @jerd_smith.

mailto:jerd@wateredco.org
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Golfers take shots on the green lawns of the City Park Golf Course in central Denver on Sept. 28 2020.
Urban utilities this summer saw sharp increases in single-family home and outdoor water use,
primarily due to drought.

The COVID-19 pandemic has dominated much of life and the economy in 2020, but when it
comes to water use along the Front Range, drought is still the ruling force.

Most municipal water providers saw commercial water use plummet at the beginning of the
pandemic, but those savings were quickly erased once the hot summer rolled in and the
region’s residents switched on their sprinklers.

“The increase in residential and irrigation use have more than offset the decrease in
commercial use, resulting in above normal water use across the service area,” said Todd
Hartman with Denver Water. “The short story from our perspective is that we are seeing
higher use this watering season because of very hot, dry conditions.”

The entire state of Colorado has been under some level of drought
(https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/CurrentMap/StateDroughtMonitor.aspx?CO)  since early August, meaning
that grass, shrubs and trees need more water than normal. To make up for that increased
demand, Front Range communities have to rely more on the Western Slope water contained
in their reservoirs (https://www.denverwater.org/your-water/water-supply-and-planning/collection-system) . 

In a typical year about 48% of Denver’s water (https://www.denverwater.org/your-water/water-supply-

and-planning/collection-system)  comes from the Western Slope, while Colorado Springs pipes in
about 75% (https://www.coloradocollege.edu/other/senseofplace/water/fountain-creek-watershed/water-

supply.html)  of its water from the other side of the divide. Fort Collins
(https://www.fcgov.com/utilities/what-we-do/water/water-supply-demand)  typically gets more than half of

Even in a pandemic, drought drives
water use along the Front Range
By Lindsay Fendt  October 7,  2020
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its water from the Western Slope and Aurora Water
(https://www.auroragov.org/residents/water/water_system)  gets 25% of its water from sources within
the Colorado River basin.

Even though most of western Colorado is now in an extreme drought, Front Range water
providers are able to rely on their storage from previous years to provide that additional
water and then refill the reservoirs during the next snowmelt season.   

Support A spen Journalism

Your donation to Aspen Journalism will help us produce more quality journalism. Please
donate today.

Donate (https://aspenjournalism.org/donate)

Northern Water manages the Colorado Big-Thompson project, which pumps water from west
of the Continental Divide to municipal and agricultural users along the northern Front
Range. During a drought, the water district’s board generally increases the amount of water
per share of the project that it doles out, known as a quota, allowing more water to be drawn
from its reservoirs and increasing the amount of water delivered to shareholders. In a typical
year, the project delivers about 217,000 acre-feet of water to its users. This year, to make up
for drought, the board gave users an additional 31,000 acre-feet of water.

“The more water that’s available on the Front Range, like through soil moisture and local
storage, the lower the quota we set because the rest of the demand can be furnished by local
sources,” said Jeff Stahla with Northern Water. “The drier it is then the higher the quota,
because we’re supplementing.”

Lindsay Fendt / Aspen Journalism

Dillon Reservoir in late August. The reservoir is the largest in Denver Water’s collection system, which delivers
water to 1.5 million people. With drought leading to increased water use this year through August, Front Range
water providers have had to rely more on water stored in reservoirs.

Outdoor watering dominates

The data from the year so far show just how overwhelming a factor outdoor water use is on
overall water-use trends. Even in a pandemic, the watering needs of yards on the Front
Range during drought seem to supersede any other behavior changes. In a typical year, 40%

https://www.auroragov.org/residents/water/water_system
https://aspenjournalism.org/donate
https://extension.colostate.edu/topic-areas/family-home-consumer/water-conservation-in-and-around-the-home-9-952/#:~:text=As%20a%20percentage%20of%20total,gallons%20per%20capita%20per%20day
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of urban water (https://extension.colostate.edu/topic-areas/family-home-consumer/water-conservation-in-and-

around-the-home-9-952/#:~:text=As%20a%20percentage%20of%20total,gallons%20per%20capita%20per%20day)

 use on the Front Range is for outdoor use. That number often increases during a drought.

