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Summary

The San Miguel Watershed contains an
impressive diversity of landscapes, from
the pristine high-altitude headwaters
above Telluride to the red sandstone
canyons at the confluence with the
Dolores River some 80 miles down-
stream. The San Miguel River itself is
considered one of the few remaining
relatively ecologically and hydrological-
ly intact river systems in Colorado.

Historically, the area’s economy has
been based primarily upon mining and
agricultural operations. Recently, the
upper basin’s booming resort economy,
coupled with a decline in traditional
industries, has resulted in significant
social, economic, and environmental
changes. Basin communities are chal-
lenged with finding ways to enhance
their long-term economic and cultural
well-being while preserving landscape
health.

In 1995, citizens, community groups,
local governments, and state and feder-
al agencies began taking a watershed
approach to address concerns and
opportunities in a way that balances
economic needs and resource conserva-
tion. The San Miguel Watershed
Coalition was formed with the mission
to develop and implement a multi-juris-
dictional watershed plan for the San
Miguel Basin. The Coalition has provid-
ed an important opportunity for people
to work together to solve problems, and
for all Basin communities to collabo-
rate on issues of regional concern.

The San Miguel Watershed Coalition
contains citizens from all parts of the
Basin who agree on a vision of a water-
shed future with these common fea-
tures:

e A landscape maintained in good
health through protection and
responsible use of natural resources;

e A sustainable economy offering
opportunities for growth and
employment guided by a strong
sense of community identity;

* A cooperative atmosphere where
individuals, organizations and agen-
cies work to create a balance
between economic opportunity and
resource conservation while respect-
ing individual rights and differences
in views;

* Availability of a diversity of high
quality recreational opportunities;

e A citizenry educated about the
close connection between resource
conservation, economic vitality and
quality of life and committed to
good watershed stewardship.



The Coalition provides three principal
benefits to the communities of the San
Miguel Basin: coordination and facilita-
tion; information and expertise; and
enhanced funding opportunities. These
services are accomplished by producing
collaborative plans as an aid to sound
decision-making (such as this
Watershed Plan and subsequent bienni-
al Action Plans), and by maintaining an
ongoing forum for discussion and joint
action. Citizens can become involved
in Coalition activities in a myriad of
ways, including serving on committees,
providing information and expertise,
and doing work in the field.

The San Miguel Watershed Plan is the
result of hundreds of hours of collabora-
tive work over the past three years. It is
based upon the issues raised and ideas
expressed by more than 150 Basin resi-
dents at a series of all-day public meet-
ings held throughout the watershed.
Subsequent focus groups fleshed out
objectives and potential actions to
address these issues and ideas. A plan-
ning team made up of local elected offi-
cials and staff from agencies and organi-
zations gathered this information into a
Watershed Plan.

This Plan is not a regulatory document.
[t provides a context for decision-mak-
ing, offers management guidance, and
provides a menu of potential actions. In
some cases, the San Miguel Watershed
Coalition itself can pursue these
actions. Usually, however, the potential
actions can only be realized if acted
upon by local governments, agency offi-
cials and/or the private sector. The Plan
is meant to be a work in progress that

will evolve over time with new infor-
mation and ideas and the ongoing par-
ticipation of basin residents.

Several key concepts occur repeatedly
throughout this document: conserva-
tion and sustainable use, economic
development; partnerships and coopera-
tion; education and stewardship; local
planning and decision-making; incen-
tives; and research and data needs.
These concepts are integral to the
Coalition’s mission and to this
Watershed Plan.

The Plan will be implemented by a
Coordinating Council, made up of rep-
resentatives of Basin interest groups
(ranchers, miners, recreationists) and
jurisdictions. Representatives from the
watershed’s federal land management
agencies will attend meetings in a non-
voting capacity. The Coordinating
Council will develop biennial Action
Plans specifying priority tasks, promote
the formation of Task Forces to focus
on specific projects or issues, and con-
duct ongoing public outreach.
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Introduction

Overview of the
San Miguel Watershed

The one-million-acre San Miguel
Watershed lies within one of the largest
remaining relatively undisturbed areas
of North America. At its heart, the
free-flowing San Miguel River extends
tor 80 miles from high alpine headwa-
ters above Telluride to a desert conflu-
ence with the Dolores River. The San
Miguel is considered to be one of the
few remaining ecologically and hydro-
logically intact river systems in
Colorado.

