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MiSSiOn, ValueS and GOalS
To provide guidance and structure, the board of directors developed 
a mission statement, guiding values and goal statements for the 
organization. The mission, values and goals served as the framework 
for development of the Watershed Plan.

MiSSiOn
To evaluate, protect and enhance 
the health of the Watershed 
through the cooperative effort of 
watershed stakeholders.

ValueS
• Balanced stewardship. Seek 

common-sense solutions that 
support multiple uses and reflect 
local values.

• Watershed health. Recognize  
the interconnections between 
water quantity, water quality  
and community and economic 
well-being.

• Collaboration. Foster 
partnerships between diverse 
stakeholders around  
common interests.

• Informed decisions. Disseminate 
reliable, unbiased and factual 
information as the basis for 
sound decision-making.

GOalS
• Support the long-term health of 

the Watershed for the well-being 
of the community and the  
local economy.

• Advance water quality 
monitoring, enhancement and 
improvement efforts.

• Promote smart, efficient water 
use and conservation.

• Increase awareness and stimulate 
interest in the Watershed.

• Offer educational opportunities 
and informational resources to 
watershed stakeholders.

• Inform planning and decision-
making with unbiased, fact-
based information.

• Create partnerships and 
collaboration among 
stakeholders.

• Manage the organization 
and finances effectively and 
efficiently. 

Take a ClOSer lOOk 
aT The Plan Online

This document presents key 
elements of the Watershed Plan 

in summary form. Visit www.
midcowatershed.org/re_plan 

and download a full copy of the 
Watershed Plan. See below for 

content of the plan.
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In the West, streams, rivers, 
lakes and reservoirs are an 
essential part of our ecology, 
economy and recreation. They 

are at the core of our communities’ 
character and lifestyle. The health 
of stream and river corridors 
supports all life in the watershed.

A watershed is an area of land 
which drains water to a common 
point. The Middle Colorado River 
Watershed contains roughly 
2,022 square miles or 1.3 million 
acres surrounding 75 miles of the 
Colorado River. It extends from 
the Garfield-eagle county line at 
the head of Glenwood Canyon 
west to the town of De Beque. 
The Colorado River traverses 
the Watershed in a general east 
to west-southwest direction, 
paralleling Interstate 70. The 
Watershed includes 12 major 
tributaries to the Colorado River, 
several municipalities and rural 

communities, and a mix of public 
and privately owned land. While 
the Watershed encompasses a 
relatively short stretch of the river, 
it cannot be isolated from the 
entire 1,450-miles of the Colorado 
River that millions of people in six 
states and two nations rely on.

This plan, compiled by the Middle 
Colorado Watershed Council, 
establishes a framework for 

protecting the long-term health of 
the Watershed. It outlines existing 
and potential issues and offers a 
roadmap for reaching solutions. 
The Council compiled this plan 
with community participation 
aimed at fostering public-private 
partnerships; focusing on the 
protection of water quality, 
promotion of efficient water  
use, and improvement of  
watershed health.

See page 8 for a larger map of the Middle Colorado River Watershed.

Wetlands along the Colorado River 
have been lost or profoundly altered 
by agriculture, grazing, commercial 
and residential  development, water 
diversions, mining and non-native 
plant invasion.

Photo credit: dawn hayes

introduction
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Rifle Falls   Photo credit: laurie deMent

Fresh cut hay in the fields of Silt Mesa.   Photo credit: laurie deMent

The Middle Colorado River 
Watershed Plan is a blueprint for 
action. It identifies watershed 
issues and opportunities and 
proposes means to address them. 
The plan also serves as a source 
of information that can increase 
awareness and support from 
stakeholders and future funding 
partners. The plan is a living 
document that will be periodically 
updated as the Watershed  
program matures and progresses.

A healthy watershed is vital to all 
stakeholders, and a plan to manage 
the increased pressure from 
population growth and economic 
development is needed. Garfield 
County covers 88 percent of the 
watershed area, and its population 
is projected to double in the next 
15 years. 