Preliminary consumption numbers for the year through August show single-family use up in
Denver by about 20% and multi-family use up 5%.  Industrial use is down 5%, office
buildings are down 9% and restaurants — which remain under limited operations due to the
pandemic — are down a whopping 31%. Altogether, Denver Water saw a 12% increase in
water use system wide this year, through August. The increase in single-family use began in
May when many home irrigation systems were likely first turned on. Other Front Range cities
saw similar trends. 

Because the pandemic overlapped with a hot, dry summer, it’s been difficult for utilities to
determine how much of an effect either event had on overall water use. The most revealing
data comes from the spring when businesses closed and most people had yet to turn on
their sprinklers.

Please subscribe to Aspen Journalism's newsletters - daily, weekly

or monthly - your choice!. (/subscribe/)

At Aurora Water, the water conservation team started pulling data early in the pandemic to
see if any trends emerged. Between March and April — right as the state transitioned to a
stay-at-home order —  Aurora saw a commercial water use drop of 14.3% accompanied with
an 8.8% increase in residential water use and a 4.6% increase in multi-family use. 

But according to Tim York, a water conservation specialist at Aurora Water, the modest
increases in residential water use skyrocketed once irrigation season began. Commercial use
also ticked back up once businesses began reopening. According to York, Aurora Water saw
a 10.3% system-wide increase from January to July that they attribute almost entirely to
drought conditions.  

“Indoor use kind of is what it is, right? I mean, you’ve got to use the toilet as many times as
you need to, you’ve got to do dishes when they’re dirty, you’re going to take your showers
just like you normally would, but people react differently to weather,” York said.

Lindsay Fendt / Aspen Journalism

https://extension.colostate.edu/topic-areas/family-home-consumer/water-conservation-in-and-around-the-home-9-952/#:~:text=As%20a%20percentage%20of%20total,gallons%20per%20capita%20per%20day
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A couple sits at the edge of the lake at City Park in central Denver on Sept. 28 2020. In a typical year, about 48
percent of Denver’s water comes from the Western Slope.

 

‘People are home and wanting to work on their yards’

Most utilities had an adequate amount of water storage going into the summer to make up
for the increased water use. Denver, Colorado Springs and Aurora have maintained their
normal summer watering restrictions, which include guidelines on when and how often to
water outdoors. 

On Oct. 1, Fort Collins went under mandatory level IV water restrictions in order to avoid a
water shortage in the fall. In most cases residents are no longer allowed to water their lawns
and cannot wash their cars. The restrictions are due partially to drought conditions and
some planned maintenance on water infrastructure, but the city is also taking preemptive
measures to conserve water in case the Cameron Peak Fire begins to affect the water quality
in the Poudre River.

Though the drought has been the driving factor in water use this year, water managers say
that the pandemic likely did have some effect on behavior and might even pay dividends
down the line. Abbye Neel, a water conservation specialist in Fort Collins, says the city has
seen a large increase in its Xeriscape Incentive Program. The program provides rebates and
project support for Fort Collins residents to redesign their yards to be more water-efficient.

“I have nothing to back this up, but I think it’s just like people are home and wanting to
work on their yards,” she said. “There’s a high potential to do more projects this year as
people actually get their ducks in a row and sign up.”

This story initially ran online in the Sky-Hi News on Oct. 3 (https://www.skyhinews.com/news/even-in-a-

pandemic-drought-drives-water-use-along-the-front-range/) and in print in the Summit Daily News Oct. 4
(https://www.summitdaily.com/news/even-in-a-pandemic-drought-drives-water-use-along-the-front-range/) .

https://www.skyhinews.com/news/even-in-a-pandemic-drought-drives-water-use-along-the-front-range/
https://www.summitdaily.com/news/even-in-a-pandemic-drought-drives-water-use-along-the-front-range/


Commentary WATER
“Water is the driving force of all nature.”

Leonardo da Vinci

Protecting our water
Unlikely allies in water fight

When a Montrose County Republican 
and an Eagle County Democrat agree 
completely on something and jointly 

support it, that’s worth reading about.
We may not agree on 

many political issues but 
we both agree on the 
importance of protecting 
West Slope water and 
keeping our water on the 
Western Slope. That’s 
why we are urging you to 
vote yes on 7A this fall — 
because 7A is about pro-
tecting Western Slope 
water and our local 
economies that depend 
on that water.

