
orces 
Opposing sides 
work together 

to preserve land, 
water rights 

lly LORETTA SWORD 
n" r~-l>lr Clu, Jt"'" 

L 
[ ,\0\'ll.LE - 11m tal<: stancc.J 
with all of the ~ings of ~ mod
em Wc,t.:m story·, dc,ltnrd 10 c:nd 
with greedy water thieves riding 

1nto the \unset "'' a llny mount.un valley 
Wither<; ,md die' 

But it became a fairs· Ullc instend. when 
the proverbial bJd guys' rcmo,·cd their blucl.. 
hob and made on oflcr no one could refuse. 

And wh1lc pulling together the Lnlc 
County Open Space Initiative, cmhallled Ill· 
tic Leadville '"" bccumc a model for other 
Colomdo town' intent on pr•>~~!\'1111! history 
and a'~clS v.hilc inviting carefully con
trolled growth. 

hall began in the 'Uil\llll,;r of 1997, when 
fi,·e Lake County ranche• tot;olmg S,700 
acres v. ere li•tcd for •ale 

Within day,, three of them were optioned 
to ciuc,, inclmhng Pueblo ond 1\urom for 
the water righb lied 10 the land, and two 
qlliC' ) v.erc \Old 10 nonproi\L, , 

Slill ,uffcrinc fmm a Ill'-' in a,'c"cd \al
uation that \\COl fr,,m S2'i0 milll<)l\ to S50 
m1lhon follov.1ngthc closure of the Chmax 
mine in 1995, the county "'"-' f 1ced w1th 
lo~ms c,·cn more te\·enuc \\ht:n :Ill h\·e 
ranchc' mo,·cd into the hand> of l•l\·cxcmpt 
0\\'1)(1~. 

The s<~le~ al· ' ro <'-' Lh" flO" b1hty 1h.1 • 
after the citac\ finhhctl lh.:ar bu~irh.:~~ Ill 
''-Dlcr 'uurt or if lh..: n nprofil·, !I.Uml't.l~y 
needed c~h mo1c thJn t~thl, the) would ell 
the former r.1n~.:hc' In lhc lughe.-.1 b•dckr. 

DID YOU KNOW? 
Metals res ulting from acid mine 
drainage have an ln1pac1 on 
1 ,300 mtlos of Colorado streams. 

" 

... , 

Tl11:rc wt:re fears rhar cookie-culler 
subdi\'i~ions and racky touri'r traps 
could devour a huge ~tretch of "lltlhit: 
habi!JI, a critical elk migr:Hion and e;ah • 
ing .ut:.. ant.! the unclunr:ret.l view~ lllar 
compme rhc Top of lite Rodres Scenic 
Byway 

Mike ' 

While many farmc() antl ranchcn. 
throughout llle Arbns; ~ Rrver oasin 
view the cllv of Aurom as one of the 
batldc~t of the b.~c.J guy~ 'II-hen i1 comes 10 
water dc:.:~Js, 11 wa~ J\uror:J thai turned 
th is situ au on mto a win-win propositron. 

Th city .. dmincd lhJI watc:r nghb 
were th only tnt cres t in the J Iayden 
R;mch :.nd offe~c.J to sc:ll some of the 
land 10 Lake County. Aurnrit aho offered 
the county fiN option on 10 percent of 
the water righL\ from the la.nd. 

County commi\\IOncr' dtdn'l think 
they could justify 'pcndmg Sl 5 rrullton 
to sa\e n chunk of open sp:tcc. even 
t hou~h early research showed t.ro:paycrs 
would ha\c o~erced with the idea 

So the comnll\\ioner'l Sl:trtecl lookinr 
for land where housint: 3nd commercial 
development "auld be welcome and 
unobstrusi,·c - U.S. l'orcst Se""·1cc 

,Propcny near count)-cv.ncd Ski Cooper, 
for tn~l.1nc:e llley also bc:~;an eJtplonnt• 
the ideo of bu}'iur, some r-.1nchlamh: 
tncludmg pan of the H•ydcn ~nd the 
llallcnbcck, to lr.ldc or so!ll to 
r.ovcrnmcnt agcnc1c' invoh·cd takD c~,unl~ 
tn pubhc lands o wildhfc M1n1n" 
m:lnaRcment. 

