
On Dec. 9, 2019, the Rocky Mountain Restoration Initiative unanimously selected Southwest Colorado as the first place 
where it wants to focus its collective efforts. The project area encompasses nearly 750,000 acres, stretching 120 miles 
along Colo. Highway 160, including the towns of Cortez, Dolores, Mancos, Durango and the San Juan National Forest.

Over 10 years, efforts could involve:
• Mitigating 20,000 acres of private lands 

and associated infrastructure that have 
high fire risk;

• Treating 290,000 acres of National  
Forest adjacent to communities;

• Protecting water quality and quantity in 
McPhee Reservoir:
• McPhee irrigates 75,000 acres of 

agricultural land and supplies drinking 
water to multiple towns, including the 
Ute Mountain Ute Tribe.

• Safeguarding the Dolores River, which:
• supports sensitive native fish;
• provides a premier 200-mile boating 

opportunity; 
• delivers water to the Colorado River 

to help meet obligations to the Lower 
Basin under the Colorado River  
Compact;

• Protecting the Animas, Mancos,  
Florida and Los Pinos rivers, and Lemon, 
Jackson Gulch and Vallecito reservoirs, 
which:
• support recreation-based economies;
• supply agricultural and municipal  

water to Durango, Mancos, Mesa 
Verde National Park, Bayfield, Ignacio, 
the Southern Ute, and downstream 
New Mexico communities and the 
Navajo Nation;

• Helping communities to be more  
accepting of the role of wildfire and 
prescribed fire;

• Enhancing access and safety for the San 
Juan National Forests by clearing dead, 
dying and down trees from trails, and 
improving trailheads;

• Preserving diversity of wildlife habitat 
and wildlife connectivity;

• Supporting a growing wood products  
industry through development of  
markets; and

• Maintaining the economic viability 
of southwest Colorado communities 
through a vibrant recreation  
opportunities, established local industry, 
and a resilience to future disturbances.

Restoring Southwest Colorado

Our Vision
This project will serve as a model not only for rural Colorado, but 
for many rural communities throughout the West. It will establish a 
feasible process to create ecologically resilient landscapes, support 
local livelihoods and allow communities to live safely with wildfire.

Southwest Colorado comprises rural 
communities linked by transportation 
corridors, powerlines and water. 

The project area is situated within a 
forested landscape with a large ponderosa 
pine component. Fire suppression has led 
to dense, overstocked forests. 

Recent fires, like the 416, have had 
significant impacts on the communities 
and Animas River, including fisheries and 
recreational opportunities critical to the 
rural recreation and tourism economies.

The forest products industry has in-
creased substantially in the area, provid-
ing a viable economic driver for forest 
restoration, which has been absent for 
over 20 years. 

Critical water resources in the project 

area support fish and wildlife habitat 
and the water supply for six Colorado 
communities, three tribes in two states 
and numerous downstream communities 
in the Colorado River Watershed. 

Local partners already include:
• Columbine Resilient Forest Partnership 
• Dolores Watershed Resilient Forest 

Collaborative
• Colorado State Forest Service
• Dolores Water Conservancy District
• Mountain Studies Institute
• San Juan National Forest

• Wildfire Adapted Partnership

We are looking forward to working with 
the Rocky Mountain Restoration Initia-
tive to expand our partnerships locally 
and statewide.

ABOUT THE PROJECT:


