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OVERVIEW 
 
The Environmental Resources Element focuses on the environmental quality and unique 
natural resources of the County.  These include the water, air, vegetation, fish and 
wildlife, soil, and other features of our geographic setting.  The purpose of this Element is 
to provide a guide for the management of these natural resources which are some of La 
Plata County’s most valuable assets. Ensuring their preservation and appropriate use is 
important to both the natural beauty and economy of La Plata County.  Public health 
relies on maintaining the integrity of essential resources such as water, air and soil.  As 
growth continues, the need for management of the County’s natural resources is sure to 
increase.   
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Environmental quality and unique natural features are 
what define the character of La Plata County; it’s what 
has attracted people to this area for hundreds of years. 
That is why ensuring the continued viability and health 
of the natural environment is important. Be it clean air, 
water quality and quantity, the sparsely developed open 
lands and ridgelines, or the abundant wildlife, each 
plays an integral role in the overall composition of the 
community.   
 
The County encompasses 1,692 square miles. From the high alpine peaks and rugged 
wilderness in the north, to the lush river bottoms and pinon juniper woodlands in the heart 
of the County, to the farmlands and desert arroyos in the south, the County’s landscape 
defines the County itself.  This diversity brings both opportunities and constraints into the 
land use decision-making process.  For example, the mountains and forests bring 
opportunities for year-round recreation and resort development, but also the constraints of 
topography, geologic hazards, wildfire and other elements of the natural environment.  
 
The management of natural resources includes not only protection, preservation and 
restoration but also appropriate use and development.  In addition, there is a need to 
manage the potential impacts of natural hazards on development.  These decisions should 
maintain an balance between development and conservation interests.  
 
As noted in the Introduction, approximately 41% of La Plata County land is in public 
ownership. However, the public lands are largely concentrated in the northern third of 
the County, generally removed from areas where most development occurs, such as the 
Florida Mesa.  In addition, around 18% is tribally owned in the southern portion of the 
County (predominantly Southern Ute Indian Tribe; and small portion of the County exists 
with the Ute Mountain Ute Indian Tribe).  La Plata County has taken on a variety of roles 
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in the management of natural resources including intergovernmental coordination, 
emergency management, monitoring, education, regulation, holding conservation 
easements and water rights, and through property ownership. 
 
GROUND WATER 
 
Groundwater can be found in several different geologic sources in La Plata County, not all 
of which are reliable or have useable water.  Alluvial aquifers exist in the County along 
river valleys.  These aquifers usually have good water quality and sustained yield because 
of the regular recharge from the river.  Due to their proximity to the ground surface, these 
aquifers are susceptible to contaminants from surface sources.  The alluvial aquifers at the 
headwaters of the Animas and La Plata Rivers often contain high concentrations of heavy 
metals and tend to be acidic. 
 
In the south central portion of La Plata County, terrace deposits on the Florida Mesa make 
up the Florida Mesa aquifer.  Recharge to this aquifer is primarily from irrigation water 
used on farms and ranches in the area.  This aquifer typically has good water quality and 
yield.  However, as more water wells are drilled and fewer farms are irrigated, ground 
water levels in the Florida Mesa aquifer are likely to decline1.  
 
Bedrock aquifers are present in porous or fractured sandstone beds of several geologic 
formations in the San Juan Basin, located across the southern portion of the County.  The 
Animas, Nacimiento, and San Jose formations are present at shallow depths and are the 
most common bedrock aquifers drilled.  The yield and quality of water removed from 
bedrock aquifers can vary widely.  Because recharge into bedrock aquifers is usually very 
slow, the viability of these aquifers will suffer from overuse.   
 
Water quality in bedrock aquifers is dependent on the geologic formation in which a well 
is drilled.  In some areas, water quality is very good, while in others the water has high 
levels of total dissolved solids and frequently high levels of iron and manganese.  A 
selenium belt exists from around Oxford over to Sunnyside.  There are elevated levels of 
fluoride east of Bayfield.  Some water wells have naturally occurring methane, 
particularly near the outcrop of the Fruitland Formation.  Deeper aquifers in the San Juan 
Basin, including the Fruitland-Pictured Cliffs, Mesaverde, Dakota, and Morrison 
formations, are associated with the presence of shale and coal and are more likely to 
contain water of poor quality.  Bedrock aquifers can also be found in the Paradox Basin in 
the northwest part of the County.   
 
In northern La Plata County, crystalline fractured aquifers in granite and volcanic rocks 
are more common.  While these types of rocks have little or no pore spaces, groundwater 
is accumulated and transported in interconnected fractures within the rock.  Wells will 
yield water if they are drilled into a network of fractures.   
 

                                                           
1 Robson, S.G. and Winfield G. Wright, Ground-Water Resources of the Florida Mesa Area, La Plata County, Colorado, U.S. 
Geological Survey Water-Resources Investigations Report 95-4190, 1995. 
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Groundwater Quality 
There is potential for several human activities to impact the groundwater quality in the 
County.  Fertilizers and pesticides applied to crops may eventually infiltrate into the soil 
and become present in groundwater.  Landfills and underground storage tanks have the 
potential to leak into the surrounding soils and groundwater.  There is one active landfill 
in the County, the Bondad Landfill.  Coal mines and gravel mines have the potential to 
expose conduits to groundwater.  Uncemented, incomplete or cracked oil and gas well 
bores create a potential path to contaminate groundwater aquifers as well. 
 
The presence of coliforms or E. coli bacteria in well water can indicate the water may 
have been contaminated by fecal matter, either from surface water contact with human or 
animal wastes or improperly constructed on-site wastewater treatment systems.  Properly 
designed, installed and operated on-site systems can be effective in reducing the public 
health risks associated with wastewaters; however, contamination of drinking waters and 
surface waters due to onsite systems does occur and well water should be tested and 
treated before use.   
 
The following State agencies have been designated to oversee these activities and 
minimize impacts to groundwater:   
 
Colorado Department of Agriculture is the lead agency under the Chemicals and 
Groundwater Protection Program for the reduction of agricultural chemicals’ negative 
impacts on groundwater and the environment.   
 
Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment (CDPHE) Hazardous 
Materials and Waste Management Division is responsible for regulating solid waste 
management, treatment and disposal facilities, and hazardous waste generation, storage, 
transportation, treatment and disposal.   
 
Colorado Department of Labor and Employment Division of Oil and Public Safety 
regulates the assessment and remediation of petroleum releases from underground storage 
tanks.  
 
Division of Reclamation, Mining and Safety implements the state’s groundwater quality 
standards in permitted mining activities.   
 
Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission is an implementing agency for 
groundwater quality standards for groundwater protection.   
 
San Juan Basin Health Department (SJBHD) is the regulatory authority for onsite 
wastewater treatment system permitting. 
 
Groundwater Uses 
Groundwater is developed in the County through water wells as a source of municipal and 
domestic water supply, irrigation and stock water, and water for industrial uses.  The 
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relative number of wells in the County by use is shown in Chart 4-1.  There are 
approximately 8,800 permitted water wells that have been constructed in the County.  In 
addition, roughly 1,950 well permits have been issued for oil and gas wells developing 
from the Fruitland Formation2.  The location of these wells is shown on Map 4-1 
(including oil and gas wells).   
 
The Colorado Division of Water Resources (DWR) is responsible for issuing well permits 
for the development of groundwater in the state.  The DWR also oversees the 
administration of all surface and ground water rights.  Areas where water rights have been 
over-appropriated have been designated as water critical by the DWR.  The water critical 
areas in the County are shown on Map 4-1.   
 

Chart 4-1 
Number of constructed wells in La Plata County by use. 

 
Source:  Colorado Division of Water Resources, Well Application Permit Data, August 2016 
*Data does not include oil and gas wells. 

 
SURFACE WATER 
 
There are approximately 794 miles of perennial streams in the County3.  The main river 
drainages run from north to south and are the La Plata River, Animas River, Florida River, 
and Los Pinos, or Pine River.  All four drainages eventually flow into the San Juan River 
in New Mexico and then to the Colorado River.  These drainages comprise the La Plata, 
Animas, and Los Pinos sub-basins, which are part of the larger San Juan River Basin.  The 
Florida River and Hermosa Creek are part of the Animas sub-basin.  These sub-basins are  
within Division 7 of the Colorado Division of Water Resources, as depicted in Map 4-2. 
 
The mountain headwaters in the north receive the majority of the annual precipitation, 

                                                           
2 Colorado Division of Water Resources, Well Application Permit Data, August 2016 
3 U.S. Geological Survey National Hydrography Dataset 
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mainly in the form of snow, and are a critical source of discharge for rivers.  Lower 
elevation lands in the south receive much less precipitation and generally tend to have 
fewer and larger perennial rivers and more intermittent or ephemeral water bodies.  The 
early season run-off from snow melt is typically stored in reservoirs so it is available for 
use later in the year when precipitation is not as reliable.  The Florida River is dammed at 
Lemon Reservoir and the Los Pinos River is dammed at Vallecito Reservoir.  The major 
reservoirs in the County and their normal storage capacity are listed in Table 4-1.   

 
Table 4-1 

Reservoirs in La Plata County with normal storage greater than 1,000 acre-feet 

Reservoir Normal Storage 
(acre-feet) 

Vallecito Reservoir 129,700 
Lake Nighthorse 121,070 
Lemon Reservoir 40,100 
Electra Lake 23,385 
Long Hollow Reservoir 5,309 
Red Mesa Ward 
Reservoir 1,100 
Lake Durango 1,023 

Source:  Division of Water Resources Jurisdictional Dams, August 2016 
 
Periodic drought in the County has had a profound effect on water availability.  As surface 
water flows are reduced, reservoirs have been unable to maintain their storage capacities.  
With less water available, irrigation flows and the number of acres being irrigated are 
reduced.  The water table lowers, reducing flows from springs and seeps and causing 
many water wells to run dry.  After the 2002 drought, the number of water rights filings 
greatly increased.  Large and small proposals for new water development projects have 
also increased, in part, as a result of long-term drought.   
 
Through the Land Use Code, La Plata County requires 
that new development occurs only if a viable supply of 
water is available for that development.  State statute also 
requires developers to demonstrate that they have an 
adequate water supply to serve their proposed 
development (C.R.S. 29-20-301 et seq.).  In 2007, the 
County Commissioners adopted regulations requiring the 
development of subdivisions greater than five lots to 
conduct studies showing that proposed water withdrawals 
will not exceed groundwater recharge, excluding 
recharge from irrigation.  County regulations also require 
compliance with DWR regulations for water rights and 
well permits.  Overall, water supply is available in the County, but getting sufficient 
infrastructure and water distribution is expensive and will be a key challenge to future 
development.   
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Surface Water Quality 
Generally, La Plata County has very good water quality in its rivers and streams.  The 
Hermosa Creek watershed, as well as the upper reaches of the Florida and Los Pinos 
watersheds that are located within the Weminuche Wilderness, have been designated as 
Outstanding Waters by the CDPHE.  An outstanding waters designation offers the highest 
level of water quality protection available under the Clean Water Act and Colorado 
regulations.  This designation is designed to prevent any degradation from existing 
conditions.  The Hermosa Creek Watershed Protection Act was approved in December 
2014 to protect the Hermosa Creek area.  The legislation created both the Hermosa Creek 
Special Management Area and the adjacent 37,236 acre Hermosa Creek Wilderness on 
U.S. Forest Service lands. 
 
In the few water bodies having water quality problems, mercury, heavy metals, and 
sediment are common pollutants.  Table 4-2 summarizes the water bodies within the 
County that are recognized by the State of Colorado as not meeting the state’s water 
quality standards for their designated and existing uses.  These waters are on the 2016 
CDPHE list of Impaired Waters pursuant to the Clean Water Act Section 303 (d).    
 

Table 4-2 
CDPHE 303(d) Impaired Waters in La Plata County 

WBID Segment Clean Water Act  
Section 303(d) Impairment 

COSJAF05a  
Mainstem of the Animas River, including 
wetlands, from Bakers Bridge to the 
Southern Ute Indian Reservation boundary 

Manganese 

COSJLP01  
Mainstem of the La Plata River, from the 
source to the Hay Gulch diversion south of 
Hesperus 

Silver 

COSJLP03c 

Cherry Creek, including all tributaries and 
wetlands, from the source to the boundary 
of the Southern Ute Indian Reservation 
boundary 

Iron 

COSJPN03 Vallecito Reservoir  Aquatic Life Use  
(Mercury in Fish Tissue) 

Source:  CDPHE Water Quality Control Commission, Colorado’s Section 303(d) List of Impaired Waters and 
Monitoring and Evaluation List, 2016  
 
The main issue in local reservoirs is mercury resulting from atmospheric deposition.  
Several reservoirs, including Vallecito, have fish consumption advisories because of 
concentrated mercury levels.   
 
The headwaters of the upper Animas River and La Plata River drainages are heavily 
mineralized areas that have been historically mined for metals.  Many of the old mines 
have been abandoned and closures were incomplete or inadequate.  Drainage from these 
mines has impacted surface water quality through an increase in the amount of heavy 
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metals and acidity reaching surface waters.  The majority of abandoned mines in the 
Animas River sub-basin are located in San Juan County.   
 
In August 2015, 3 million gallons of mine waste water was unexpectedly released from 
the abandoned Gold King Mine in San Juan County into the Animas River drainage.  The 
release was the result of a breach in a collapsed mine adit by an Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) team working to investigate water releases from the mine and assessing the 
feasibility of further mine remediation.  The contaminated water traveled for a week down 
the Animas River.4  Members of the community were impacted by the associated river 
closure that stopped municipal water intake, diversions, and commercial and recreational 
uses.  This event made the local community acutely aware of the impacts that abandoned 
mine drainage can have on the environment and residents in the area.  Since the majority 
of abandoned mines contributing to the mine drainage in La Plata County are outside of its 
borders and jurisdictional authority, it is important for the County to coordinate with the 
relevant federal, state, and local authorities to address the causes of the drainage. 
 