Eighty percent of Holy Cross 
the coum> ;, pub- l k C W~rnoss 
I I ·d d aoounty 1c y uw nc nn M•nl"" Claf 
\orne of the a~cn "OJ m 
c1c• ho~d plans 10 
wll nr nhnndon 
\Oinc proruhe< the 
count\' could u..., So lh< 
idc.n ;nndc ''-=11\C And u 
bunchC'J a -.cnc '· <;I c:omplt 
('Uled m:goli.•lionc. lor l:.end 
c'cllnn~c' -•nd 'ale' tkll 
.illr.IO:ICcJ 18 \.1,1\.ch -.ld('n, 

Thr h11.1l f'"'l""';tl 
luvo h c• 8,6110 of 
undc\c:ln('(:J o.~r.-..1 th 1· 

""' be O\\n.cJ ;,n.J 
m:tintu JnctJ u\ 
(:1 r~c n \ pacr 
r.ul• Of W! (d 
hie llAhlldl h)' 
U \'8UC'I) o£ 
(cderll, $111< 
und l o..:,1 1 

gener:~r· 

The 
'hip of 
alonr e 
when: 
plaru to 
\dl it 
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\\ere fears lha.t cookie-cuner 
and tacky tourist traps 

devour a huge stretch of Wildlife 
~JIIlOil. a crilical elk migrnuon and t;ll ,._ 

nrca, and tloe uncluttered vwws thJt 
~mtn·, \C tlw Top of the Rock1cs Sccntc 

\Vh1lc many farmer~ and ranchers 
the Arkansa~ Ri,·er ba~tn 

the c tty of Aurora as one of the 
~~lde~1 nf the bad gu} s when it come.~ to 

de:~ Is, 11 ",t\ Aurora thJI turned 
~11uation into a win-wm prop\1\ttion. 

' l tie c11~ admiucd \hat water righh 
were ats only intcre'' in the !Iayden 
Ranch and oftcrcd to sell ~omc of th~ 
land to Lake Countv. Aurora al~;o oltcrcd 
the county lir.t opi10n on 10 !\Crcent of 
\he \\31.-r ri~hb irom the land. 

County commh$ionel"\ d1dn'1 think 
they could ju~ufy spendmg S 1..5 million 
to \3\C a chunk of open ~pace, even 
thnt~gh early rc,c:arch showed t.t>.paycl\ 
would h<tvc: agreed with the idea. 

So the conunissioncf\ \lancd lnnkmg 
for land where ho~ing and cmnmcrciol 
devclupm~nt would be welcome ami 
unob\lrU\iVC U.S Fore\t s-n icc 
,Prop.:ny ne"r county-owned Sk1 Cooper, 
for ln\tance. They aho bcj;an e'plonng 
the idea of buying some ranchlan<h, 
includmy. p;ltf of the I hyden and the 
l lallcnh.:ct. to lrade or 'ell to 

government cnttllcs - many of cfu:m 
more aCCU\tomed co being on opposite 
ends of a counroorn than lined up 
together around n hargaining tab/c. . 

The purchl~c~ ;tnd C\ChJngcs arc ~ul/ 
awaiting fina l appraisals, environmcn•al 
rcpons and othr.:r clctails, but count) 
oflicials arc conlidcnt the dents will be 
completed early nc \1 year 

For Lake Coumy ' ' pan , ~omc of the 
land it bouj!hl '' dl be c~changed for thl 
forest parcel i!dJJccnt to its ski urea. 
where developer~ will be invited 10 
build upscale hou·ing and other t:n
gcnerating prOJC<:1 

