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JAKE JONES
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H

ow Was Your Winter? There are as many
answers to this question as there are individuals
who experience the winter season at 9,000 feet
above sea level. For me, it was a great winter,
defined by good snowfall, fantastic skiing at the resort, in
the backcountry and on the cross country trails. The thrill
of world class recreation during the winter in Crested Butte
is tied directly to snowfall - white gold, falling from the sky.
Not only does the snow drive our winter economy, it is also
the best predictor of the water year to follow. When asked,
“How was your winter?” I can’t help but look backward and
forward. Looking backward, I still love the winter season in
the Gunnison Valley as much as ever. I started my life in the
valley as a young skier looking for a seasonal detour from
the linear path through college. That detour led to a life in
the mountains, and my experience with winter, and snow,
has changed. Winter isn’t just about skiing, powder days,
and perfect corduroy. My definition of a successful winter
season is more nuanced now, and, when answering that
question, I can’t help but consider the summer ahead.
Looking forward, I’m curious about how the snowpack will
melt throughout the spring. Will our rivers and wetlands
be full of cold, fresh water for the plant and animal
communities that depend on healthy ecosystems? Will
we have a good wildflower season? Will there be enough
water to sustain a hay crop to feed cattle through the
next winter? Will the trails be tacky or dusty? Will there be
enough cold, clean water for trout to thrive? What about
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the wildfire season, both locally and throughout the west?
As the western United States experiences a historic
drought, water is at the top of everyone’s mind. Water,
starting with snowfall in the mountains, is the most
important resource that we have, and it is becoming
increasingly scarce. Fortunately, the Gunnison Valley has a
strong history of water conservation, and the Crested Butte
Land Trust is proud to be a part of that legacy, starting with
our earliest projects in the 1990s focused on protecting
the Slate River watershed. The Slate River is a tributary of
the East River, which is a tributary of the Gunnison River.
The Gunnison River, starting in Almont, is a major tributary
of the Colorado River, the most heavily managed and
allocated river in the west with some 40 million people
dependent on its water. That is a big responsibility for
headwaters communities like ours in the Gunnison Valley.
Conserving land, and the water that flows through it, is
a team effort. In this edition of the Crested Butte Land
Trust’s biannual newsletter, we explore some of the work
being done locally to protect our most important resource
and celebrate some of the partner organizations and
individuals who are dedicated to the preservation of our
water future. Within the pages of this newsletter, you will
hear from local scholar, water historian, and poet, George
Sibley, about the interplay between humans and the water
we depend on. George was a mentor of mine at Western
State College (now Western Colorado University) in the
‘90s, and we joke today that I may be one of five students
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to receive a minor in George’s short lived “Headwaters
Regional Studies” program. I’m still a student of George
Sibley’s, and I hope you enjoy his writing here.
In addition to George’s thoughts on water, we also explore
efforts being made to protect the quality and quantity of
water flowing through the valley. Water quality gurus at the
Coal Creek Watershed Coalition have been working since
2004 to monitor the water coming out of Coal Creek and
into the Slate River as well as other tributaries in the upper
valley. Through the work of the Coal Creek Watershed
Coalition, water quality issues have been identified and
solutions created to clean the water that flows through our
community and downstream to the plants, animals, and
humans that need clean water to survive.
We are also pleased to share the perspective of the
Upper Gunnison River Water Conservancy District’s work
to conserve, protect, and defend the water of the Upper
Gunnison Basin. Our local river district has been working
to protect our water for over 60 years. Their work is
invisible to many and invaluable to all. Agriculture, wildlife,
and recreation all benefit from the district’s work, and the
Crested Butte Land Trust is a proud partner on several
projects that help protect the water that supports our
community.
Finally, our supporter spotlight is focused on Dr. Rosemary
Carroll, a mountain mom, athlete, and scientist conducting

a multi-year study of the interplay between snowpack
and streamflow of global relevance. Rosemary and a host
of other scientists have access to a remarkable natural
laboratory here in the Gunnison Valley, including on
private lands conserved by the Land Trust. We are proud
to work with Rosemary and the scientific community to
provide wild lands for environmental research.
Water is a central piece of our conservation puzzle, and
the Land Trust has been a strong supporter of water
conservation efforts in the Gunnison Valley since we were
founded over 30 years ago. Some of the Land Trust’s first
conservation initiatives originated in the Slate River Valley,
and our stewardship efforts today continue to focus on
protecting watersheds and improving water quality. Our
commitment to water conservation wouldn’t be possible
without backing from our generous supporters. We
appreciate your support of the Crested Butte Land Trust's
commitment to protect the health of these watersheds and
your efforts to conserve water in your everyday lives. And,
by the way, “How was your winter?”

