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Colorado Watersheds

A lifeline for millions

The state of Colorado contains seven primary
water providers in the Front Range: Aurora,
Boulder, Colorado Springs, Denver Water,
Fort Collins, Northern Colorado, and
Westminster. These providers receive their
water from 10 different watersheds located in
the Rocky Mountains, which provides roughly
two-thirds of the drinking water for Colorado
residents (Front Range Watershed Protection
Data Refinement Work Group, 2009). As a
result of wildfires in Colorado, there are
increased threats to these watersheds,
especially in terms of water supply and
infrastructure due to sediment and ash
deposits, erosion, and flooding. Coupled with
climate change impacts such as increased
droughts, the watersheds and forests in
Colorado are at a higher risk for wildfires to
threaten watershed health and viability.

Growing concerns sparked by the most
catastrophic wildfire seasons Colorado had
ever experienced in 1996 and 2002 (The
Buffalo Creek and Hayman Fires, respectively)
propelled the need for discussions regarding
potential measures to protect the watersheds
in Colorado (Edwards, Richard M., 2016). In
2004, the Colorado Front Range Roundtable
met for the first time. The purpose of this
meeting was to bring a diverse group of
stakeholders together to address forest
health on the Front Range in Colorado. There
were many events that lead up to these initial
meetings, but one that was at the forefront of
everyone's mind was the fire season of 2002,
which had been one of the worst fire seasons
Colorado had ever seen (Edwards, 2016).
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Watershed Wildfire Protection Group

A Timeline of Major Events
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WWPG is a collaborative
working group consisting
of a diverse members base
that has representation
from organizations located
throughout the state of
Colorado. The group’s
primary purpose is to
connect practitioners to
potential funders in order
to protect watershed and
forest health from
catastrophic wildfires
(WWPG CSFS, n.d.).

WWAPG fills a unique niche
in the world of
collaborative conservation.
They provide an important
forum for conversation
and networking between
organizations who are all
working towards the same
goal---healthier, more
resilient forests and
watersheds across the
state of Colorado (WWPG
CSFS, n.d.).
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A Unigue Working Group

WWPG is unique in their structure and function as a working group. Diverse
stakeholders involved in WWPG meet quarterly in various locations across Colorado,
making it a priority to hold at least one of these meetings on the Western Slope--the area
where most of Colorado’s water comes from. These meetings are imperative for the
group’s operations, because they provide a platform for networking opportunities as well
as identifying and maintaining critical watersheds. Watershed analyses are performed and
this information is, in turn, shared with the group. Members funding watershed and forest
health projects can connect with partners who are executing the work on the ground.
These meetings also provide an opportunity for partners to share project and legislative
updates as well as success stories and best practices for conducting restoration and
mitigation work.

The protection of Colorado’s watersheds is critically important. Colorado contains
the headwaters for 19 US states and 4 Mexican states (Rich Edwards, personal
communication, January 28, 2016). It is vital that Colorado preserves and protects these
watersheds to ensure they are healthy for the benefit of millions of citizens. While
watershed protection is clearly a benefit for water users everywhere, it has many
economic benefits as well. Many water providers are involved with WWPG because
wildfires are expensive and dangerous to water supply infrastructure. At the end of the
day, a healthy forest equates to a healthy watershed, something that everyone can benefit
from.

Fire is a critical and natural part of a forest’s ecosystem. Fire returns nutrients to
the soil, supports the growth of native plants by removing undergrowth, and lowers the
likelihood of a catastrophic fire occurring by reducing fuel build up. However, due to a long
history of fire suppression in the Western United States, a change in the state’s climate,
and the spread of the mountain pine beetle, Colorado’s wildfires are no longer normal. A
once rejuvenating process, fire is now large in scale, high intensity, and devastating.
Currently, the largest threat to watersheds across the state of Colorado is wildfires (CSFS,
n.d.).