Sediments can be carried to surface waterways by stormwater runoff from roads; oil and 
gas infrastructure, including roads, well pads and pipelines; general construction activities; 
and urban development areas if adequate controls are not in place.  Sedimentation occurs 
naturally in the County as a result of the local geology.  The Mancos shale and sandstone 
and clay formations in the area contain unconsolidated surface materials that are easily 
eroded.   
 
Ground-disturbing activities can aggravate the sedimentation occurring in the County by 
exposing disturbed surfaces to wind and precipitation events that carry surface soils, and 
potentially other chemicals that may be present, to area waterways.  Where development 
or road densities are high, impacts to surface water from sedimentation are more likely.  
Construction activities also alter flow regimes across landscapes, which can result in new 
erosion channels.  An increase in permanent impervious surface area in urban areas can 
result in reduced infiltration, greater surface flow velocities, and an increase in erosion 
downstream.  The impacts of sedimentation from construction activities and development 
can be mitigated through the use of best management practices (BMPs) that decrease the 
amount of exposed soils or direct and slow stormwater flows.   
 
Seepage from poorly built wastewater lagoons may contaminate surface water with 
disease causing pathogens found in fecal matter.  In January 2003, the SJBHD stopped 
issuing permits for new wastewater ponds or lagoons.  Existing lagoons must meet certain 
SJBHD requirements and cannot discharge to surface waters.5 
 
Surface Water Uses 
Surface water in the County is used primarily for agriculture, but it also provides a source 
of water for municipalities, domestic uses, recreation, and power generation.  It provides 

                                                           
4 EPA, One Year After the Gold King Mine Incident, A Retrospective of EPA’s Efforts To Restore and Protect Impacted 
Communtiies, August 2016 
5 San Juan Basin Health Department On-Site Wastewater System Regulations, 2011 
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habitat for wildlife and contributes to the scenic values of the County as well.  The 
average annual surface water diversions for DWR Division 7 is shown by use in Chart 4-
2.  As the population in the County grows and urbanization continues to evolve, the 
number of irrigated acres in the County is expected to decrease.  Likewise, the demand for 
municipal and domestic water sources is expected to increase, as further discussed in 
Element 2, Infrastructure.   
 
The County maintains conditional water rights on the Animas River that can be obtained 
by qualifying applicants to be put to beneficial use upstream of Durango’s water park.  
The water rights were obtained as part of the settlement of the City of Durango’s 
Recreational In-Stream Diversion water right.  Water court decree 06CW99 established La 
Plata County Water Right No. 1, La Plata County Water Right No. 2, and La Plata County 
Water Right No. 3 for a total of 9 cfs.  The Animas Service Area water right decreed 20 
cfs from the Animas River and tributaries to La Plata County and the Southwestern Water 
Conservation District (SWCD) jointly by the water court decree 06CW127.   

 
Chart 4-2 

DWR Division 7 Average Annual Diversions By Use 

 
Source:  Colorado Division of Water Resources, Division 7 Cumulative Yearly Statistics (2008-2011) 
*Data includes the Dolores, San Juan and San Miguel River Basins.  Data does not include diversions for 
power generation since they are a non-consumptive use. 

 
A portion of the surface water in the County is obligated to other downstream basins or 
states through compacts.  The Colorado River Compact of 1922 allocates 7.5 million acre-
feet annually to upper basin states and lower basin states in the Colorado River system.  
Under the Upper Colorado River Compact of 1984 between Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, 
Arizona, and Wyoming, Colorado has been allocated 51.75% of the upper basin Colorado 
River Compact water.  The La Plata River Compact ensures that New Mexico receives its 
share of the Colorado River Compact Water.  Historically, Colorado has not always been 
able to satisfy the compact requirements, so the Long Hollow Reservoir was built in 2014 
to store water from the La Plata River and to help Colorado meet its contractual obligation 
to New Mexico. 
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The Animas-La Plata project was constructed to deliver water to the Ute Mountain Ute 
Tribe, the Southern Ute Indian Tribe, the Navajo Nation, the San Juan Water Commission 
in New Mexico, the La Plata Conservancy District, and the State of Colorado.  The project 
involved the construction of Lake Nighthorse, an off-river reservoir in Ridges Basin, to 
store water pumped from the Animas River.   
 
Regulation 
The following entities regulate or manage water resources in the County: 
 
DWR Office of the State Engineer oversees the administration of all surface water rights 
and interstate compacts, records flow and diversion data, and regulates dam safety in 
Colorado.   
 
CDPHE Colorado Water Quality Control Commission and Water Quality Control 
Division have statutory authority for protecting the quality of waters of the state, both 
surface water and groundwater.  The Water Quality Control Division implements the 
federal Clean Water Act, including the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System, 
and Safe Drinking Water Act in Colorado.   
 
Southern Ute Indian Tribe Department of Natural Resources Water Resources 
Division provides for the management, conservation, and use of the surface and 
groundwater resources on the Southern Ute Indian Reservation.   
 
Southern Ute Indian Tribe Environmental Programs Division Water Quality 
Program, part of the Justice and Regulatory Department, conducts water quality 
monitoring and encourages the use of BMPs to protect the quality of surface waters on the 
Southern Ute Indian Reservation. 
 
Colorado Water Conservation Board (CWCB), part of the state Department of Natural 
Resources, it was created to help conserve, develop, protect and manage Colorado’s water 
for present and future generations through programs such as surface and groundwater 
studies, water basin collaboration, water project management, financing, and state water 
policy recommendations.  As discussed in Element 4 – Infrastructure, the CWCB 
approved Colorado’s Water Plan (appendix), the first statewide water plan in Colorado. 
 
Southwestern Water Conservation District (SWCD) was created by the State of 
Colorado as a special district under C.R.S. Title 37 to protect, conserve, use and develop 
the water resources of the Southwestern basin for the welfare of the District, and to 
safeguard for Colorado all waters of the basin to which the state is entitled.   
 
La Plata Water Conservancy District (LPWCD) is a special district under Title 37 with 
the mandate to provide for the conservation and development of the waters of the La Plata 
River and its tributaries.  One of the purposes of the LPWCD was to build the Long 
Hollow Reservoir.   
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Animas-La Plata Water Conservancy District (ALPWCD) is a Title 37 special district 
formed to acquire and appropriate waters of the Animas and La Plata rivers and their 
tributaries as well as other sources of water supply.  The ALPWCD diverts, stores, 
transports, conserves and stabilizes their water supplies for beneficial use within the 
District.   
 
La Plata West Water Authority (LPWWA) was formed by the ALPWCD and the 
LPWCD.  The purpose of the LPWWA is to design, construct and operate a rural 
distribution water system.  Currently, the LPWWA is working to create a system that 
would transport water from Lake Nighthorse to rural users in the southwestern part of the 
County. 
 
Florida Water Conservancy District (FWCD) operates Lemon Dam and Reservoir and 
supplies Florida Project water to the Florida Mesa for irrigation, municipal uses and 
augmentation.   
 
Pine River Irrigation District (PRID) is tasked with the operation of Vallecito Reservoir 
to provide supplemental irrigation water to 45,000 acres of land and water for domestic 
users.   