Jake Jones
Executive Director
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THE RIVER THAT RUNS
THROUGH CRESTED
BUTTE LAND TRUST
GEORGE SIBLEY

A

R iver Runs
Through It is
a story that I
suspect many
members of
the Crested
Butte Land Trust have read – and
remember enough about to know
that it is not just a book about a
river. It is more of a riparian story, a
story about people living with the
river, or occasionally, memorably,
in the river – in that story, the Big
Blackfoot River in Montana.
For the author Norman MacLean to
give that title to his book, however,
seems almost too generic. You
could say that about practically
every place on earth: whatever or
wherever “it” is, a river (or at least
a stream) probably runs through
it. We define and distinguish the
earthen areas on the planet by
their relationship to those streams,
calling those areas watersheds.
And nearly every watershed has a
surface river or a stream running
through it, usually giving its name
to the whole watershed – as in “the
Slate River Valley.”
The Slate River and its tributaries
run through most of the lands
now under the trusteeship of the
Crested Butte Land Trust; it’s a kind
of mythic truth to say that the Slate
River runs through the heart of the
Land Trust. From the first acquisition
of the wetlands at the Slate’s
confluence with Coal Creek, to the
acquisition of land at Long Lake,
through all the restoration work on

Peanut Lake and supporting the
projects of the Slate River Working
Group, the Land Trust might well be
called the “Land and Water Trust,” if
that did not go without saying: we
all know that without water, there
is no life – the land without water
would be “open space” in the most
desolate sense of the term.
It is thus almost a contradiction to
observe that most of the surface
water in the Slate River watershed is,
in fact, water being shed. It is water
that the lands of the watershed,
and all of the living things in the
watershed, were not able to put to
work in some way, so it is leaving
the watershed. This makes the river
or stream running on the surface
sound like a drainage ditch, just
carrying off excess water.
But – as is usually the case with
natural systems – the river and
the land have a more complex
relationship than that. As the river
flows through the landscape, it
is in constant interaction with the
surrounding land: cutting into it
where the land is steep, tearing
off and carrying along bits of land,
then depositing the debris in places
where the land slows its flow.
The visible river is also interacting
with the invisible water –
groundwater – that is also flowing
through the land, although more
slowly, working its way in trickles
and seeps through soil, porous rock
and cobble down to the low area
of the watershed where the river

flows. There are two water zones
underground: nearer the surface
is the root zone for plants where
the porous area is not completely
saturated but also holds air and
the microbial life that plant roots
need; then there is a deeper area
whose porous areas are completely
saturated. Where the root zone
meets the saturated area is the
water table which slopes down
toward the river.
The visible and invisible waters
meet in the banks of the river:
there, exchanges occur, of both
the visible and invisible waters,
and the dissolved and suspended
substances they carry: some
beneficial nutrients and some
less beneficial consequences of a
careless mining industry. If the water
table in the invisible groundwater is
higher than the level of the visible
stream, due to rain or melting snow,
then some of the invisible water will
join the stream (a “gaining stream”);
if the stream level is higher than
the water table, then some of
the stream’s water will move into
the river’s banks and bottom to
become groundwater (a “losing
stream” to hydrologists, although
I think it would be better called a
“giving stream”). Given the rapid
rise and decline of stream levels
over the course of a summer as
the snowmelt peaks then declines,
the Slate River can go from being a
“giving stream” in May to a “gaining
stream” in August.
All of this occurs naturally along the
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river that runs through us here – but
on some stretches humans augment
the giving-gaining process through
irrigation – moving water out of the
river and onto the land. Roughly half
of that water is consumed by a hay
crop, evaporation, and various other
plants, and trees that ‘freeload’
along the irrigation ditches; the rest
of the diverted water soaks into the
ground to gradually make its way
back to the river as groundwater.
This helps even out the passage of
water downriver, since the return
flow moves much more slowly than
the stream’s flow.
Where does the water go that is
shed by our Slate River watersheds?
It joins the East River just south of
Crested Butte Mountain, goes on
into the Gunnison River and Blue
Mesa Reservoir, then through the
power turbines and on down to
irrigators in the Uncompahgre
Valley and Lower Gunnison River,

to where it joins the Colorado
River in Grand Junction, by which
confluence it has gone from being
a growing assemblage of mountain
streams and rivers to being a fullfledged – and shrinking – desert
river.
From the perspective of the whole
river, where around 40 million
domestic users and farmers
irrigating four million acres of desert
land depend on the river to some
extent, these processes of water
going back and forth, both naturally
and with human help, between
surface water and groundwater, are
important, especially in a warming
world with enhanced evaporation.
Get that water out from under the
sun.
There’s the further fact that 8090 percent of the overworked
Colorado River’s water comes
from mountain valleys above