The region’s natural resources 
are fundamental to its economy. 
Agriculture, central to the 
area’s landscape and heritage, 

includes traditional cattle and 
sheep ranching, hay production 
and grazing. In 2012, Garfield 
County farms sold $22.6 million 
in agricultural products. Tourism 
visits are primarily related to hot 
springs attractions, world-class 
skiing, and hunting and fishing. 
hunting and fishing activity alone 
accounts for $31.7 million in direct 
annual expenditures. Tourism has 
also fueled substantial population 
growth. Oil and gas development 
in the western portion of the 
Watershed, despite its cycles of 
boom and bust, has bolstered  
the economy.

The cumulative effects of human 
development and its economic 
reliance on the natural resources 
of the Watershed has altered the 
environment over time.  Planning 
for Watershed protection, 
remediation, and a balance of 
uses into the future is critical.

The need to Plan
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What is the Middle Colorado 
Watershed Council?
In September 2009, the Colorado River District, 
Colorado State university extension, Colorado 
Watershed Assembly, and the Sonoran Institute 
brought together a diverse group of local and regional 
organizations and individuals to explore opportunities 
for collaboration in the Watershed. Over the course of 
several meetings, the group created a list of common 
interests and concerns that the organization  
could address through a comprehensive watershed-
based approach. 

This approach recognized that watershed boundaries 
are natural and do not correspond to artificial 
boundaries managed and controlled by government 
or other public and private entities.  A watershed 
group can transcend these boundaries to promote and 
facilitate collective management of water resources.

The organization operated informally as a partnership 
through 2013 when it was incorporated as the Middle 
Colorado Watershed Council, a state and federally 
recognized nonprofit, 501(c)3, charitable organization. 
Its board of directors is comprised of volunteers from 
the community representing a broad range of interests. 
The board establishes the long-term vision for the 
organization. It oversees the day-to-day work of its staff, 
and provides leadership and direction for the Council.

See inside cover for the Council’s mission, values and goals.

a Closer look at the 
Watershed
The Watershed is characterized by a variety of natural 
features and landscapes, a diversity of plant and animal 
life, and a rapidly expanding human population whose  
presence influences the health and well-being of the 
watershed-based systems. 

Riparian Zone, Wetlands and Invasive Plants
Riparian zones and wetlands contain plant types vital 
to watershed health and provide habitat for fish and 
wildlife. An estimated one to two percent of Colorado’s 
land area is covered by riparian or wetland vegetation, 
but 75 percent of wildlife depend on these areas for  
at least part of their life cycle. These areas moderate 
the release of flood water and snowmelt, are natural 
water filters and provide recreation and wildlife  
viewing opportunities.

Wetlands along the Colorado River have been lost or 
profoundly altered by agriculture, grazing, commercial 
and residential development, water diversions, mining 
and non-native plant invasion. Invasive species displace 
native vegetation and the wildlife it supports, reduce 
natural biodiversity and use large quantities of water. 
nearly 65 percent of the native riparian area in the 
stretch of the Colorado River from Silt downstream to 
De Beque have been displaced by tamarisk and  
russian olive.

Water Management and Basic Uses
Water in the Colorado River and its tributaries is heavily 
managed to meet the uses within and downstream of 
the Watershed. As demands on water have increased, 
state, regional and local water management agencies 
seek out opportunities to keep the system flexible and 
responsive through open dialogue. 

Water use is divided into two general categories:
• Consumptive use water is withdrawn and fully used, 

not returned to the river, stream or groundwater. 
Drinking water, irrigation water, and water used by 
industry are examples. 

• non-consumptive use water is left in the river or 
stream to benefit wildlife, riparian and wetland 
habitat and recreation.

It is important to understand the needs for and  
strike a balance between consumptive and  
non-consumptive uses of water to serve all interests.

A watershed group promotes and facilitates 
collective management of water resources.
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There are two key controls on 
Colorado River flows in the 
Watershed. The Shoshone Power 
Plant, located on the Colorado 
River in Glenwood Canyon, holds 
one of the most senior water 
rights in the upper Colorado River 
Basin. This water right, held by 
Xcel energy as the owner and 
the current plant operator, has a 
priority date of 1905. The seniority 
of this water right assures that flow 
from the headwaters reaches  
the middle portion of the  
Colorado River.
 
The second control, the Cameo Call, 
refers to water rights of several 
senior water users in the Grand 
Valley. like the Shoshone water 
right, the Cameo Call can prevent 
upstream junior water users from 
diverting their full water right 
which translates to more water 
flowing in the middle section of 
the Colorado River as it travels downstream  
to the Grand Valley.  