WWPG is working hard to address watershed and forest health in relation to
wildfires across the state of Colorado. This group's important role as a networking
organization will be explored in more detail throughout this document, as will some
suggestions for the group as they move forward in their role as a collaborative working

group.
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Stakeholders and Participants

Everyone who depends on the health of Colorado’s watersheds can be
considered a stakeholder in the work that WWPG is facilitating. The
member base is primarily located on the Front Range, but WWPG draws
members from all over the state. A focus on the state as a whole is
important because watershed, human, and forest health are
interconnected throughout Colorado---almost 80% of the state’s
population lives on the Front Range of Colorado, but 80% of the state’s
water is actually coming from the Western Slope (Rich Edwards, public
communication, January 28, 2016). Harmonious collaboration is critically
important.
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Who's Coming From Where?

As mentioned earlier, many of
the organizations that
participate in WWPG are
located in the Front Range. In
addition to these members,
there are representatives from
all over the state of Colorado.
One of WWPG’s main goals for
the growth of their organization
is to expand their member base
around the state, specifically to
engage more of the Western
Slope. Currently, there are six

organizations from the Western
Slope that occasionally participate in
quarterly meetings.
- Chama peak Alliance
- San Juan Headwaters
- Rio Grande National Forest
- Rio Grande Headwaters
Restoration Project
- Rio Grande Watershed
Emergency Action
Coordination Team
- West Range Reclamation
Office
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Meeting Statistics

Number of Meetings Attended by
WWPG Members
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WWPG Regional Project Partners
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WWPG Regional Project Partners
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Analysis and Assessment
Methods
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When describing the WWPG organization, many
respondents used the words “diverse entities,”
“communication,” “connection,” and “science-based.” It
seems that the general consensus is that WWPG is a
collaborative group consisting of diverse entities that have a
stake in watersheds, forestry, and wildfire in Colorado.
Through communication, outreach, and working together,
WWPG is able to effectively use financial and social resources
to maintain critical infrastructure and ecosystem health from
uncharacteristic or catastrophic wildfires. One interviewee
stated that a goal of WWPG is to “treat forests and manage
infrastructure to ultimately have economic and social benefits
to the citizens of Colorado” (WWPG member 5, personal
communication, March 22, 2016).

Through the interview process, there was agreement
that the completed risk assessments allowed WWPG
members to determine specific areas where organizations
should focus their work.

Many of the interviewees stated that identifying
priority areas and matching expertise with the funding to

certain projects is extremely valuable. Also, after these Summary Of
projects are initiated or completed, WWPG members .
mentioned that sharing information about what worked and Interviews

what didn’'t and then taking the lessons learned really allows
WWPG to be more effective. For example, one member
stated “we want to take experience to places that haven’t
had fires, but with our expertise, we can provide examples,
steps, and tools to be better prepared” (WWPG member 3,
personal communication, March 21, 2016).

One of the key areas we focused our interview on was
to inquire about future engagement and any challenges
relating to project implementation. Based on the responses, a
majority of interviewees identified that there was limited
engagement from Western Slope affiliates.

Representation in WWPG is not entirely at a
statewide scale and is centered mainly on watersheds and
organizations located in the Front Range. Overall,
respondents believed that a presence on the Western Slope
would be beneficial, but stated that challenges may arise
logistically with engaging the Western Slope due to limited
capacity in terms of funding and personnel, a larger and
dispersed landscape, and the fact that the WWPG core is
located in the Front Range.
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“I would describe WWPG as a collection of diverse entities that have a stake
in water quality and water quantity in Colorado. It’s the bringing together of
people with these diverse interests to try to effectively use financial and
social resources [to] continue funding, find new funding and come up with
alternative sources, so that we can continue to build on the momentum we
are creating.”