8,000-feet elevation like the Slate
River watershed, while two-thirds
to three-fourths of the water gets
consumed by downriver users in
the desert reaches that make up
most of the Colorado Basin, and
of the out-of-basin “technological
extensions” connected by tunnel
and canal, pipe and pump.
Rather than resenting the fact that
“they” get so much of “our” water,
we should remember the green
produce that flows back upriver
year-round, and the skiers and
rafters and anglers that come from
the desert cities to appreciate the
beauty and adventure we “package”
for them. And if anything, we should
acknowledge a larger responsibility,
through organizations like the Land
Trust, for stewardship of both the
land and the water that gives the
land life, not just where it “runs
through us” here, but everywhere it
goes when it leaves us.

5 | Crested Butte Land Trust Summer Newsletter

PARTNER IN WATER CONSERVATION

COAL CREEK
WATERSHED
COALITION
by Ashley Bembenek and Allison Del Gizzi
Coal Creek Watershed Coalition Staff
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T

he Coal Creek Watershed Coalition (CCWC)
is a nonprofit founded in 2004 to focus on
water quality and address the Crested Butte
community’s concerns about historic mines
in the vicinity of Crested Butte, including the Standard
Mine, located in the Coal Creek watershed.

caused impacts to water quality. The data collected as a
part of monitoring efforts is also used to identify water
quality issues and implement solutions to improve
water quality.

Our mission is to maintain, restore, and enhance
the environmental integrity of Crested Butte's local
watersheds to ensure those local watersheds and
habitats are of the highest possible quality necessary to
support wildlife, aquatic life, and human life.

Gunsight Processing Area Reclamation Project
In 2014, CCWC identified reclamation at the Gunsight
Processing Area as a priority in the Upper Slate River
Watershed Plan. The Gunsight Processing Area is
near the Gunsight pedestrian bridge and lands
owned by the Crested Butte Land Trust. While no
mining occurred at Gunsight, ore from the local
Daisy and Augusta Mines was transported there
for crushing and processing which increased the
environmental contamination. Drainage from the site
was highly acidic and cadmium, copper, lead, and zinc
concentrations exceeded water quality standards by
a wide margin. In 2017 CCWC, the Colorado Division
of Reclamation Mining and Safety, and the Bureau of
Land Management secured over $465,000 to reclaim
the Gunsight Processing Area. The restoration project
prevents approximately 260 pounds of cadmium,
copper, lead, and zinc from entering the Slate River
each year.

CCWC’s flagship program is long-term water quality
monitoring in Coal Creek and its tributaries. We collect
water quality samples that are analyzed for metals
and other constituents of concern and share that data
with federal, state, county, municipal, and private
stakeholders. Since 2006, CCWC has collaborated with
local volunteers and partner organizations to collect
over 2,000 water quality samples in the Coal Creek
watershed.
Water quality changes over time in response to natural
and human-caused events. Monitoring allows us to
better understand natural relationships and humanCrested Butte Land Trust Summer Newsletter | 6

EXAMPLES OF CCWC'S WORK IN ACTION

rett

Water Quality Standards in Lower Coal Creek
In 2017 CCWC, the Town of Crested Butte, Gunnison
County, and High Country Conservation Advocates (HCCA)
collaborated with the Colorado Department of Public
Health and Environment, the Environmental Protection
Agency, and Mt. Emmons Mining Company to remove
temporary modifications from July through March and
legally define the existing conditions from April to June. As
a result of this change, water quality standards to protect
aquatic life in lower Coal Creek will be applied for the first
time in decades.
Backcountry Waste Management
Because human waste is a pollution source in Crested
Butte’s local watersheds, CCWC initiated and became an
active partner in the effort to better manage human waste
in backcountry areas near Crested Butte. Since 2014 CCWC
and local partners like the Crested Butte Land Trust have
provided portable toilets to popular dispersed camping
sites and trailheads. CCWC installed two permanent toilet
facilities, one at the Musicians’ Camp and another past
the Long Lake Trailhead. These toilets have prevented
thousands of pounds of human waste from contaminating
local landscapes and waterways.
The Gunsight Processing Area before restoration. The site
was characterized by three unstable fill-slopes constructed
from mine waste and seeps with acidic pH and elevated metal
concentrations.