Wildlife and Fish Populations
The Watershed is home to abundant populations of fish 
and wildlife including big game mammals and sport fish 
popular with hunters, fishermen and wildlife watchers. 
Four native fish species, the Colorado pikeminnow, 
razorback sucker, bonytail, and humpback chub 
are classified as federally endangered species, and 
require careful management in the lower half of the 
Watershed to recover their populations. Three other 
native warmwater fish are managed as “Species of 
Special Concern” due to their declining numbers.  The 
bluehead sucker, flannelmouth sucker and roundtail 
chub occupy the Colorado River and the lower reaches 
of tributaries throughout the Watershed.       

The health of wildlife and fish populations relies on 
the functional quality of the Watershed’s aquatic and 
riparian resources. habitat condition, water quality and 
flow operate interdependently as an ecological system. 

healthy habitat provides:
• Food
• Protective cover
• Organic input for nutrient cycling 
• Stable streambanks
• Temperature moderations
• Storage of groundwater
• Filtration of pollutants

natural flow cycles are also important to native fish 
that are adapted to high flows during runoff that scour 
and renew habitat and lower flows at other times to 
allow for spawning and rearing of young.

USFWS biologist Rick Smaniotto holding a pikeminnow. Four native fish species, 
the Colorado pikeminnow, razorback sucker, bonytail, and humpback chub are 
classified as federally endangered species, and require careful management in the 
lower half of the Watershed to recover their populations. 
Photo credit: Colorado river recovery

Careful planning and commitment to protection of surface 
and groundwater can balance the need for jobs and 

economic depvelopment.
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The Watershed is 
composed of portions of 
four counties.
• Garfield County is 88% of the 

watershed

• Mesa County is 11% 

• undeveloped portions of  
Rio Blanco and eagle counties are  
a small fraction

The Middle Colorado Watershed

The Watershed is composed 
of  six incorporated 
municipalities:
• Glenwood Springs
• Rifle
• new Castle
• Silt
• Parachute
• De Beque

And the Battlement Mesa Service District
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Topography
• high point: north Mamm Peak at 11,123 feet 

• low point: 4,950, where Roan Creek joins the 
Colorado River at DeBeque.

• Range in elevation results in high variability of 
temperature, precipitation and vegetation.

Water Flow
• Colorado River receives flow from 7,500 miles  

of streams and rivers (not including the  
Roaring Fork River).

• Flows increase and peak from March through 
June, decrease July through november.

• natural flow patterns altered by humans storing 
water during high flow for later use during  
low flow.

Vegetation
• A wide variety of vegetative communities from 

high mountain meadows and tundra to salt desert 
and sagebrush shrub lands.

• Invasive tamarisk and Russian olive communities 
occupy river valleys in the western portion of  
the Watershed.

Climate
• Variations in climate driven by wide range in 

elevation, complex topography and great distance 
from the ocean.

• January, typically coldest month; June,  
typically warmest.

• high country average annual precipitation:  
42 inches; average annual precipitation in valley 
locations: 12 inches, downstream of new Castle; 
22 inches in Glenwood Canyon.

• Peak runoff occurs about two weeks earlier than  
20 years ago.

Geology and Soils
• Selenium is a naturally occurring metal found 

in Cretaceous soils in the western portions of 
the Watershed – other metals can be found in 
association with these and other formations  
throughout the Watershed.

The Roaring Fork 
River is cared for by 

the  Roaring Fork 
Conservancy.
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Human Influences
Population growth, economic expansion and increased 
recreation exert unprecedented pressure in the 
Watershed. Although growth and land use change 
are inevitable, careful planning and commitment to 
protection of surface and groundwater can balance 
the need for jobs and economic development with 
protection of the natural environment. human 
activities that present risk in the Watershed include:

• Generation of wastewater and stormwater runoff 
from cities and towns.

• Overland runoff from rural lands.

• Groundwater pollution and erosion from developed 
rural and agricultural areas.

• Mineral and resource extraction.

• Runoff and erosion from roads, highways and 
public lands managed for recreation and resource 
development.

Water Quality Conditions
Water quality data are vital to understanding the 
factors that contribute to the health of a watershed. In 
2015 the Council conducted an analysis of public water 
quality data collected from 2000 to 2013. The study, 
which looked at more than 30,000 records collected at 
nearly 400 locations, allowed the Council to:

• Compile, analyze, and describe water quality 
conditions in the streams, lakes and rivers in  
the Watershed.