Historically, the area’s economy has
been based upon mining, ranching, log-
ging, power production, and agricultur-
al activities. More recently, the upper
basin has been experiencing very high
growth rates based upon the interna-
tional reputation of Telluride’s ski
resort, high quality festivals and events
retirement and second home develop-
ment, and a variety of outdoor recre-

]

ational opportunities

For better or worse, the San Miguel
Basin is changing. The upper Basin’s
shift to a resort economy, coupled with
a decline of traditional industries, has
altered social and economic patterns.
Residents are concerned about a host of
environmental issues, such as degrad-
Ing riparian communities, the spread of
noxious weeds, impacts to water quali-
ty and unstable river channels. Basin
communities are challenged with find
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ing ways to enhance their long-term
economic and cultural well-being while
preserving landscape health.

Why is a watershed approach
important?

A host of natural, social and economic
issues have residents concerned about their
future. But who is deciding the future of the
San Miguel Watershed? A watershed-wide
planning process, open to all, provides an
opportunity for basin residents to claim
informed local control of their environment
and their lives.

A watershed approach brings together
people with a diversity of perspectives
and expertise. With the big picture in
mind, solutions to specific problems
will be well-founded, may address mul-
tiple areas of concern, and will be more
likely to succeed. By teaming up, we
can bring more resources to bear on
problems in an efficient manner.

Also, a watershed approach transcends
jurisdictional boundaries. It provides
opportunities for coordination and col-
laboration that set the stage for win-
win solutions. For the San Miguel, a
watershed planning process offers lower

Basin communities their first opportu-

nity to collaborate with the upper Basin
in decision-making about issues of
regional concern.




The San Miguel
Watershed Coalition

In 1995, citizens, community groups,
local governments, and state and fed-
eral agencies began taking a watershed
approach to address concerns and
opportunities in a way that balances
economic needs and resource conser-
vation. The San Miguel Watershed
Coalition was formed, and has provid-
ed an important opportunity for par-
ticipants to work together to solve
problems, and for all Basin communi-
ties to collaborate on issues of region-
al concern.

Mission

Through a process of collaborative plan-
ning and substantive public involve-
ment, the San Miguel Watershed
Coalition will help identify, prioritize,
and facilitate action that will conserve
and enhance the natural, cultural, and
recreational resources and the social
and economic vitality of our communi-
ties. The Coalition will provide a forum
for agencies, jurisdictions, interest
groups and individuals to discuss issues
and opportunities on an ongoing basis.

Vision
The San Miguel Watershed Coalition
contains citizens from all parts of the
Basin who share a passion for this
extraordinary place. In spite of some
historic and ongoing differences, we
agree on a vision of a watershed future
with these common features:

¢ A landscape maintained in good
health through protection and
responsible use of natural resources;

* A sustainable economy offering
opportunities for growth and
employment guided by a strong
sense of community identity;

* A cooperative atmosphere where
individuals, organizations and agen-
cies work to create a balance
between economic opportunity and
resource conservation while respect-
ing individual rights and differences
In views;

e Availability of a diversity of high
quality recreational opportunities;

* A citizenry educated about the close
- connection between resource conser-
vation, economic vitality and quali-
ty of life and committed to good
watershed stewardship.

Issues important to the watershed com-
munity began to be identified in 1995
through a series of all-day public meet-
ings. Subsequent focus groups fleshed
out objectives and potential actions to
address these issues. A planning team
made up of local elected officials and
staff from agencies and organizations
was formed to develop, out of this ini-
tial work, a Watershed Plan.

.