Make no mistake, 
Western Slope rivers 
and our water resources 
face real and meaningful 
threats from the east and 
from the west. As grow-
ing cities on the Front 
Range and downriver 
states need ever-increas-
ing amounts of water, 
western Colorado’s rivers 
look to be their preferred source.

Even as we write this column, Front Range 
cities are working to develop plans for new 
transmountain diversions, and East Coast 
hedge funds are buying large tracts of land 
and water rights in the Grand Valley; all while 
agriculture- and recreation-based economies 
on the Western Slope are suffering from the 
impacts of a multidecadal drought.

Luckily for all of us, we have a watchdog that 
has and will continue to safeguard our water. 
For more than 80 years, the Colorado River 
District has been representing and protecting 
the Western Slope’s water interests with great 
success. The district has fought many battles 
on our behalf, and we have all benefited from 
the protections they’ve secured. But they need 
our help to continue the fight.

We feel that 7A is one of the most important 

A sound investment in water security

What is water security worth to you? 
As residents of Eagle County, we all 
know that healthy flowing streams 

are connected to every part of our quality of 
life. Would you spend an 
extra $7 per year to help 
ensure continued fund-
ing for vital work being 
done to protect the qual-
ity and quantity of water 
in Western Colorado?

The Colorado River 
Water Conservation Dis-
trict (Colorado River Dis-
trict) will ask voters this 
November for approval of 
a property-tax increase to 
sustain its work protect-
ing Western Colorado 
water. Ballot question 7A 
seeks authorization of a 
mill levy increase within 
the Colorado River Dis-
trict’s 15-county region; 
the median residential 
property tax increase for 
the region would be $7.03 
per year. As the board 
chairs of the two local 
governments charged with providing a safe and 
reliable supply of water to most of eastern Eagle 
County, and as private residents, we will be vot-
ing yes on 7A — and we hope you will too.

The Eagle River Water & Sanitation District 
and the Upper Eagle Regional Water Au-
thority have worked closely with the Colora-
do River District on water matters for many 
years. They are a critical resource and partner. 
For more than 80 years, the Colorado River 
District has succeeded in its work to keep wa-
ter on the Western Slope. Healthy streams are 
not only our water supply for residential and 
business uses; they are essential for rafting, 
fishing, SUPing, kayaking and other activ-
ities that drive our local economy. Anyone 
who enjoys summer or winter water-related 
recreational activities has benefited from the 
Colorado River District’s work.

Yes on 7A to protect our rivers

We urge everyone that cares about 
rivers, agriculture, drinking water 
and keeping water on the Western 

Slope to vote yes on 7A on this November’s 
ballot. Ballot measure 7A 
requests a small property 
tax increase to support 
the Colorado River Wa-
ter Conservation District 
(the River District), 
which was created to 
protect our Western 
Slope water.

The River District will 
use these funds to keep 
water on the Western 
Slope, protect water 
supplies for our farmers and ranchers, as well 
as drinking water for our communities, while 
also protecting fish, wildlife and recreation by 
maintaining streamflows and water quality — 
all of which protects our local economy.

The district has been a strong and effective 
voice on water matters affecting Western Col-
orado water users since 1937. With a growing 
population on the Front Range, which uses 
water from the Western Slope, and a growing 
population on this side of the divide as well, 
paired with climate change and associated and 
continuing drought, the River District’s role has 
never been more important. The River District’s 
budget has been declining annually due to sev-
eral factors including the effects of the Gallagh-
er Amendment impacts and revenue limitations 
from the Taxpayer Bill of Rights and, to a lesser 
degree, declining energy sector revenues.