 
Floodplains 
La Plata County participates in the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) so county 
residents can qualify for flood insurance underwritten by the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA).  Floodplain maps showing the 100 year floodplain have 
been developed by the County to assist local property owners, insurance agencies and 
financial institutions in determining flood hazard zones.  These maps are also used to 
administer the floodplain management regulations within the adopted La Plata County 
Land Use Code, assuring compliance with the National Flood Insurance Program.  
Generally, severe floods in the County are caused by rainfall.  Flood potential also exists 
from the rapid melting of heavy snow cover in the late spring.    
 
Encroachment upon floodplains, such as structures and fill, reduces flood-carrying 
capacity, increases flood heights and velocities, and increases flood hazards in areas 
beyond the encroachment itself.  The Animas River Valley north of Durango is wide, 
gently sloping, and shallow.  The ability of the river channel in the valley to carry flood 
waters is relatively small and the floodplain is relatively large, encompassing a large 
amount of private property.  Past floods in this area have disrupted highway and railroad 
traffic and communication services; drowned livestock; and damaged and destroyed 
agricultural lands, roads, bridges, buildings, the sewage disposal plant, and the State fish 
hatchery.  Several persons have drowned, and many others were injured.  The potential 
flooding hazard from the Florida and Los Pinos rivers is minimized by the controlled 
discharges from Vallecito and Lemon reservoirs.6   

                                                           
6 Federal Emergency Management Agency, Flood Insurance Study, La Plata County Colorado and Incorporated Areas, 
August 2010 
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Wetlands and Riparian Areas 
Wetlands and riparian areas are important environmental 
resources that help protect water quality, store 
floodwaters, and enhance biodiversity.  The Survey of 
Critical Wetlands and Riparian Areas in La Plata 
County prepared by the Colorado Natural Heritage 
Program in 2004 identified at least 32 major 
wetland/riparian plant communities in the County.  The 
majority of these occur along river drainages and creeks 
where the soils are frequently inundated with water and 
water flows are minimal enough to allow hydrophytic 
vegetation to grow. 
 
The occurrence of wetlands has been impacted by the alteration of historic flows in the 
Animas, Florida, and Los Pinos rivers in order to develop irrigation and municipal water 
supplies.  Dams, reservoirs, and diversions result in floodplains that are not inundated as 
frequently during spring runoff.  As a result, new wetlands are not being created within 
floodplains and aquatic habitat has been reduced.  The increase of irrigated agriculture in 
La Plata County has also inadvertently created many new wetlands that are dependent on 
the controlled water source.7  Urban development, livestock grazing, and floodplain gravel 
mining can all impact riparian areas through the removal of vegetation and degradation of 
water quality.  The use of BMPs can help to protect these areas. 
 
Section 404 of the Clean Water Act regulates the discharge of dredged, excavated, and/or 
fill materials in wetlands, streams, rivers, and other U.S. waters.  The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE) is the federal agency authorized to issue Section 404 permits.  A 
permit issued by the USACE is required before placing fill in a wetland and before 
dredging, ditching, or channelizing a wetland.  Any applicant for a Section 404 permit is 
also required to obtain a Section 401 water quality certification from the CDPHE Water 
Quality Control Division.   
 
AIR QUALITY 
 
High quality, clean air in La Plata County is essential to the health of the community and 
the local economy.  Due to the nature of air being a shared resource across jurisdictional 
boundaries, management of air quality can be a particularly challenging task.  Many 
government entities have overlapping responsibility for managing air quality in the Four 
Corners Region, including four states, four Indian tribes, the U.S. Forest Service, the 
Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, and multiple counties and local 
municipalities.   
 
The EPA Region 8, CDPHE Air Pollution Control Division, and the Southern Ute Indian 
Tribe (SUIT)/State of Colorado Environmental Commission are the key regulatory 

                                                           
7 Colorado Natural Heritage Program, Survey of Critical Wetlands and Riparian Areas in La Plata County, May 2004 
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agencies for air quality in the County.  The federal Clean Air Act provides the principal 
framework for national, state, and local efforts to protect air quality.  Under the Clean Air 
Act, the EPA's Office of Air Quality Planning and Standards is responsible for setting 
standards, also known as national ambient air quality standards (NAAQS), for pollutants 
which are considered harmful to people and the environment.   
 
The EPA is also responsible for ensuring that these air quality standards are met through 
national standards and strategies to control pollutant emissions.  The CDPHE Air 
Pollution Control Division and Air Quality Control Commission are the primary 
authorities for air quality in the State.  The Air Pollution Control Division develops air 
quality attainment and maintenance plans to keep Colorado in compliance with NAAQS, 
issues permits for stationary sources, provides technical assistance on indoor air 
pollutants, manages emission testing programs, and collects and analyzes ambient air data.  
The Air Quality Control Commission develops air pollution control policy, regulates 
pollution sources, and conducts hearings involving violations of the state’s air pollution 
laws. 
 
All lands located within the exterior boundaries of the Southern Ute Indian Reservation 
are under the jurisdiction of the Reservation Air Program established by an 
intergovernmental agreement between the SUIT and the State of Colorado.  The Air 
Quality Program of the Tribe administers the Reservation Air Program while the Colorado 
Environmental Commission serves as the policy making and administrative review 
authority for the Reservation Air Program.  The EPA administers the minor source 
program under the Clean Air Act on the Southern Ute Indian Reservation and the minor 
source and Title V programs on the Ute Mountain Ute Indian Reservation.   
 
In November 2005, the states of Colorado and New Mexico officially convened the Four 
Corners Air Quality Task Force (4CAQTF) to address air quality issues in the Four 
Corners region and consider options for mitigation of air pollution.  The task force 
includes private citizens, representatives from public interest groups, universities, 
industry, and federal, state, tribal and local governments.  The Four Corners Air Quality 
Task Force Report of Mitigation Options was finalized in November 2007, although the 
group is still active. 
 
On a larger scale, the Western Colorado Regional Air Quality Collaboration (WCRAQC) 
was created in January of 2012.  The WCRAQC is a voluntary program for communities 
that are at-risk for air quality problems west of the Continental Divide.  They have 
fostered projects to address air quality issues such as fine particulate matter (PM2.5), 
windblown dust, wood smoke, industrial pollution and odors, and rely on collaboration 
between state and local jurisdictions.  La Plata County is a member of the WCRAQC. 
 
The NAAQS established by the EPA for criteria air pollutants, include standards for 
carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulfur dioxide (SO2), particulate matter 
less than or equal to 10 microns in size (PM10), particulate matter less than or equal to 2.5 
microns in size (PM2.5), ozone (O3), and lead (Pb).  The EPA classifies all locations in the 
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United States as attainment, nonattainment, or maintenance areas with respect to NAAQS.  
These classifications are determined by comparing actual monitored air pollutant 
concentrations to their applicable federal standards.   
 
There are several air quality monitoring sites operating in the County.  Two are operated 
by the SUIT Air Quality Program and are located north of Ignacio and off of Highway 550 
north of Bondad.  The U.S. Forest Service operates a monitor at the Shamrock Mine 
northeast of Bayfield.  A PM10 monitor is located at River City Hall in Durango.  There 
are also monitoring sites for criteria pollutants at Mesa Verde National Park and Navajo 
Lake, Bloomfield, and the San Juan Generating Station in New Mexico that contribute to 
the overall air quality assessment of the region.  Ambient air measurements obtained from 
the data at these monitoring stations show that existing air quality in southwestern 
Colorado and northwestern New Mexico is generally good.  The ambient concentrations 
for the criteria air pollutants and the NAAQS are shown in Table 4-3.  The values in the 
table were conservatively chosen from the monitoring station with the highest 
concentrations.   