“The multi-jurisdictional and pri-
vate interest-derived Plan will
provide the citizens of San
Miguel County with a meaning-
ful opportunity to devise and sup-
port programs that balance eco-
logical responsibility with sus-
tainable preservation of resource
use. San Miguel County looks
forward to the rewarding chal-
lenges ahead as this process
unfolds into new opportunities
for all of us, and commends all of
those who continue to participate
in this process.”
- Jim Craft
San Miguel County Commissioner

“Montrose County is in support
‘of the Coalition’s approach
towards bringing together the cit-
izens of the San Miguel water-
shed for constructive discussion
for individual plans and collabo-
rative futures”

- Leo M. Large

Montrose County Commissioner

Purpose and use of the San
Miguel Watershed Plan

The purpose of the San Miguel
Watershed Plan is to assist Basin resi-
dents and resource managers in making
decisions regarding the future of the
San Miguel Watershed. The plan out-
lines a philosophy of watershed man-
agement (balancing economic opportu-
nity with resource conservation), pro-
vides resource information, lists ideas
for actions that can be taken to protect
and improve Basin resources, and estab-
lishes a collaborative process for recom-
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mending priorities and helping to
implement actions. Potential actions
included in the Plan may be imple-
mented by individuals, interest groups,
local jurisdictions, or state and federal
agencies. Many of them rely upon part-
nerships, incentives, and education.

The Plan is not a regulatory document..
While some potential actions do
address regulatory or management
changes, these can only be implement-
ed if acted upon by the appropriate,
existing authorities at the local level.

[t is important to note that the water-
shed plan is not meant to be a static,
finished product. Rather, it is a work in
progress that will change over time
with new information and ideas. The
plan will be valuable in direct propor-
tion to the ongoing participation of

Basin residents.




How will the people of the
Basin benefit from the
Coalition?

The Coalition provides three principal
benefits to the communities of the San
Miguel Basin:

coordination and facilitation
information and expertise
funding

* Coordination and facilitation

There is a historic tendency for the
thinking of jurisdictions and agencies
to end at their borders, missing valu-
able opportunities by failing to get the
big picture. The Coalition provides a
forum for collaborative effort whereby
jurisdictions and agencies can work
together to identify where their individ-
ual plans and projects overlap, conflict,
or complement each other. This leads
to greater efficiency, less duplication of
effort, and a bigger bang for the buck.
Already, agencies are beginning to coor-
dinate their efforts, towns are talking,
and the watershed as a whole is operat-
ing more efficiently.

e Information and expertise

The Coalition includes long-time resi-
dents, skilled practitioners, scientists,
and land and resource managers from a
variety of agencies. By working in a col-
laborative atmosphere, the information
and expertise resident in the Basin can

be more easily accessed and better used.

* Funding

A partnership of agencies, interests, and
jurisdictions with a jointly held, com-

munity-derived, comprehensive view of
watershed needs will be far more suc-
cessful in attracting grants than these
same entities fighting separately over
the same pots of money. In 1996 and
1997, the Coalition was able to raise
$500,000 in cash grants, coupled with
an additional $700,000 in in-kind ser-
vices, for watershed improvement pro-
jects.

How will the Coalition
provide these services?

We will provide coordination/facilita-
tion, information/expertise, and fund-
ing through two avenues:

planning documents
an ongoing forum

e Planning Documents

In producing the San Miguel Watershed
Plan, the San Miguel Watershed
Coalition worked to connect the efforts
of seven towns, two counties, eight
state and federal agencies, as well as
hundreds of Basin residents and interest
groups. The Plan represents the most
current information and the best ideas
and expertise of a wide variety of peo-
ple throughout the Basin. The Plan
offers direction for watershed manage-
ment, and provides a compendium of
potential actions.

=




Based on the Watershed Plan, the
Coordinating Council of the Coalition
will develop an Action Plan every two
years recommending priority actions
that can be taken by the appropriate
watershed entities. (The Coordinating
Council is described more fully in the
implementation chapter.)