Until recently, the River District operated a 
grant fund that has been utilized many times 
over in its 15-county district. In Eagle County, 
the fund has supported water use efficiency, 
stream restoration and water storage projects, 
including the expansion and reinforcement 
of LEDE Reservoir, irrigation improvement 
plans and on-the-ground projects all over the 
county, including in McCoy, Burns and Wol-
cott and a riparian revegetation in EagleVail. 
If 7A is approved, these funds will be restored 
and significantly increase at a time when the 

A6 |  Sunday, October 4, 2020  | Vail Daily

COLUMNS

FOUNDED BY JIM PAVELICH &  
JON VAN HOUSEN

vaildaily.com
970-949-0555
40780 U.S. Highway 6, Avon, CO 81620
PO Box 81, Vail, CO 81658
@VailNews
@VailDaily
@VailDaily

WANT TO …

Place a classified? 970-845-9937 
classifieds@cmnm.org

Submit a news tip?  970-748-2929

Place an obituary? 970-845-9937

Submit a sports tip?  970-748-2934

Submit an entertainment tip?  970-748-2984

Submit a letter to the editor?
letters@vaildaily.com
Submit to Town Talk?   
towntalk@vaildaily.com
Submit to High Life Calendar?  
vaildaily.com/calendar

IN MEMORY
Claudia Nelson
PUBLISHER
Mark Wurzer 
970-748-2920 • mwurzer@vaildaily.com

EDITORIAL
Nate Peterson | Editor 
970-748-2929 • npeterson@vaildaily.com

Ross Leonhart | Assistant Editor
970-748-2984 • rleonhart@vaildaily.com

Scott Miller  | Business Editor
970-748-2930 • smiller@vaildaily.com

Chris Freud | Sports Editor 
970-748-2934 • cfreud@vaildaily.com

Chris Dillmann | Photo Editor 
970-748-2987 • cdillmann@vaildaily.com

Sean Naylor | Digital Engagement Editor
970-748-2938 • snaylor@vaildaily.com

Casey Russell | HighLife Editor 
970-748-2904 • crussell@vaildaily.com

Tricia Swenson | Video Producer/Host 
970-748-2927 • tswenson@vaildaily.com

Pam Boyd | Reporter
970-328-6656 • pboyd@vaildaily.com

John LaConte | Reporter 
970-748-2988 • jlaconte@vaildaily.com

Amanda Swanson | Art Director
970-748-2918 • aswanson@vaildaily.com

Tom Lotshaw | Copy Editor
970-748-2914 • tlotshaw@vaildaily.com

Anna Suszynski | Copy Editor
970-748-2932 • asuszynski@vaildaily.com

Kaylee Porter | Calendar Editor
kporter@vaildaily.com

ADVERTISING/MARKETING
Holli Snyder |  Advertising Director
970-748-2923 • hsnyder@vaildaily.com
Chelsea Heeringa | Account Manager
970-748-2928 • cheeringa@vaildaily.com

Emily Peterson | Business Development Manager 
Eagle, Gypsum and Edwards
970-748-2907 • epeterson@vaildaily.com

Heidi Bricklin | Account Manager
970-748-2955 • hbricklin@vaildaily.com

Carole Bukovich | Real Estate Business 
Development Manager
970-748-2946 • cbukovich@vaildaily.com

Chris Mathews | Business Development Manager  
Vail and Beaver Creek 
970-748-2947 • cmathews@vaildaily.com

Hattie Rensberry | Account Manager Real Estate
hrensberry@vaildaily.com

Patrick Wren | Business Development Manager Avon
pwren@vaildaily.com 970-748-2962

Mark Bricklin | Business Development Manager 
Vail and Beaver Creek
970-390-3444 • mbricklin@vaildaily.com

CIRCULATION/SUBSCRIPTIONS
David Hakes | Circulation Manager
970-748-2976 • dhakes@vaildaily.com
MAGAZINES
Sandie Aveil | Sales Manager
970-748-2926 • saveil@vaildaily.com

Wren Bova | Editor
970-748-2908 • wren@vaildaily.com

Published seven days a week by Colorado Mountain News Media, 40780 US Hwy 6 & 
24, Avon, CO 81620. Postmaster: Send address changes to PO Box 81, Vail, CO 81658. 
Subscription rates: Sunday edition only mailed 1st Class $65 per 3 months, $130 per 6 
months &  $175 per year. Advertisers purchase space and circulation only. All rights to 
ads produced for advertisers by Vail Daily using artwork and/or typography furnished 
or arranged by Vail Daily shall be property of Vail Daily. No such ad or any part thereof 
may be reproduced without consent of the Vail Daily. Vail Daily assumes no financial 
responsibility for errors beyond the cost of the space occupied by the error.