• locate areas where water quality issues may  
be present.

• Identify areas that could benefit from voluntary 
clean-up or restoration.

• Identify where additional water quality information 
could be useful.

• Recommend strategies to improve and guide future 
water quality monitoring.

The vast majority of existing water quality data in the 
Watershed was found to meet regulatory standards in 
support of existing water uses and overall watershed 
health. however, the analysis also identified many data 
gaps and monitoring needs for the Watershed.

When pollution levels exceed Colorado Department of 
Public health and environment standards, the water 
body is considered “impaired.” In the Watershed, 
various tributaries to the Colorado River between the 
Roaring Fork River and Parachute Creek; portions of 
east, West and main Rifle Creek; and the Dry Fork of 
Roan Creek are considered impaired due to selenium 
pollution. Selenium is a naturally occurring substance 
found in sedimentary rocks in western Colorado. 
Water running through those rock formations leaches 
selenium which is transported to the nearest waterway. 
Selenium can be toxic to fish and waterfowl.

Rifle Gap Reservoir is listed as impaired due to mercury 
pollution present in fish tissue. The mercury is thought 
to originate from air emissions transported across long 
distances in the atmosphere. 

Six additional water bodies are considered possibly 
impaired but warrant further monitoring and 
evaluation. Potential pollutants include bacteria, 
sediment and metals such as lead, copper, iron and 
zinc. Metals occur as part of geologic formations 
and can be released into waterways through natural 
weathering or through human activities such as mining 
or road building. 
 

Stakeholder educational tour of a local sand and  
gravel mine.   Photo credit: dan Ben horin
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Projects and 
Priorities
The Council has identified several 
projects that, with the input 
and support of area residents, 
organizations and businesses, 
will make real progress toward 
protecting and supporting a 
healthy watershed. The projects 
described below are expected to 
be initiated within a five-year time 
frame.  Some of them (or most) 
have already begun.

Outreach and Communication
Protection and enhancement of the 
Watershed requires widespread 
support and involvement of 
the region’s organizations and 
residents. The Council’s ongoing 
outreach and communication 
efforts include youth and adult 
education and opportunities for 
residents to contribute ideas and 
perform work on projects. The 
Council collaborates with local 
governments, water conservancy 
districts and educational 
organizations and foundations to 
maximize opportunities  
for engagement. 

River Clean-up
held annually since 2014, the 
popular River Clean-up is not only 
a great day outside, it’s one of 
the most effective ways for area 
residents to see and understand 
the role rivers play in their lives. 
held in either the spring or fall, 
the clean-up location changes 
from year to year but never fails 
to attract the support of local 
business and volunteers who 

float the river or walk the banks 
collecting debris as they go. All 
participants leave with a profound 
appreciation for the responsibility 
we all share in protecting this 
valuable resource.

Rifle Creek Basin Pollution 
Investigation 
Identified as a priority for the 
middle section of the Colorado 
River, this project aims to improve 

water quality in Rifle Creek and 
its tributaries by reducing metals, 
primarily selenium and iron, often 
associated with soil erosion and 
deep percolation accelerated by 
human activities. The Council has 
partnered with BlM, City of Rifle, 

Garfield County, Colorado River 
District, Colorado State university 
extension and others to build on 
existing information including 
additional water quality and flow 
data. A watershed assessment 
is underway as well as a plan to 
partner with local government and 
organizations that are upgrading 
the irrigation water distribution 
system. Reducing selenium in 
Rifle Creek and the Colorado 

River will benefit threatened and 
endangered and native fish species. 
Construction and monitoring of the 
Rifle Creek project will continue 
through 2019 and may serve as a 
template for future work in  
other tributaries.

The River Clean-up, held annually since 2014, is one of the most effective ways for 
area residents to see and understand the role rivers play in their lives.
Photo credit: dan Ben horin

Area residents, organizations and businesses identify and 
support projects that help protect and  

support a healthy watershed. 
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Regional Water  
Quality Monitoring
Consistent and coordinated 
watershed-wide water quality and 
quantity sampling and analysis 
will help identify areas with 
potential water quality issues, 
fill significant data gaps and 
streamline information sharing 
among agencies. The Council will 
develop a watershed strategy that 
builds on previous data gathering 
in the Colorado-wide Piceance 
Basin with the intent of making 
future water quality data publically 
accessible. The written plan will 
address future monitoring efforts 
and identify priorities, partnerships 
and potential funding sources. 