Like the Watershed Plan, the biennial
Action Plans will not have any binding
authority. They are not regulatory doc-
uments. The purpose of the Action
Plans is to provide direction to and
empower those with implementation
authority or ability.

As a product of collaborative, commu-
nity-based decision making, projects
listed in the Watershed Plan, and more
particularly the biennial Action Plans,
will enjoy an increased likelihood of
success in attracting grant monies for
implementation. Granting agencies and
foundations today place a high value on
projects that demonstrate partnerships,
collaborative planning, and community
support,

* Ongoing Forum

The Coordinating Council of the
Coalition will meet on an ongoing
basis, providing a forum for individuals,
interest groups, jurisdictions and agen-
cies to discuss problems, establish part-
nerships and discover opportunities.
This collaborative atmosphere will
afford better coordination of watershed
improvement projects. It will also pro-
vide a clearinghouse for those seeking
information on best management prac-
tices, permit requirements, or funding
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sources. And it will serve to put people
in touch with available local and
regional expertise. Once a year, the
Council will hold a plenary session
where all citizens of the watershed will
be invited to review the Council’s work
and provide advice. -

It is expected, from time to time, that
the Coordinating Council will be asked
to help facilitate solutions to sensitive
or difficult situations. When such a
request is accepted, the Coalition's
position will be to act from the stand-
point of illuminating issues and con-
cerns, bringing the best expertise to
bear, and designing win/win solutions.

The Coordinating Council will promote
the formation of Task Forces of inter-
ested citizens and professionals to
research topics of concern, or address
specific problems. Examples could be
surveying recreational users or mining
operators, creating useful watershed
maps, or conducting on-the-ground field
data collection or restoration work.
Participation on a Task Force will pro-
vide citizens with a way to become
actively involved with the Coalition in
areas that concern or excite them.
Already an educational task force has
formed and is working to establish liv-
ing classrooms, or outdoor laboratories
for students from the Basin’s three
school districts.




How can citizens become
involved in the Coalition?

The effectiveness of the Coalition
depends directly upon the knowledge,
skills, and participation of the citizens
of the San Miguel Basin. Come join us.
Here’s how:

* Serve on a committee

Serve on the Coordinating Council as a
representative of an interest group.
Become a member of a Task Force
focused on an area of your interest or
expertise.

* Be a steward

Adopt a stretch of river, stream, or
piece of land and visit it often. (If it is
privately owned, get permission to be
there). Observe and document changes,
both positive and negative, and keep
the landowner informed. Learn to

assess the health of different ecosys- 7

tems, and when you learn, teach the
rest of us.

* Take photos

Pick a theme (waterfowl, vegetation) or
a certain location and photograph it for
an extended period of time to docu-
ment the change or range in the sub-
ject. Find photographs taken 10 or more
years ago, and take one now from the
same point. Show your work to others.

* Conduct historical research

What was the original meander pattern
of the San Miguel River? What did the
original valley look like? Newspapers,
oral histories, and historic photos can

be the basis for "then" and "now" views
of land use and environmental changes.
Evidence for “the way it” was can be
vitally important for resource manage-
ment.

* Monitor resources

Count trees, wildlife, benthic macroin-
vertebrates or take water flow measure-
ments. Collect data over a period of
time. Record the information

In a systematic way for future use.

* Make presentations

Many groups (schools, service organizations)
are looking for speakers who can entertain
and inform, and many of these organizations
include new or part-time residents. If you
enjoy playing to an audience, then making
presentations could be your contribution.

¢ Organize

Be the brains behind a workshop, con-
ference, focus group, meeting, field trip,
photo exhibit or demonstration.

* Join work party

Organize or join a work party to plant
vegetation, clean up a stream, help
repair fences or trails, or declare war on
noxious weeds.

e Write an article

It is much easier to find a book about a
tropical rain forest than about the San
Miguel River Basin's natural systems.
Write an article, for any age, that will
improve knowledge of this place and its
natural history.
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