Kathy  
Chandler-Henry
Valley Voices

Marc Catlin

Holly Loff
Valley Voices

George 
Gregory

Bill Simmons
Valley Voices

CHANDLER-HENRY, CATLIN, A8 LOFF, A9 SIMMONS, GREGORY, A9



COMMENTARY
LOFF
From page A6

Western Slope needs it most.
Among the list of projects that an approved 7A would 

fund is the River District’s efforts to ensure the continu-
ation of the very senior water rights associated with the 
Shoshone Power Plant in Glenwood Canyon. This 1909 
non-consumptive water right provides certainty to water 
users on the Western Slope, as well as provides benefits for 
recreation, the environment and water quality.

The Shoshone Power Plant is owned and operated by 
Xcel Energy and when they are exercising their senior water 
right they command the flow in the Colorado River. This in 
effect “pulls” water from the headwaters through Glenwood 
Canyon and to points west — providing environmental and 
recreational benefits to all in between while limiting the 
amount of water that can be diverted to the Front Range.

The modest property tax increase from 7A works out 
to be just $1.90 per $100,000 in property value per year. 
Over the 15-county region that the River District rep-
resents, the increase would raise $4.9 million per year, 
86% of that (or $4.2 million) is earmarked for improving 
agriculture efficiency, upgrading infrastructure, protecting 
healthy rivers and water quality and improving the reliabil-
ity and efficiency of water systems on the Western Slope.

As your local advocate for protection and conservation of 
the Eagle River and Colorado River basins in Eagle County, 
Eagle River Watershed Council has first-hand knowledge 
of the overwhelming value that the River District brings 
to the Western Slope. Please join us in voting yes on 7A to 
protect Western Slope water values and uses.

Holly Loff is the executive director and Cliff Simonton 
the president of the Eagle River Watershed Council. The 
Watershed Council has a mission to advocate for the health 
and conservation of the Upper Colorado and Eagle River 
basins through research, education and projects. Contact the 
Watershed Council at 970-827-5406 or visit www.erwc.org.

SIMMONS, GREGORY
From page A6

Our watersheds are under increasing external demand while 
facing decreasing streamflows from long-term drought and cli-
mate change. As the population dependent on the Colorado River 
grows, competition for a diminishing resource grows with it. The 
Colorado River District effectively navigates these complex issues 
as an advocate and leader throughout the Colorado River Basin. 
Supporting this ballot question aligns with our entities’ mission to 
provide efficient, effective and reliable water and wastewater utili-
ty services in a manner that respects the natural environment.

The mill levy increase is projected to raise $4.9 million in ad-
ditional annual tax revenue, 86% of which the Colorado River 
District would dedicate to partnership projects in one or more 
of these five categories: productive agriculture, infrastruc-
ture, healthy rivers, watershed health and water quality, and 
conservation and efficiency. The rest would address budgetary 
reductions caused by the cumulative impact of the Gallagher 
and Taxpayer Bill of Rights amendments.

Our boards unanimously adopted a resolution in support of 
ballot question 7A because we believe the revenues it would raise 
are critical to the Colorado River District being able to continue 
to effectively advocate for Western Slope water. We urge our con-
stituents to join us in voting yes on 7A. We ask you again: What 
is water security worth to you? This is a sound investment that 
will affect Western Colorado and our way of life for generations.