McCormick Ditch Restoration Project
Water diverted from Coal Creek at the McCormick Ditch
provides irrigation water for town parks and Verzuh Ranch. In
2013 CCWC partnered with HCCA and the Town of Crested
Butte to restore and improve the McCormick Ditch headgate.
The project came in well under budget and successfully
improved the structure of the ditch, eliminated the need for
yearly maintenance with heavy equipment, reduced sediment
mobilization and disturbance to the creek bed, and improved
aquatic connectivity in the lower portion of Coal Creek.
WHAT WE’RE WORKING ON NOW
CCWC is currently working with partners to restore the
gossan, a natural feature composed of iron oxides, and
identified by our water quality monitoring as a primary source
of metals loading in the Coal Creek watershed (the source
of the town’s drinking water). In 1979 much of the gossan
burned in a wildfire that started from welding operations at
the Keystone Mine. By reestablishing vegetation, controlling
erosion, and improving drainage pathways, the project aims
to reduce metals mobilization from the gossan into Coal
Creek. Reduced metals loading from the gossan will improve
the Town’s drinking water supply and watershed health.
The Gunsight Processing Area after restoration. Containment of the
mine waste prevents approximately 260 pounds of cadmium,
copper, lead, and zinc from entering waterways per year. Postproject vegetation monitoring and weed removal is on-going.
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HOW CAN YOU SUPPORT WATER QUALITY IN THE FUTURE?
1. Become a well-informed
citizen. By reading this article,
you’ve taken a step toward
understanding water quality in
your area, nice job! Read CCWC’s
biannual water quality report,
scheduled to be published in June
2022, and attend local talks and
forums on water to stay up to date
on water quality issues.
2. Participate in your community.
Water quality needs your

attention and support to ensure
it is safeguarded for future
generations. Efforts to protect and
restore water quality in the valley
are ongoing and need public
support. Attend local meetings,
like those related to the Mt.
Emmons land exchange, and let
your elected officials know that
you care about water quality!
3. Volunteer for water quality. Our
water quality sample events are

volunteer-based, and we’d love
to have you out with us! Email
director@coalcreek.org to learn
more about our volunteer events.
4. Support CCWC’s mission. Please
visit coalcreek.org or reach out to
director@coalcreek.org to learn
about how you can support the
work of the Coal Creek Watershed
Coalition. Thank you to everyone
photos: courtesy CCWC
who has helped support our
mission over the past 18 years!
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PARTNER IN WATER CONSERVATION

UPPER GUNNISON
RIVER WATER
CONSERVANCY
DISTRICT
photo: Xavi Fane

F

or over 60 years, the Upper Gunnison River
Water Conservancy District (UGRWCD) has
been an active leader in all issues affecting water
resources in the Gunnison Valley. As an essential
water conservation partner to the Crested Butte Land
Trust, the UGRWCD works to conserve, protect, and
defend the waters within the Upper Gunnison River
Basin.
UGRWCD develops, promotes, and implements
water conservation, augmentation, and management
strategies to protect water resources for the community,
economy, and environment. UGRWCD provides support
for various local water users representing agricultural,
municipal, environmental, and recreational interests.
“We were established to protect all water uses within the
basin,” says UGRWCD General Manager Sonja Chavez.
“We support projects and programs within the basin, as
well as advocate at the local, regional, state, and federal
levels to protect the water resources of our basin. By
working together in watershed management planning,
we can find those solutions that will help protect our
local ecosystems and rivers.”
The Gunnison River is a tributary of the Colorado River,
which serves more than 40 million people across seven
states. Today’s challenges of climate change, drought,
population increases, and water shortages put stress on
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both the local environment and the greater community,
and the UGRWCD works to ensure our water rights
within the valley are protected.
The UGRWCD also understands the need for
collaborative efforts in order to address those pressures
and the necessity to plan for the future of water in our
basin. Through the partnerships it’s developed, the
UGRWCD works to achieve a balance among competing
uses of water through collaboration, effective water
management, and legislation.

Watershed Management Planning

The UGRWCD’s Watershed Management Planning is a
long-term comprehensive plan to help protect water use
and watershed health in the Gunnison Basin. The plan
in development will identify water quality and quantity
concerns, propose solutions, and create a strategy for
implementation. It will serve as a road map that will
evolve as conditions change with the watershed, climate,
land development, and population growth.
As part of the plan, the UGRWCD is conducting several
watershed health assessments in each watershed of the
Upper Gunnison Basin - East River, Ohio Creek, Lake
Fork of the Gunnison, Tomichi Creek, Cebolla Creek,
Cochetopa Creek, Taylor River, and the Gunnison River
mainstem. These assessments focus on critical stream
reaches in need of protection, agricultural assessment,

municipal water protections, wildfire assessment, and
wetland assessment.