 
Table 4-3 

Criteria Air Pollutant Measured Ambient Concentration for 
Southwestern Colorado and Northwestern New Mexico 

Criteria Air 
Pollutant 

Averaging 
Interval 

NAAQS 
(μg/m³) 

Measured Ambient 
Concentrations 
(μg/m³) 

Monitoring Station 

NO2 Annual  100 17 La Plata, CO 
SO2 3-Hour 1300* 69 Farmington, NM 
SO2 24-Hour 365 21 Farmington, NM 
SO2 Annual  80 5.3 Farmington, NM 
CO 1-Hour 40,000 2330 Ignacio, CO 
CO 8-Hour 10,000 1864 Ignacio, CO 
PM10 24-Hour 150 64 La Plata, CO 
PM10 Annual 50 21 La Plata, CO 
PM2.5 24-Hour 35 22.5 Mesa Verde NP, CO 
PM2.5 Annual 15 6.9 Farmington, NM 
O3 1-Hour -- 154 Mesa Verde NP, CO 
O3 8-Hour 140** 142 Mesa Verde NP, CO 

Source:  Air Quality Analysis Technical Support Document for San Juan Public Lands Center Land Management Plan 
and Environmental Impact Statement, October 2010 
*The State of Colorado has also established a 3-hour SO2 ambient air quality standards of 700 μg/m³. 
**The NAAQS for 8-hour ozone was changed from 150 μg/m³ to 140 μg/m³ in October 2015. 
μg/m3 – micrograms per cubic meter 
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Areas of the Four Corners region, including La Plata 
County, are at risk of being designated as nonattainment 
areas.   If an area has been designated nonattainment, 
CDPHE and/or the SUIT Air Quality Program would be 
required to draft a plan known as a state implementation 
plan (SIP) that outlines the measures the state will take 
in order to improve the air quality in the nonattainment 
area.  Once a nonattainment area meets the standards, 
EPA will designate the area as a maintenance area.   
 
EPA’s national and regional rules to reduce emissions of 
pollutants that form ground level ozone help state and local governments meet the EPA’s 
national air quality standards.  Actions include vehicle and transportation standards, 
regional haze and visibility rules, and regular reviews of the NAAQS.  State plans make 
sure power plants, factories, and other pollution sources meet clean-up goals by working 
through the air pollution permitting process that applies to industrial facilities.  Working 
with the EPA, a state or local authority would also implement programs to further reduce 
emissions of pollutant precursors from sources such as cars, fuels, and 
consumer/commercial products and activities. 
 
Ozone is a concern because of its effects on people and the environment, and it is the main 
ingredient in smog.  Ozone is not directly emitted, but is formed when oxides of nitrogen 
(NOX) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) react in the presence of sunlight.   
 
Volatile Organic Compounds 
In addition to their role in the formation of ground level ozone, VOCs also play a role in 
the formation of secondary organic aerosols, which are found in airborne particulate 
matter, and some individual VOCs are known to be harmful to human health.  The 
majority of VOC emissions in La Plata County are from biogenic sources such as trees.  
Industrial processes, which include oil and gas production and mining, are the second 
largest contributor.8  VOCs can be released from oil and gas wells during completion 
operations, as well as, from hydrocarbon liquid storage tanks or glycol dehydrators at well 
sites and compressor facilities.  In order to reduce the amount of VOCs released, 
emissions from tank or glycol dehydrators are often flared or combusted.9   
 
The CDPHE Air Quality Control Commission adopted oil and gas emissions control 
measures in February 2014.  The CDPHE rules require oil and gas companies to install 
technology that captures 95 percent of emissions of VOCs from storage tanks, glycol 
dehydrators, and venting wells.  COGCC regulations also require green completions when 
feasible.  Operators must employ sand traps, surge vessels, separators and tanks as soon as 
practicable during flowback and cleanout operations to safely maximize resource recovery 

                                                           
8 EPA National Emissions Inventory, 2011 
9 Harris, Colin G. and Bradley Purcell, Bryan Cave LLP, Air Quality Regulation of Oil and Gas Development:  
Hydraulic Fracturing Leads to Evolving and New State and Federal Standards, and Increased Efforts to Ban 
Development at the Local Level, January 2015 
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and minimize releases to the environment.   
 
Nitrogen Oxides 
In addition to contributing to the formation of ground level ozone, fine particle pollution, 
and acid rain, nitrogen oxides are linked with a number of adverse effects on the 
respiratory system.  Nitrogen dioxide is naturally occurring, but human activities such as 
agriculture, fossil fuel combustion, industrial processes and wastewater management 
increase its presence in the atmosphere.  The main source of nitrogen oxides in the County 
is industrial processes.10  Potential sources of NOX from oil and gas development in the 
County include drilling and workover rigs, completion equipment, onsite compression 
engines, and combustion turbines. 11  Mobile sources, including on road vehicles and non-
road equipment, are the second highest contributor of nitrogen oxides in the County.12   
 
There are also two coal fired power plants in northwest New Mexico that are outside of 
the County, but are a source of nitrogen oxide emissions.  The Four Corners Power Plant 
has been identified as the largest single source of nitrogen oxides in the U.S.13  Both plants 
are currently working under the guidance of the EPA to reduce emissions by installing 
emission-reduction technology and retire older units. 
 
The State of Colorado has adopted regulations to help minimize the nitrogen oxide 
emissions from the oil and gas industry.  The COGCC and CDPHE require oil and gas 
facilities to use low- or no-bleed pneumatic devices when replacing or repairing existing 
pneumatic devices or installing new pneumatic devices.  The CDPHE Air Pollution 
Control Division also has regulations addressing emissions from engines used in oil and 
gas development. 
 
Particulate Matter 
Particulate matter is a mixture of solid particles and liquid droplets found in the air.  These 
particles come in many sizes and shapes and can be made up of hundreds of different 
chemicals.  Some are emitted directly from a source, such as construction sites, unpaved 
roads, fields, smokestacks or fires.  Most particles form in the atmosphere as a result of 
complex reactions of chemicals such as sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides, which are 
pollutants emitted from power plants, industries and automobiles.  The microscopic solids 
or liquid droplets in particulate matter are so small that they can be inhaled and cause 
serious health problems.  Fine particles (PM2.5) are the main cause of reduced visibility or 
haze.   
 