Bill Simmons and George Gregory are the board chairs of Eagle 
River Water & Sanitation District and Upper Eagle Regional 
Water Authority. Eagle River Water & Sanitation District 
provides efficient, effective and reliable water and wastewater 
utility services in a manner that respects the natural 
environment. ERWSD’s water service area is Vail and Wolcott, 
while the sewer service area is Vail to Wolcott. ERWSD also 
operates and maintains, by contract, the Upper Eagle Regional 
Water Authority public water system, which provides water 
service to Arrowhead, Avon, Bachelor Gulch, Beaver Creek, 
Berry Creek, Cordillera, EagleVail and Edwards.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Voting for pragmatic problem solving

Still deciding how to vote on November 3rd? The 
western half of Eagle County falls within Colora-
do’s Third Congressional District (CD3). It’s hard 
to imagine CD3 will gain anything but notoriety if 
Republican Lauren Boebert is elected. Her story is 
a great fit for a reality show, but we’ve seen the cost 
that attention-seeking leadership has at the national 
level. Regardless of your party affiliation, I sincerely 
hope voters in CD3 choose Diane Mitsch Bush for 
her experience and pragmatic problem solving.

Mitsch Bush is a veteran state legislator. She is 
knowledgeable about everything from the challeng-
es of health insurance markets in rural resort areas 
to public lands and agriculture. She has been will-
ing to consult with experts, scientists and constit-
uents across political affiliation to draft policy that 
responds to the complex challenges we face.

We know that she works well with State Rep-
resentative Dylan Roberts, who holds her former 
seat, as well as State Senator Kerry Donovan and 
our Eagle County Commissioners. Together they 
can advocate for the needs of Eagle County and 
the Western Slope.

At the national level, Mitsch Bush would be-
come notable as a moderate that flipped a seat 
gerrymandered to favor Republicans. But she is 
not in the race for the attention. We can expect 
her to focus on the hard work before us, including 
a climate crisis that will worsen drought, fire and 
extreme weather, all of which endanger our local 
economy and our future on a habitable planet.

At the moment, these two candidates are nearly 
tied in polling. Your vote for Mitsch Bush will 
make a difference.

Lisa Kunkel
Eagle
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Ballot measure 7A draws wide support for Colorado River
Water Conservation District
Pitkin County skeptical of proponents’ environmental message

The Grand River Diversion Dam, also known as the “Roller Dam”, was built in 1913 to diver water from the Colorado River to the Government Highline Canal that farmers
use to irrigate their lands in Grand County.
Bethany Blitz | Aspen Journalism

This is not your parents’ River District, say supporters of a ballot measure that aims to raise property taxes across much of the

Western Slope. Proponents claim the district is interested in more than just agriculture and storage, but opponents worry that the

district, armed with a new source of revenue, intends to build more dams and reservoirs.

The Colorado River Water Conservation District is asking voters this election season for a half-mill property-tax increase through

ballot measure 7A. That works out to an extra $1.90 per year for every $100,000 of residential home value and would raise nearly $5

million annually for the organization. 

The ballot question tells voters that the money will be used for �ghting to keep water on the Western Slope, protecting water

supplies for Western Slope farmers and ranchers, protecting drinking water for Western Slope communities, and protecting �sh,

wildlife and recreation. There is no sunset date on the tax increase.

According to numbers provided by the River District, the mill levy would increase to $40.28 from $18.93 annually for Pitkin County’s

median home value, which at $1.13 million is the highest in the district. In Eagle County, the mill levy would increase from $11.11

annually to $23.63 for where the median home value, which is $660,979.

YOUR AD HERE »

News FOLLOW NEWS  | 1d ago

Heather Sackett
Aspen Journalism

https://www.vaildaily.com/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7223428-Pitkin-County-Sample-Ballot-November-2020.html#document/p3/a584891
https://www.vaildaily.com/your-ad-here/
https://www.vaildaily.com/recent-stories/news
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The proposal has broad support among many entities — environmental groups, recreation organizations, chambers of commerce and

agricultural water users, among others — that in the past would have been seen as strange bedfellows. 

That’s not the case anymore, said River District general manager Andy Mueller. Long seen as an advocate for and protector of

agricultural water use on the Western Slope, the Glenwood Springs-based River District now takes a more balanced approach to treat

all water users equally, he said.

Colorado River Water Conservation District general manager Andy Mueller speaks at the district’s annual seminar in 2018. Mueller said the district has evolved to treat all
water users equally, which means also advocating for projects that keep water in the river. 
Brent Gardner-Smith | Aspen Journalism

 

“When you talk about water use, oftentimes people think about diversion from the stream, but the reality is our communities and our

economies use our water in all different ways and there’s a whole economic engine behind the recreation industry and tourism

industry that is so critical to the West Slope,” he said. 