Wet Meadows Restoration

The UGRWCD also collaborates with local, state, and
federal agencies, organizations, private landowners, and
volunteers to improve wildlife habitats in the face of a
changing climate. Community commitment to stewardship
of meadows and riparian areas helps support and sustain
species and their ecosystems.
The wet meadows and riparian restoration project is a local
effort to restore watershed habitat for threatened Gunnison
sage-grouse. The majority of the Gunnison sage-grouse
population lives here in the Gunnison Basin, and the wet
meadows provide a critical habitat to raise their chicks.
To date, the restoration team has treated approximately
329 acres of riparian habitat along 37 miles of stream with
the creation of 1,975 structures to restore and enhance the
wetland habitats for sage-grouse and other animal and
plant species.

Taylor River Local Users Group

The UGRWCD is one of four signatories to the Taylor Park
Reservoir Operation and Storage Exchange Agreement
that determines the basis for the release patterns from the
reservoir each year. Each spring, the UGRWCD meets with
the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, the Colorado River Water
Conservation District, and the Uncompahgre Valley Water
Users Association to adopt a joint plan for Taylor Reservoir
water releases.
The UGRWCD also gathers input from local water users of
the Taylor Reservoir, the Taylor River, and the Gunnison River
for direction on how the reservoir can be best utilized for
recreation, fishing, and irrigation in the basin.

Grant Program

Each year, the UGRWCD Board of Directors provides grant
funding to organizations and individuals in the Upper
Gunnison Basin for projects that enhance water supply or
improve stream conditions. Over the years, the UGRWCD
(left to right) BLM Hyrdologist Andrew Breibart, Restoration
Specialist Shawn Conner and Intern Marissa Markus do site
design and layout up Chance Gulch for Gunnison Basin Wet
Meadows & Riparian Restoration collaborative work.

has awarded funds for a wide range of projects, including
efforts to improve water system supply and efficiency,
infrastructure and system improvements, research studies,
restoring or enhancing riparian habitat, and addressing
water quality. This year, the UGRWCD granted over
$306,001, the largest distribution of grant funding since the
program began in 2009.
The Crested Butte Land Trust is a past recipient of UGRWCD
grants including support for the Slate River Working Group
and for improvements to irrigation structures in the upper
valley.

Education and Outreach

The UGRWCD is committed to educating users of the
Gunnison Basin. “We try to reach out to our users in the
Basin to help them understand what the district does
and the water issues surrounding the district,” says
Communications Support Specialist Sue Uerling. “We really
try to get people thinking about conservation and the way
they use their water.”
The UGRWCD is a major sponsor for community events,
including the Gunnison River Festival and the Rotary Club
of Gunnison Fishing Tournament. Events like these not only
celebrate the headwaters of the Gunnison Watershed but
also bring awareness and education to the community.
Overall, the UGRWCD asks the community, locals, and
visitors alike to be more conservative with water use. “We
are at the headwaters where all the snow and water start.
We have to be really responsible with what we have,” says
Uerling.
The UGRWCD also always encourages participation, ideas,
input, and solutions. “Hearing from our users is essential to
ensuring we’re managing and protecting our water rights
within the valley and ensuring we have the best possible
water quality,” says Chavez. “We all use water in this valley
and should all contribute to help protect it.”
For more information on the Upper Gunnison River Water
Conservancy District, visit ugrwcd.org.
Trout Unlimited's Upper Gunnison Basin Project Specialist
Jesse Kruthaupt (left) and Esty Ranch's Ranch Manager Alan
Roper (right) evaluating final concerete irrigation structure for
the Upper Gunnison River Diversion and Restoration Project.

photos: courtesy UGRWCD
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SUPPORTER SPOTLIGHT