Riparian Restoration
Infestations of non-native plants 
severely impact the health of 
western Colorado’s river systems 
resulting in increased consumptive 
water use and decreased stream 
flow. In partnership with Garfield 
County, cities, towns, conservation 
districts, the Tamarisk Coalition, 
BlM and private landowners, 
the Council will develop and 
implement a watershed-specific 
plan to reestablish native riparian 
plant communities. The plan, 
which will take 18 to 24 months to 
formulate, will seek opportunities 
to collaborate with and leverage 
resources between a variety of 
engaged partners. The Council 
recognizes this as a long-term, 
ongoing project.

Enhancing Fish Population  
via Tributaries
utilizing Rifle Creek as a pilot 
project area, the Council intends 
to coordinate with Trout unlimited 
and Colorado Parks and Wildlife to 
identify and investigate artificial 
and natural physical barriers to 
fish passages. Diversion dams, 
culverts, and other structures that 
block fish passage and potentially 
modify in-stream habitat can often 
be removed, altered or upgraded 
to the benefit of all users. With 
lessons learned in Rifle Creek, 
opportunities for similar work 
in other tributaries within the 
Watershed will be explored.

Organizational Stability Plan
To address complex and changing 
issues, such as water use, 

organizations often develop an 
easily understood plan that defines 
its purpose and how it will do 
its work. A well developed plan 
describes how the organization 
will identify and work to achieve 
its goals, meet future challenges, 

A watershed-specific plan to reestablish native riparian plant communities will 
be developed to remove infestations of non-native plants, such as tamarisk, shown 
above, which severely impact the health of western Colorado’s river systems.  
Photo credit: donna Gray

LEFT: Rafting on the Colorado River.

Grizzly Creek headwaters the source 
of drinking water for the city of 
Glenwood Springs.
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and operate efficiently and effectively. The Council 
has developed its Organizational Stability Plan with 
support from a WaterSMART: Cooperative Watershed 
Management Program grant from the Bureau of 
Reclamation. The initial plan was completed in the 
spring of 2016 and will be reviewed and updated 
annually to assure the organization remains true to its 
mission and serves its constituency. 

The Bigger Picture of  
Water in Colorado
The Council participates in forums where wider water 
use issues and policy are discussed. For the last several 
years, board members and staff have participated 
in a statewide water planning process that recently 
culminated in publication of the first Colorado Water 
Plan (2015) by the Colorado Water Conservation Board.

The Council participates in the Colorado Basin 
Roundtable, one of nine basin roundtables established 
by the Colorado Water for the 21st Century Act to 
encourage discussions on water management issues 
and encourage locally driven solutions. The Roundtable 
produced its own Basin Implementation Plan (BIP) for 

inclusion in the statewide plan. The BIP outlines  
six themes:

• ecosystem health - Protect and Restore Streams, 
Rivers, lakes and Riparian Areas.

• Agriculture – Sustain, Protect and Promote 
Agriculture.

• Safe Drinking Water – Secure and Protect Drinking 
Water for Today and Tomorrow.

• Conservation - encourage a high level of Basinwide 
Conservation Across all uses.

• land use – Develop Water Conscious land use 
Strategies.

• Basin Administration - ensure Reliable and 
Predictable Basin Administration.

These six themes are fundamentally consistent with 
the Council’s underlying mission and goals and each 
project outlined in the Watershed Plan addresses one 
or more of the BIP themes. 

The Council also participates in other regional forums 
to ensure we remain connected to the larger water use 
issues in the area. These include:

• local and regional water planning forums.

A birds-eye view of Glenwood Springs.
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Oil and gas exploration in Garfield County.
Photo credit: don Thompson, Thompson Photography

• The Colorado Roundtable 
Integrated Water Management 
Planning Process.

In addition the Council:

• Promotes environmentally 
sound land use planning

• Informs recreational 
development planning for the 
Colorado River

• Participates in and promote 
multi-objective agricultural 
water efficiency projects
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Parachute ponds.  
Photo credit: Paul Gana