Although the County and surrounding areas are in attainment for particulate matter, short 
term exposure to high levels of particulate matter from a temporary source such as dust on 

                                                           
10 EPA National Emissions Inventory, 2011 
11 Harris, Colin G. and Bradley Purcell, Bryan Cave LLP, Air Quality Regulation of Oil and Gas Development:  
Hydraulic Fracturing Leads to Evolving and New State and Federal Standards, and Increased Efforts to Ban 
Development at the Local Level, January 2015 
12 EPA National Emissions Inventory, 2011 
13 Four Corners Air Quality Task Force Report of Mitigation Options, November 2007 
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a windy day or a forest fire can have adverse health impacts.  The main source of 
particulate matter in La Plata County is dust.  Agriculture and industrial processes are the 
second highest contributors of PM10 in the County.  The second highest sources of PM2.5 
came from industrial processes and fuel combustion.14  
 
In order to mitigate dust impacts from dirt roads, the County has established a program to 
use Magnesium Chloride, a dust inhibitor and bonding agent on gravel County roads 
experiencing high volumes of traffic.  The practice has proven to be an effective agent for 
holding the roadbed in place and limiting dust. 
 
Methane 
Methane is a colorless and odorless gas.  It is very efficient at trapping heat in the 
atmosphere and, similar to carbon dioxide, it contributes to global warming.  There are not 
health effects associated with methane, although it is combustible and can pose an 
explosion hazard in confined spaces. 
 
In October 2014, a joint study by National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
and the University of Michigan reported that a small region near the Four Corners area 
had the highest concentration of methane over background levels of any part of the U.S.  
In response to the identified hot spot, scientists from NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
and Caltech, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), and the 
University of Michigan conducted a study in northwestern New Mexico and southwestern 
Colorado to identify and measure more than 250 individual sources of methane.  The 
study was published in August 2016.  Observed sources included gas processing facilities, 
storage tanks, pipeline leaks, and well pads, as well as a coal mine venting shaft.   
 
Methane is released from coal bed methane production facilities during well completion 
activities as well as from the venting of gases directly to the atmosphere.  Leaking 
pipelines, wellheads, or storage tanks are other potential sources.15  Regulations adopted 
by the CDPHE Air Pollution Control Division require operators to perform leak detection 
at wells and along pipelines, as well as, install technology that captures 95 percent of 
emissions of both VOCs and methane from storage tanks, glycol dehydrators, and venting 
wells.  Several operators in La Plata County perform annual flights using infrared cameras 
to identify methane leaks.  The COGCC and BLM have also made efforts to address 
methane emissions.  The COGCC requires the use of green completion technology when 
practicable to minimize emissions during completion activities.  The BLM and COGCC 
have required bradenhead testing on all gas wells in the San Juan Basin since January 
1991 to identify leaking well casings and remediate leaks. 
 
The 2016 NASA study estimates that the identified sources account for approximately half 

                                                           
14 EPA National Emissions Inventory, 2011 

15 Harris, Colin G. and Bradley Purcell, Bryan Cave LLP, Air Quality Regulation of Oil and Gas Development:  Hydraulic 
Fracturing Leads to Evolving and New State and Federal Standards, and Increased Efforts to Ban Development at the 
Local Level, January 2015 



4  ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES  
 

La Plata County Comprehensive Plan Page 4.17 

of the methane identified by the satellite hot spot.16  Other sources of methane in the area 
potentially include the power plants in northwestern New Mexico and the outcrop of the 
San Juan Basin in La Plata County where the Fruitland Formation has been exposed and 
methane seeps occur naturally.  Fugitive methane emissions at the outcrop have been well 
documented and have historically caused explosion hazards, surface and water well 
contamination, and areas of distressed vegetation.17 
 
OPEN LANDS, OPEN SPACE AND VISUAL RESOURCES 
 
The scenic beauty of the County plays a significant role in shaping the local economy and 
quality of life for local residents. The many “faces” of the County are reflected in its 
scenery and views. Residents, business owners and visitors place high value on 
maintaining this scenic character that contributes to community pride and well-being.   
 
The preservation or protection of visual resources, open lands and open space has been 
accomplished through several mechanisms within the County.  The La Plata County Land 
Use Code requires developments of differing intensity levels to be buffered through the 
use of open space, vegetation or fences.  The code also requires developments to 
revegetate disturbed land.  Oil and gas development has specific visual mitigation 
requirements.  The La Plata County district land use plans have criteria when determining 
development density to incentivize the protection of visual resources.  These criteria 
promote clustering development and protecting open spaces and riparian and wildlife 
habitats. 
 
Open Lands and Open Space 
Open lands serve a variety of uses including: 
 

• Agriculture 
• Wildlife habitat 
• Visual buffering around and between developments and communities 
• Protection of view corridors along county roads and state highways 
• Preservation of floodplain, wetlands and other unique natural areas 
• Recreational uses such as hiking, horseback and bicycle riding 
• Buffering of noise, dust, and lighting glare between adjacent land uses 

 
Open lands may be publicly or privately owned, preserved as open space or used for 
development. It is important to acknowledge that regardless of the ownership or 
development status of open lands, it is how these lands are managed that determines their 
character.  Public lands can include wilderness areas, recreational uses, range land, 
mineral development and other uses depending on specific management plans, 
designations and the policies and regulations of the overseeing agency.   

                                                           
16 Frankenberg et al., Airborne Methane Remote Measurements Reveal Heavy-Tail Flux Distribution in Four Corners 
Region, August 2016 
17 Finch, Steven T. Jr., Groundwater Issues Related to Coal-Bed Methane Production Northern San Juan Basin, New 
Mexico and Colorado, September 1996 



4  ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES  
 

La Plata County Comprehensive Plan Page 4.18 

 
Private open lands are subject to the management decisions of the owner and the potential 
to develop the property.  Private open lands may be temporary pending on the timing of 
future development or permanently preserved such as through a conservation easement.  
A private property owner’s decision to create dedicated open space can serve a variety of 
purposes, including the preservation of sensitive or unique habitat; preservation of 
wildlife habitat; protecting agricultural land from development; buffering of noise, dust, 
and lighting glare between adjacent land uses; providing land for recreational uses; as well 
as, the mitigation of impacts to visual resources as 
discussed above. As indicated by the visual mitigation 
measures required by the County code and the policies 
of the district plans, the County’s land use system 
encourages the preservation of open space as part of the 
development process.  
 
Open space can be protected through the use of a 
conservation or agricultural easement, the donation or 
selling of land to a conservancy, the exchange of land 
with a public agency, or the dedication of open space on a subdivision plat or site plan.  
There are several land trusts in the County that work directly with landowners to establish 
easements and monitor the land for compliance with the easement.  Active land trusts in 
the County include the La Plata Open Space Conservancy,  the Trust for Public Lands, 
and the Colorado Cattlemen’s Association. 
 
Preserving undeveloped lands to help maintain the rural character of the County is not 
just a nostalgic wish to avoid change. There is a direct relationship to the health of the 
County’s economy and the quality of life of its residents. For example, two major sectors of 
the economy – tourism and the influx of retirees – are strongly linked to the County’s scenic 
and rural qualities. The County’s continuing ability to attract and retain visitors, residents, 
and businesses will depend on maintaining the values and characteristics that brought them 
here in the first place.  
 
Visual Resources 
As stated earlier, the scenic beauty of the County plays a significant role in shaping the 
local economy and quality of life for local residents. However, as the County grows, the 
potential exists for development to degrade and diminish many of the view corridors in the 
County.  
 