The Fore,! Scn·acc will 1akc owner
ship of so!nc rand• propenies locJted 
along C~l\llng fnrc,t boundaries in are.1s 
where access p1nblcms had prompiCd 
plans to abanuon the lanu and c•entuJIIy 
sell it. 

~~~'.'Cad. the acreage' will be e.~pand
ed .. Wlth beuer J.:cc" for the public and 
~Tla.t01enancc \\vrl..cr, , 

lease \Ce Fnrtt·s, l'11gc 6A 

&0\emrncm a•cnc •c~ involved UJI<s Cc•untv 
in public lw1d' or wildlife Mining 
m~n~gcmen1 , 

Ei~:hty percent of Holy Cr<>ss~ 
the counl)' i< pub- LllkG Count Wildorness 
lldy o" ned and Mining Cia I~ 
'~'~me cl the a~cn
clc' had plan' to 
•ell or ab>ndon 
.umc prOI'<flie< tht 
county could c <e So I he 
hka moh.lc: 5-CO~ Ami tt 

1Junchrt1 u '"""' of compli 
c~l~"tl nc~ollul<On< for lnnd 
cxchno~c, :anc.l .;.ah:~ thai 
ai\D( Icd 18 ' lnkeh<11dcr. 

lhc hnal pmf"h3l 
in\·ohc' H,600 of 
unJ c, elop.:d tJ.nd tt,.,,, 

I 

Ski Cooper 
Parcel 

"' '" be owned anJ 
mnlnln l ned as 
npc:11 spDce. 

1
·..:1.> or "'ld 
I f<• halH\,11 hy 

a v• ••c ty of 
l..:J.:r.1 l , \t111c 
uu.J l oca l 

1 laytl!!n ft1nch 
Arkansus A1V11r Allneh 

Halloobod: Raneh 

•• 
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For instance, part of the Hayden 
Ranch will become a park that will 
include camping and picnic spots 
scattered around several fishing 
ponds, including one with a dock 
for handicapped anglers. 

. And Lake County, home to the 
headwaters of :the Arkansas, 
finally will be included in the 
Arkansas Headwaters Recreation 
Area, a state park that attracted 
nearly 750,000 recreation users 
last year. 

Steve Reese, director . of the 
park at headquarters in Salida, said 
the Leadville stretch should have 
been included froll! the beginning 
and many hard feelings will be 
softened by the deal. 

LCOSI also means Lake 
County will have· water to offer 
potential new .industries or other 
employers. 

"Right now, we have to tell 
them to find their own water and 
we'll treat it for them," said Mike 
Conlin, a consultant hired by the 
county to coordinate LCOSI 
negotiations. 

Bernard Smith, a retired veteri
narian and rancher and longtime 
veteran with the Lake County Soil 
Conservation Service, said the deal 
will make Aurora's water purchase 
more expensive. However, he add
ed, "It; s a breakthrough in thought 
and it could mean better changes . 
to come. And it gives Lake County 
a better say-so about what happens 
in the future." · 

The rest of the acreage will fall 
into the ownership of the federal 
Bureau of Land Management and 
other state and federal agencies 
committed to preserving it for rec
reation uses and wildlife habitat. 

County Commissioner Jim 
Morrison remembers the Forest 
Service declinmg an invitation to 
the first mee'ting - a four-hour, 
often heated ordeal that left some 
of the part_i9s wondering if the pro
posal wasjust a crazy fantasy. 

Few dreamed that it could grow 
so far beyond its original scope. 

The Forest Service this year 
gave Lake County one of three 
awards in a seven-state region in 
recognition of the county's success 
in bringing together so many var
ied agencies as partners with a 

.. ·. :.· .'· ·. ': 
··.· ... ·.·.· ..... .·.··:· 

common goal. 
Commissioner Jim Martin 

walked out of the first meeting 
after three contentious hours. 

"I'd had enough, and we 
weren't getting through to any
body," he said. · 

Once a few key players got the 
message, though, other agencies : 
began to realiz~ how they could 
profit and signed on. 

Conlin said each of the agencies 
is a stakeholder as well as a bene
ficiary. And that's why it will 
work. · 

"Partnerships come together · 
when you have a common goal. . 
They stay together when there is a 
proprietary interest," he said. :. 

The land exchanges won't 
involve "an acre for an acre. It's . 
more a dollar for a dollar. But·: 
everyone comes out a winner." :: 

Martin credits.· the city of ·.:. 
Aurora for sparking the project. 

"Aurora came to the table with 
the first offer. It was their volun- : 
tary partnership in this process that · 
started it all, and that's when they 
broke the mold," he said. 

Reese also praised Aurora. 
"I know there were people in 

Aurora who said, "We· have to do 
this for the PR benefits'," Reese 
said. "But I also truly believe there 
were a iot of people who did it 
because it was an extraordinary 
idea _: and because it was the · 
right thing to do." 

He said Aurora's offer, and the 
willingness of so many disparate 
agencies to build on it, "is an 
example of risk taking at its best." 

The project has met with over
whelming support from county , 
residents, who want someday to be : 
able to work in their own town 
rather than commuting each day to 
Vail or other nearby tourist spots 
-but who aren't willing to trade 
their valley away for jobs or new 
housing. 

As Conlin says, the valley's his
tory, its elk, fish-filled streams and 
unspoiled vistas "have an intrinsic 
value. They have an aesthetic va.l
ue, and they have an economtc 
value. 

''This project will allow us to 
keep those things, while channel
ing growth to areas where it's bet
ter suited and can be better 
controlled." 
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