The district and its supporters are hoping this more inclusive approach will help them win votes across the vast 15-county region of

western Colorado, which spans Grand, Summit, Eagle, Pitkin, Gunnison, Gar�eld, Rio Blanco, Routt, Moffat Mesa, Delta, Montrose,

Ouray, Hinsdale and Saguache counties.

Created by the state legislature in 1937, the River District is charged with developing and protecting water supplies in western

Colorado. 

The district’s traditional focus on agricultural water users makes sense, because that’s who owns most of the Western Slope’s oldest

— and, therefore, most powerful — water rights. But as western Colorado continues its shift to an outdoor-recreation and tourism-

based economy, supporters of 7A agree with Mueller that the River District’s focus is shifting with it.

Matt Rice, director of American Rivers’ Colorado Basin Program, said 7A is an opportunity for the River District to become more

accountable to environmental and recreation interests. According to the Colorado secretary of state website, American Rivers has

given about $93,000 to Yes on 7A,  the committee supporting and funding the measure.

“We are hoping the River District’s focus broadens and includes more environmental and recreational priorities,” Rice said. “It’s a huge

step in the right direction for the River District. It’s not at the expense of agriculture or other water users; it’s broadening their

constituency to make (the River District) more accountable to more water users in the basin.”

https://yeson7a.org/
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The Colorado Cattlemen’s Association has donated $100,000 to Yes on 7A, and other environmental organizations, including Western

Resource Advocates, The Nature Conservancy and Conservation Colorado, have also given smaller amounts of money. 

 ‘Shoestring operation’
In the world of Colorado water planning, the River District plays an important and in�uential role in shaping policy by �ghting to keep

water on the Western Slope. But its �nancial might has lagged behind its political clout. 

“I think the River District really does a good job to keep the water on the Western Slope and keep it in our economy, and the dollar

amount they have to do that is just miniscule,” said River District board member and Eagle County Commissioner Kathy Chandler

Henry, who is also vice chair of Yes on 7A. “It is such a shoestring operation.”

The River District’s budget for 2020 was $4.1 million. Ninety-seven percent of that comes from property taxes. 

The Colorado River Water Conservation District spans 15 Western Slope counties. Voters across the district are considering a mill- levy increase that would raise the River
District’s budget by $5 million, funding a variety of water- related projects.
Courtesy image

The district has seen its revenue stream decline in recent years due to shrinking tax revenue from the fossil-fuel industry and lower

residential assessments as a result of the state’s Gallagher and Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights amendments. As a result, the district has

reduced its staff by four positions, suspended its grant program and reduced its vehicle �eet.

In 2017, the district received 34 grant requests for more than $1.3 million, which was nine times more than the $150,000 available. 

By using savings carved out from the capital fund, in 2018 and 2019, the district was able to contribute $50,000 to a White River

storage project study, $20,000 to Pilot Rock emergency ditch repair near Crawford, $40,000 to an algae study on the White River and

$40,000 for aquatic nuisance-species prevention at Ruedi Reservoir. It has also budgeted $25,000 for the Windy Gap Bypass Project,

which would create a new channel for the Colorado River around Windy Gap Reservoir in Grand County.

The River District’s �scal implementation plan for the revenue that would be raised by the tax hike says 86% would go toward funding

water projects backed by roundtables and local communities. Those projects would fall into �ve categories: productive agriculture;

infrastructure; healthy rivers; watershed health and water quality; and conservation and ef�ciency. 

River District staff would recommend projects to the board, and the board would decide which projects receive funding. This process

would take the place of the district’s competitive grant program, which it discontinued at the end of 2017 because of a lack of funding.

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/7212372-Fiscal-Implementation-Plan-Final-Adopted.html#document/p2/a584876
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“We have partners throughout the district who have proposed projects or have approached us about projects they would like to

pursue, and we are certainly able to provide technical or legal advice or advocacy work for them, but we can’t help them get the

project off the ground from a �nancial perspective today,” Mueller said.