Of particular importance are the State and U.S. highway corridors passing through the 
County. The land use code establishes these corridors as “view corridors” that should be 
treated uniquely by preserving their aesthetic values. The San Juan Skyway, which 
includes Hwy 550 North and 160 West, has already received significant attention relative 
to protecting visual resources. Conversely, Hwy 172 and Hwy 160 East between 
Grandview and Gem Village have not received nearly as much attention. It should, 
however, be of particular importance and should be considered a priority corridor for visual 
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resource protection.  Hwy 160 serves as the only major east-west arterial through the 
County and is also located in an area that has significant commercial development 
potential. New development along this corridor should include significant setbacks and/or 
vegetative cover to ensure the integrity of the view corridor. 
 
The high visibility of prominent natural features such as river corridors, lakes and 
reservoirs, hilltops, ridgelines and mountains make them a valuable visual resource.  
Historic elements also have value as a visual resource, including the Durango and 
Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad.  Impacts to visual resources may occur as a result of 
the placement of structures that obscure views of prominent natural features or that do not 
complement the architectural character of the landscape, the development of open areas, 
unscreened outside storage areas, the removal of vegetation or lack of revegetation in 
disturbed areas, excessive or large signage, glaring lights, or visible industrial equipment. 
 
Protection of visual resources is addressed in a variety of existing studies and plans. 
Following is a brief summary of these protection measures. 
 
District Land Use Plans:  The district plans contain a variety of incentives to protect 
visual resources. All seven district plans make use of the public benefit criteria process which 
provides density incentives for residential developments that are compatible with the goals 
of each plan. Much of the focus of the public benefit criteria process is oriented toward 
development that is visually unobtrusive to the surrounding environment. 
 
La Plata Land Use Code: The Code contains several references to the protection of 
visual resources and development within the Corridor District. Protections, however, are 
primarily among the Code’s encouraged standards and lack specificity. Most notable are the 
omission and inadequacy of grading and excavation standards; comprehensive signage 
standards; and requirements for landscaping and buffering along view corridors from public 
roads.  
 
San Juan Skyway Scenic Byway: The San Juan Skyway, a scenic byway, 
encompasses a 232-mile loop connecting Durango, Silverton, Ouray, Telluride, Dolores, 
Cortez and Mancos which has been identified as having important scenic, natural, 
recreational, wildlife, and/or historic landscape values.  As a result of its importance, the 
San Juan Skyway has been the subject of many past and ongoing planning and 
conservation efforts. Most recently the San Juan Public Lands Office (USFS) and 
Montezuma Land Conservancy released the report Our Treasured San Juan Skyway Turns 
25 – Ideas & Opportunities for the Future in December of 2014. 
 
Tracks Across Borders Scenic and Historic Byway:  Colorado’s newest scenic byway 
travels along the historic narrow-gauge portion of the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad from 
Durango to Chama, New Mexico, and connects two of the state’s existing narrow-gauge 
routes: the Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad and the Cumbres & Toltec 
Scenic Railroad.  This byway travels along two states and offers access to scenic 
countryside, dramatic mountain scenery, Native American cultures, layers of history, and 
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varied communities of the present day. Implementation is underway and is guided by the 
Colorado Department of Transportation’s December 2014 Conceptual Plan for the Byway.  
 
City of Durango Parks, Open Space, Trails and Recreation Master Plan: This plan 
was adopted by the City of Durango in 2010. The plan identifies a number of key areas that 
should be preserved for their unique characteristics. A number of these areas are located 
outside Durango city limits in the unincorporated County. 
 
FLORA AND FAUNA 
 
La Plata County straddles two ecological regions.  The southern half of the County is 
located on the Colorado Plateau, a warmer, drier region at lower elevations characterized 
by sage plains, arid plateaus, and mesas.  The Colorado Rocky Mountains, encompassing 
the northern portion of the County, is characterized by high peaks and meadows with 
higher elevations, cooler temperatures, steeper slopes, and greater moisture.  At elevations 
above 9,000 feet, the alpine and sub-alpine climatic zones support alpine meadows and 
spruce-fir forests.  In the upper montane climatic zone, located roughly between 7,500 feet 
and 9,000 feet in elevation, mixed conifer forests, Douglas fir forests, and Aspen forests 
dominate.  The ecologic systems found in the lower montane climatic zone below 7,500 
feet include ponderosa pine forests, Gambel oak shrubland, pinyon-juniper woodlands, 
and shrub-grass-forb rangeland.  Pinyon-juniper woodlands are the most common 
vegetation type in the County, covering approximately one third of the land in the County.  
Ponderosa pine forest and woodlands, agricultural lands, and spruce-fir forest are also 
common and each cover 10 to 20 percent of the County.18   
 
The variety of ecosystems and vegetation types in the County provide home to a diverse 
number of native species. Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) manages all of Colorado’s 
wildlife as well as state parks and state wildlife areas.  Regulations are established by the 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife Commission.  There are four state wildlife areas within the 
County managed by CPW.  They are the Perins Peak, Bodo, Pastorius Reservoir, and 
Haviland Lake state wildlife areas.  These areas are state-owned lands that offer wildlife-
related recreation to the public.  CPW also manages the fish hatchery located in Durango 
on the Animas River.  The Durango hatchery stocks approximately 150,000 catchable 
rainbows and 1.3 million subcatchable fish each year in the southwest corner of 
Colorado.19  The CPW program is supported by revenue from hunting and fishing 
licenses. 
 
Game species are of particular economic value to the State and County.  Colorado state 
residents and out of state visitors come to La Plata County for big and small game hunting 
and fishing and contribute to the local economy through secondary expenditures such as 
sporting equipment, hotels, and food.  A report completed by BBC Research & Consulting 
for the CPW estimates that in 2007, hunting and fishing accounted for 277 jobs in La Plata 

                                                           
18 Colorado Natural Heritage Program, Assessment of Critical Biological Resources La Plata County, Colorado, May 
2004 
19 Colorado Parks and Wildlife website, http://cpw.state.co.us/learn/Pages/Hatcheries.aspx 
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County, $25,170,000 in direct expenditures, and $43,340,000 in total expenditures.  
Approximately 36 percent of the total expenditures were from out of state visitors.  
Although the study is 9 years old, the number of hunters that visit the County is still 
comparable. 
 
The species that have been listed at the federal or state level as threatened or endangered 
are shown in Table 4-4.  The Endangered Species Act (ESA) protects endangered and 
threatened species and their habitats by prohibiting the “take” of listed animals and the 
interstate or international trade in listed plants and animals, including their parts and 
products.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is the federal agency that 
administers the ESA.   
 
The protection afforded species under the ESA applies to private lands as well as 
government lands.  Listed plants are not protected from take on private lands, although it 
is illegal to collect or maliciously harm them on federal land.  In addition, Section 7 of the 
ESA requires that other federal agencies “consult” with the USFWS to ensure that their 
actions are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of a listed species or adversely 
modify its habitat.  Thus, activities that occur on private lands that are funded, authorized, 
or conducted by a federal agency require consultation with the USFWS if there is the 
potential for a taking of a listed species.   
 