ROSEMARY
CARROLL

A selfie of Rosemary’s ﬂow observation
last fall at Gunsight Bridge.
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T

he Crested Butte Land Trust is honored to partner
with many incredible movers and shakers in the
Gunnison Valley, many of whose collaborations
have helped us protect the rivers, lakes, and
watersheds that our community holds dear.
Among these partnerships, the Crested Butte Land Trust has
had the opportunity to connect with leaders studying how
the water impacts our surrounding environment as we strive
to protect it. Dr. Rosemary Carroll is one such connection.
Rosemary is a research hydrologist and associate research
professor for the Division of Hydrologic Sciences at the
Desert Research Institute. Since 2006, Rosemary has been
able to do her research work in Crested Butte, but she’s
been in love with Crested Butte since first moving here after
college in 1990.
“I did everything that the local ski bum does,” says Rosemary.
“I worked at the Crested Butte Academy, worked at the ski
shops and local restaurants.”
Rosemary then went back to school to earn her Masters and
Ph.D. at the University of Nevada and lived in Reno for 10
years before eventually coming back to the Gunnison Valley.
“We wanted to move back and raise our kids here, and I
brought my job back here,” she says.
One of Rosemary’s major projects in the Gunnison Valley
is to measure streamflow and its response to snowfall. The
research is funded through the Lawrence Berkeley National
Lab to explore questions about how snow-dominated
systems store and release water and nutrients in the
watershed. As part of the project, Rosemary has established
several stream gauges in the valley to measure stream
discharge. One of those stream gauges is located in the Slate
River area near the Gunsight Bridge, a place owned and
managed by the Crested Butte Land Trust.
“The Land Trust has been so generous in allowing me to put
a stream gauge on their property,” says Rosemary. “Having
that at the Gunsight Bridge is really important. It allows me
to use that streamflow information to better understand the
hydrology of Oh Be Joyful Creek and the Upper Slate River.”
Rosemary explains that the stream gauge has a sensor that
collects data and helps her measure water pressure and
temperature. She can convert pressure to depth of water.
She then measures stream volume by wading the stream
using a velocimeter. The combined use of stream volume at
specific times and continuous depth measurements from the
sensor allows Rosemary to calculate streamflow over time.
“What I’m interested in is, how does the amount and timing
of snowfall affect streamflow? Where does our stream water
come from and how sensitive is that streamflow to change

in precipitation, temperature, land use, and changes in the
forest structure.”
Rosemary’s stream gauge collects data every 10 minutes and
she goes out to the site to capture the flow measurements on
her phone via Bluetooth. In the winter, the gauge is buried
in ice and snow. Come spring, Rosemary wades out into the
river to collect all the stored data from the winter and then
visits the gauge every two weeks while the snowmelt is still
very dynamic to take stream volume observations with her
velocimeter. In the summer and fall, she visits once a month
until November.
If you find yourself recreating by the Gunsight Bridge this
summer, you won’t likely see Rosemary’s stream gauge as
it's safe and hidden, but you may be lucky enough to catch
her while she’s out in the field taking observations. “I’m pretty
conspicuous when I’m out there with measuring tape across
the river,” she laughs. “When people ask what I’m up to I tell
them I’m studying how snowfall becomes streamflow.”
Rosemary notes how critical streamflow is to ecosystem
health and biodiversity. “The ecosystem is dependent on how
the water moves through the watershed, where it’s stored,
and how it’s released. Streamflow is the ultimate data point to
describe the whole watershed because it’s the aggregated
effect of everything upstream. How much snow makes it
to the stream? Does it go deeper into the groundwater
system, or does it flow fast? How much does the floodplain
influence the streamflow? Knowing these dynamics across
the watershed is important to understand how to maintain
the quality of the ecosystem.
Water is integral in Rosemary’s life, not just for her
professional time but also for her personal time. “We all enjoy
the water, right? I just love rivers, I don't know anyone who
doesn’t,” she says. Rosemary spends a lot of time running,
hiking, and biking in the backcountry, and she has also been
an avid whitewater kayaker and rafter. “Last summer, we
received a permit to raft the Grand Canyon with my family. It
was so wonderful to be there and share that with the kids.
Rosemary notes that snowmelt in mountains serves more
than 1/6th the world’s population. The Slate and East River are
important headwater basins of the Colorado River and, like
other mountain basins around the world, are also vulnerable
to climate change. “Crested Butte is a hub for environmental
scientific research on a global scale, yet the work scientists
here are doing is nearly invisible to the casual observer,” says
Crested Butte Land Trust Executive Director Jake Jones. “The
Land Trust is proud to steward lands that support dozens of
these projects. It is amazing to know that the work Rosemary
is doing in our backyard and on conserved lands will have
impacts far beyond the Gunnison Valley.”