WWPG Member 5

Five Main Themes

The qualitative analysis of these ~ forest and watershed protection,
interviews revealed five major risk mitigation, and collaboration.
themes relating to the structure, ~ The five themes we felt it was
process, and success of WWPG. most beneficial to look deeper
Based on questions such as into are:

“what are you hoping to get out A Shared Goal

of WWPG” and “what is the role Funding Outreach

of WWPG,” key themes included Diversity of Stakeholders
communication, support, Information Sharing
outreach, information sharing, Networking
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A Shared Goal

“The mission statement clearly identifies what each entity wants

from WWPG and what they can bring to the table.”
WWPG Member 5

Funding Outreach

“It is good to have a unified force where we are not outcompeting
each other for funding. We try to support each other by
beneficially sharing federal funds and prioritizing areas to benefit

all the folks who live in the area.”
WWPG Member 3




Diversity of Stakeholders

“It’s the bringing together of people with these diverse interests to

try to effectively use financial resources and use social resources.”
WWPG Member 5

Information Sharing

“We meet quarterly and share experience about issues around the

State.”
WWPG Member 3
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Networking

“We are a communication and connection group so we take water
groups and try to connect them with other people who are doing
similar things so they can learn from these and do a better job of

working together.”

WWPG Member 3
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Analysis and Assessment
Next Steps
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SWOT Analysis

Strengths

1.

Creates a forum for networking
amongst various
groups/organizations/agencies
Sharing of relevant information
between WWPG members with
common goals

Keeps members up to date on
policy and legislation news and
voting outcomes

Diversity amongst members
includes public and private
sectors, ranging from utilities and
local governments to state and
federal agencies

Updates keep members informed
about various watershed projects
around the state and best
practices

Core group of participating
members

Opportunities

Engage more of the state
(specifically the Western Slope)
in the conversation on
watershed/wildfire issues
Prioritize as a collaborative where
funds will be spent

Inform policy makers by helping
stakeholders speak with a unified
voice

Learn from similar groups,
sharing best practices, possible
funding sources, and new
management strategies

Weaknesses

Concern about being a group
with a statewide focus not having
statewide representation

Level of participation by
members who can not attend
meetings in person

---Phone call quality

---Limited ability to engage in
conversation

Time between meetings and
attendance fluctuation might
make cohesion from one meeting
to the next more difficult

Threats

Possible overlap with other
similar watershed/wildfire
groups...i.e.

---The Front Range Round Table
--- Fire Adapted Colorado
Limited and often unreliable
funding

Staying relevant to members to
maintain participation

Laws, regulations, and policies
surrounding water rights in
Colorado
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Strengths of WWPG

“It is good to have a unified force where we are not outcompeting
each other for funding. We try to support each other and

beneficially share the funding.”
WWPG Member 4
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Weaknesses of WWPG

“In the Front Range is its closer together and there are bigger
water agencies with personnel. In the smaller places, they don’t
usually have people to work on it or don’t have the knowledge.

Another challenge is our core group is in the Front Range.”
WWPG Member 3
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Opportunities of WWPG

“We have a big state working without partners. We need to work
with Colorado Springs, Pueblo and Denver...Denver systems
overlap with northern parts and this hodgepodge of systems that

overlap are important.”
WWPG Member 4
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Threats to WWPG

“My biggest concern along the Front Range is there are a lot of
collaborative groups that do the same kind of stuff and it’s a lot of
the same people who attend the same meetings and it could get to

the point where people are getting burnt out on things”
WWPG Member 1
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Moving Forward

Recommendations for WWPG’s Growth as an Organization
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Recommendations
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Closing Thoughts

The process of creating this document has provided a great deal of
information regarding the history, purpose, and projects that make up
WWPG as an organization. Our analysis interviews and meeting
attendance has helped us understand the primary role of the group
and how they structure themselves. In addition to observations of
meetings and conversations with group members, we also explored
WWPG through the lens of an academic.

When we began this assessment, it was under the pretense that
WWPG was a “collaborative” group. Upon further investigation, we
found that WWPG was a group that did collaborative work, but they
did not fit the academic description of a collaborative group. WWPG
turned out to be a much more involved and complex organization. The
unique role that they fill as a networking group puts them in an
organizational class all their own. We have enjoyed the process of
working with WWPG and its members, and we hope that this
document helps WWPG learn more about themselves as an
organization as they move forward and grow in the future.
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Appendix
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Figure 8 Chart describing Front Range Roundtable’s partners. Nearly half of WWPG's
partners also partner with the Front Range Roundtable (Front Range Round Table, n.d.).
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