Pitkin County opposition
But some worry that these River District-funded projects will mostly consist of developing storage — dam and reservoir — projects.

While several counties, including Summit, Eagle, Gar�eld and Delta, have formally endorsed 7A, Pitkin County commissioners last

month passed a resolution  opposing the measure. John Ely, Pitkin County’s representative to the River District board, also voted no

in July against putting the tax increase to voters, saying that the ballot language is not tied to the �scal implementation plan, so

there’s no guarantee the district will use the money in the ways it says it will. 

Pitkin County and the River District have a long, contentious history when it comes to water projects, especially with regard to a

district-led dam and reservoir project on the Crystal River, which landed the county and the district on opposing sides in water court.

The district eventually abandoned the project and the water rights tied to it. Ely had hoped the district would commit to constraints

on spending the new tax revenue to ensure disputes such as this wouldn’t happen in the future. 

“There’s nothing wrong with differences of opinion, but when it comes time to ask for money, I’m not going to support them taking

money out of our pocket to potentially do things that are not in our interest or the interest of the causes we support,” he said.

Ely is also skeptical of the River District’s supposed shift to focus on environmental issues. If the past is any indication of the future,

he doesn’t buy it. Storage has always been the district’s orientation, he said.

“They’re saying, well, we would like a big tax increase and we will spend it on these four things, which includes anything and

everything basically,” Ely said. “They can stay in their traditional point of orientation or they can expand more into environmental

concerns and stream�ow issues. Who knows. But I’ve never seen it in the past.”

Headwaters counties vs. population center
To get 7A passed, supporters have to navigate a complicated political landscape. 

Pitkin County contributed $723,429 to the River District budget in 2020, the most of all 15 counties, because of sky-high property

values in its resort communities. Eagle County contributed the second-most, $688,360. 

Hayfields stretch along the White River west of Meeker, in Rio Blanco County, which is one of 15 Western Slope counties where voters are considering ballot measure 7A.
The measure would increase property taxes collected by the Colorado River Water Conservation District to fund water conservation, infrastructure and efficiency
projects. 
Brent Gardner-Smith | Aspen Journalism

But even though Pitkin County contributes the most River District revenue, 7A doesn’t necessarily need the support of Pitkin County

voters to pass. Pitkin County has roughly 12,600 active voters. Supporters of 7A will have to win over Mesa County, which is home to

the Western Slope’s population center of Grand Junction and 94,700 active voters. 

https://www.aspenjournalism.org/pitkin-countys-opposition-to-tax-follows-pattern-of-misalignment-with-river-district/
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A districtwide survey last spring found that about 63% of those surveyed said they would support a River District tax increase. That

number was just 59% in Mesa County. 

“It’s all about Mesa County,” Ely said. “That’s where the bulk of the population in the district is and that’s where the vote will be

decided one way or the other.”

Steve Acquafresca, Mesa County’s representative on the River District board and a former Mesa County commissioner, agreed.

“How it goes in Mesa County, so it goes in the end,” he said. “And Delta and Montrose (counties) almost invariably vote the way Mesa

County does on natural resource issues.”

Passing 7A in Mesa County could be challenging. Acquafresca said there is a contingency of tax-averse Mesa County voters who

would vote no on any proposal to increase taxes. And the COVID-19 pandemic has made it hard for board members to campaign for

the measure. 

“I’ve been minimizing my contact with others,” Acquafresca said. “Most of us on the board are of an age that puts us in a vulnerable

group to the coronavirus.”

In an era when climate change is robbing the Colorado River of stream�ows and water shortages are becoming increasingly common,

7A supporters say this is the time to come together to fund a common interest. Rice said he hopes Pitkin County can put aside its

differences with the River District and help solve bigger Colorado River issues.

“American Rivers has also been in water court with the River District on opposite sides,” Rice said. “We have not always been a close

friend and partner of the River District. But we, as an organization, have put that history aside and we’re working together to get

something very important done.”

Aspen Journalism is a local, nonpro�t, investigative news organization covering rivers and water in collaboration with Swift
Communications newspapers. For more, go to aspenjournalism.org.
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