WATER
AND THE
LAND
TRUST
photo: Xavi Fane/Aerial Support Provided by LightHawk

F

rom the Slate River Valley to Long Lake, water is a
prominent feature among the many open spaces
protected by the Crested Butte Land Trust. Since
our beginnings, the Crested Butte Land Trust
has worked to ensure our watersheds remain
a top priority for protection. Through our conservation
efforts, stewardship practices, and partnerships, we remain
steadfast in our mission to forever protect both open lands
and the waters of the Gunnison Valley.
“Water in the high country is the most important natural
resource that we have, and it’s the resource that is most
in peril,” says Executive Director Jake Jones. “For over 30
years, the Land Trust has endeavored to protect lands with
high ecological value, including large sections of the Slate
River wetlands from Gunsight Bridge to Riverbend.”
The Slate River Valley is a key example of the water
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conservation efforts being made here in the Gunnison
Valley. The area is a treasured haven for recreation, solace,
and connection with nature. The river meanders through
public and private property, including agricultural lands
for grazing cattle. It is also one of the highest quality
wetlands in the state and provides a safe refuge for unique
local and migratory wildlife. “Wetlands store and clean
water, mitigate the impacts of flooding, and provide
immeasurable wildlife benefits,” says Jones. “The highest
and best use of wetlands is conservation, and the Land
Trust has been focused on their protection since day one.”
As recreational use in the Slate River corridor has grown,
so have concerns about habitat protection, water quality,
commercial use, and respecting private property. The
Crested Butte Land Trust has spearheaded several
successful projects along the Slate River focused on
improving the water quality and upholding this ecological
and community resource.

Great Blue Heron

“The community has done a great job over the years
to protect it and to put in conservation easements. The
herons are most likely there because it’s such a protected
area.”
However, the area is also a bustling recreational hub
for water activities, and our full understanding of our
impacts on the population are still unknown. This is why
the Crested Butte Land Trust and the Slate River Working
Group began their collaboration with Western Colorado
University to research the heron population and rookery
in the Slate River.
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Slate River Working Group
and Great Blue Herons
To address water concerns and integrate the needs of
the many different landowners and land users along the
Slate River, the Crested Butte Land Trust and the Town of
Crested Butte convened the Slate River Working Group in
2017.
This collaborative group includes 18 stakeholders
working together to identify river management
opportunities that result in sustainable use and protect
the ecological value of the Slate River. The group’s
management solutions focus on private property
rights, recreational interests, agricultural rights, wildlife,
variable river flows, river etiquette, public access, and
infrastructure needs.
The Slate River provides a critical refuge for wildlife,
including elk, deer, moose, beavers, waterfowl, and Great
Blue Herons. The Great Blue Heron rookery is located on
Land Trust owned and conserved land, which provides an
ideal nesting and foraging area for the birds.
“The colony has persisted for at least 20 years and
represents an important focal point of a regional
population of herons,” says Western Associate Professor
of Wildlife and Conservation Biology Patrick Magee.

“The Crested Butte Land Trust has been amazing with
trying to find the funding to support our research,” says
Magee. “We’ve learned a lot about the herons that we
didn’t know before. I’m grateful to be a partner in such a
great group of stakeholders, and I’m fortunate to have so
much dedication from my student researchers out in the
field collecting this data. One of the things I admire most
about this collaboration is that the Land Trust is using our
scientific information to drive planning and management
decisions. Their support and forward-thinking sense of
conservation are so essential.”
Additional partnerships and initiatives have stemmed
from the heron research, including the Protect the CB
Herons non-profit. A voluntary no-float period through
the rookery is also enacted every year from March 15 to
July 15 to shield the herons from human impact during
their critical nesting period.
Mine Cleanup and Restoration
Crested Butte has a rich mining history dating back to
the 1880s, and a significant number of abandoned mines
remain today. Many of these mines are located in the
Slate River Valley, and the residual heavy metals present a
risk of contaminating the water supply.
Over the years, the Crested Butte Land Trust has worked
in partnership with the Colorado Division of Reclamation
Mining and Safety (DRMS) to reclaim some of the
mining sites and restore the surrounding wetlands and
vegetation areas.
The first big land cleanup took place at the Peanut Mine
in 2005, which launched a large-scale reclamation project
to deal with the coal and mill waste associated with the
coal mine and silver mill. The mine tailings had washed
into Peanut Lake, and there were signs of metals in the
soils.
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WATER AND THE LAND TRUST
Peanut Lake Mine Before Restoration

“It was a horrible mess,” recalls John Hess, a Crested
Butte Land Trust board member at the time. “It had a
lot of coal refuse and hard rock minerals all over the
place. We reclaimed the site, and the mine waste was
consolidated and mixed up with limestone to help
buffer the pH of the water.” As a result, the metals no
longer migrated off the site down into Peanut Lake.
“That was a huge win for the community, the lake, the
river, and the ecosystem down there,” says DRMS Senior
Project Manager and Reclamation Specialist Tara Tafi.
“We’ve continued to monitor it, and the site is stable
and beautiful and there are now great trails running
through it. It’s a very successful reclamation project.”
In 2011, the Land Trust and DRMS cleaned up a large
coal waste area below the historic Smith Hill Mine,
AKA Anthracite Mine, that operated between 1884
and 1929, located on the Land Trust’s Gunsight Bridge
parcel. The project removed 11,000 cubic yards (nearly
1,000 dump trucks) of coal from the site and the team
restored 6.7 acres of wetlands and uplands adjacent
to the Slate River that had been impaired by the coal
waste. “Restoring the hydrology of that area has allowed
the wetlands to function and thrive,” notes Tafi.
In 2015, the Land Trust removed a man-made gravel
berm that was restricting the natural flow of the Slate
River and causing it to creep toward Peanut Lake.
Mining waste still rests at the bottom of Peanut Lake
but is a limited threat as long as it remains undisturbed.
However, if the river breached and drained the lake,
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the heavy metals could contaminate the water supply
downstream. By removing the berm, the river now flows
along a natural path away from Peanut Lake. Today, the
Land Trust continues to work on revegetating the area
with grasses, willows, and shrubs to help stabilize the
land between the lake and river.
The Land Trust and DRMS also worked with Crested
Butte Mountain Biking Association (CBMBA) to establish
the Coal Train Trail, which was completed in 2020. This
trail connects the Lower Loop trail system from Gunsight
Bridge to the Oh Be Joyful Campground, through
the 2011 Smith Hill Mine restoration area, to reduce
foot and bike traffic on Slate River Road. To ensure the
trail and its users wouldn’t impact the newly restored
wetlands along its path, the team built water crossings
and bridges to maintain the integrity of the wetlands.
We also included fence rollovers to accommodate the
Allen Ranch cattle load-out directly upstream of the trail.
None of these projects and initiatives would have been
successful, or even possible, without the indispensable
partnerships that came with them. “It takes a village to
protect the resources around here, and DRMS values
our partnership with the Crested Butte Land Trust and
all the agencies in the Gunnison Valley,” says Tafi. “We’re
all working together to protect the resources in our
area, and those partnerships are so valuable.”
We are fortunate to experience the waters and open
lands of this beautiful, bountiful valley together, and we
are just as fortunate to preserve it together. The Crested
Butte Land Trust is grateful for the relationships we’ve
developed with the many like-minded stakeholders,
individuals, and supporters who value this valley’s great
assets just as much as we do.
And while the Land Trust has made significant progress
in maintaining and conserving our local watersheds,
we recognize there is still much more to be done. Our
management plans and stewardship practices will
continue to uphold and protect the precious water
resources of the Gunnison Valley. We hope you, our
generous and collaborative community, will help
reinforce these efforts through your support and your
everyday water conservation practices. Every individual
drop of water helps the river flow, and by working
together, we can reach the ocean.

2021 by the numbers
STEWARDSHIP
/ 105 ACRES NEWLY CONSERVED
Kikel 3: 59 acres / McCormick Lot 7: 35 acres / Cinnamon Mountain: 21 acres
/ 5271 ACRES of land monitored
/ 690 POUNDS of noxious weeds pulled
/ 780 RECREATIONISTS educated & floaters engaged
/ 653 ACRES surveyed for noxious weeds, with approximately 100 of those acres treated
/ 4 BOATER-FRIENDLY CATTLE FENCES improved on the Slate River
/ 1 DITCH HEADGATE replaced and 100 YARDS of ditch improvements (Rozich ditch)
/ 2.5 ACRES of restoration/reclamation work
/ 3000+ POUNDS of vegetables grown at Glacier Farm with Mountain Roots Food Project
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4%
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%
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83%
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Crested Butte, CO 81224
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970.349.1206
cblandtrust.org

A Starry Evening with the Crested Butte Land Trust / July 9

Join us for an evening full of great food, music, and fundraising.

2022
SUMMER
EVENTS

Caddis Cup Fly Fishing Tournament / July 15-16

This year will mark the 20th anniversary of our annual fly fishing tournament!

Land Trust Field Trips / June 23, August 3, August 24, and September 19

Stay tuned for updates on field trips and seminars with Crested Butte Land Trust and partner
organizations to learn about the great work being done on your local conserved lands.
Visit www.cblandtrust.org/cbltevents for more details

Thanks to all the photographers who submitted their photos for CBLT to
use. Look for our calendar coming soon to your favorite local store.
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