The State of Colorado also has listed threatened and endangered species of particular 
management concern.  Under state regulations, nongame species, including listed federal 
or state threatened or endangered wildlife, are protected and their harassment, taking, or 
possession is prohibited.   

 
Table 4-4 

Federal and State Threatened and Endangered Species for La Plata County 
Group Species Status Habitat 

Birds 

Southwestern willow 
flycatcher   
(Empidonax traillii 
extimus)  

FE, 
SE 

Willow-riparian patches of at least 30 × 30 × 5 
feet tall and at least 0.25 acre or larger.  Critical 
habitat designated along Pine River. 

Mexican spotted owl   
(Strix occidentalis 
lucida)  

FT, 
ST 

Mixed conifer or ponderosa pine/mixed conifer 
located in steep rock-walled canyons.  

Yellow Billed Cuckoo 
(Coccyzus americanus) 

FT Woodlands, thickets, orchards, streamside 
groves. 

Burrowing Owl  
(Athene cuniculalria) 

ST Dry, open areas with short grasses and no trees. 
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Mammals 

New Mexico meadow 
jumping mouse  
(Zapus hudsonius 
luteus) 

FE Vegetation near ponds and streams.  Critical 
habitat designated along Florida River.   

Canada lynx   
(Lynx canadensis)  

FT, 
SE 

Primarily inhabits high-elevation spruce-fir 
forests; also cool-moist mixed conifer, high-
elevation aspen mixed with spruce or cool-
moist mixed conifer, and willow riparian 
adjacent to the above habitats. Closely 
associated with snowshoe hare as a primary 
prey item.  

North American 
wolverine  
(Gulo gulo) 

SE 

Primarily inhabits high-elevation spruce-fir 
forests; also cool-moist mixed conifer, high-
elevation aspen mixed with spruce or cool-
moist mixed conifer, and willow riparian 
adjacent to the above habitats. 

River Otter  
(Lontra Canadensis) 

ST Riparian habitat 

Insects 
Uncompahgre fritillary 
butterfly   
(Boloria acrocnema) 

FE 

Alpine habitat above 12,500 feet with a snow 
willow component. Sites are generally found on 
north, northeast, and east aspects and represent 
the coolest microclimates in high alpine 
cirques.  

Plants 
Knowlton’s cactus 
(Pediocactus 
knowltonii)  

FE 

Rolling, gravelly hills in pinyon-
juniper/sagebrush communities at about 6,200 
to 6,300 feet elevation. Strongly associated 
with pea- to cobble-sized gravels (tertiary 
alluvial deposits of the San Jose Formation) 
covering a majority of the soil, black sagebrush, 
and occurrence of reindeer lichen.  

Source:  USFWS, CPW 
FE = Federally Endangered, FT = Federally Threatened, SE = State Endangered, ST = State Threatened 

 
Critical habitat has been designated in La Plata County for the Southwestern willow 
flycatcher and New Mexico meadow jumping mouse.  Federal agencies are required to 
consult with the USFWS on actions they carry out, fund, or authorize to ensure that their 
actions will not destroy or adversely modify critical habitat.  The critical habitat for these 
species is shown on Map 4-3. 
 
Two federally listed endangered fish species, the Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus 
lucius), and razorback sucker (Xyrauchen texanus), are found downstream of the County 
in the San Juan River.  Although these species are not found within the County, activities 
in the County that affect downstream flows could impact these species.   
 
Birds are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and Bald and Golden 
Eagle Protection Act.  These acts prohibit the taking of all bird species listed under the 
acts or their parts (feathers, eggs, nests, etc.).  These laws do apply to federal and other 
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government agencies as well as private land owners.  The total number of species 
protected by the MBTA is over 1,000.  The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act 
provides protection for bald eagles and golden eagles specifically.  Both bald eagles and 
golden eagles are known to occur in La Plata County and CPW has recorded several 
historical and active nesting and roosting sites for these species.  Bald eagles are typically 
found along riparian corridors or near lakes.  Golden eagles prefer open or semi-open 
habitats and they typically avoid developed areas. 
 
Human-Wildlife Interaction 
The interaction between humans and wildlife can pose risks to both the humans and 
wildlife.  Bears or raccoons can cause property damage while rummaging for food in 
developed areas.  Certain species have the potential to carry diseases that can affect 
humans.  Bats are potential carriers of rabies and the feces of mice can spread Hantavirus.  
Roaming coyotes or mountain lions pose a potential threat to pets or livestock.   
 
Human development can impact wildlife as well.  Residential development is an 
increasing threat to wildlife, especially in rural areas where real estate costs are somewhat 
attainable.  Development creates a number of stresses, including habitat loss and 
fragmentation, introduction of nonnative species, and domestic animals that may harass 
wildlife.  Roads are associated with a wide variety of impacts to natural communities, 
including invasion by non-native species, fragmentation of habitats, and road mortality 
from collisions.  Roads can also be a conduit for predators or a barrier to mobility.  High-
risk areas for wildlife collisions identified by the Colorado Department of Transportation 
include Highway 160 from Durango to Pagosa Springs and Durango to Mancos and 
Highway 550 north of Durango.20 
 
As La Plata County’s wildlife/urban interface increases so do the cost and potential for 
wildlife conflicts.  Careful land use planning can reduce the 
impacts of development on wildlife and the impacts of 
wildlife on humans.  Map 4-3 shows areas in the County 
that have been identified as high quality habitats for 
wildlife.  Conservation of these areas and minimizing 
urban sprawl into these areas would help to minimize 
human-wildlife conflicts as populations and development 
continue to increase in the County.   
 
The Living with Wildlife Advisory Board (LWAB) was 
created to reduce conflicts between wildlife and the 
residents of La Plata County.  The LWAB consists of 
qualified volunteers who serve in an advisory role for the La Plata County Commissioners 
on methods of preventing and resolving wildlife conflicts.   
 
Invasive Species 
Invasive species are plants, animals, or insects that are not native to Colorado and have 

                                                           
20 Colorado Parks and Wildlife website, http://cpw.state.co.us/learn/Pages/AvoidWildlifeCollisions.aspx 

Key Point 
By recognizing and 

preserving high 
quality wildlife 

habitat in  the County, 
conflicts between 

humans and wildlife 
can be reduced.  
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harmful negative effects on the economy and environment.  They are introduced 
accidentally or intentionally outside of their native range.  Non-native plants threaten 
biodiversity since they can outcompete native species and essentially dominate a 
previously natural area.  This can generate secondary effects on animals that depend on 
native plant species for forage, cover, or propagation.  Invasive plant species establish as a 
result of ground disturbance and the presence of a seed source.  Seeds may be introduced 
and spread in many ways, including by people, wildlife, vehicles, wind, water, and fire. 
 
Since 1990, the Colorado State Department of Agriculture has protected the state’s natural 
resources by enforcing regulations controlling noxious weeds.  More recent revisions to 
the Colorado Noxious Weed Act have given County and City governments the authority to 
implement management programs aimed at noxious weeds.  The Colorado Department of 
Agriculture lists certain plants as noxious and sets the legal framework for enforcement.  
The Colorado Department of Agriculture provides resource help to the jurisdictions that 
have chosen to require management of these species.   
 
La Plata County has an aggressive weed management program for the control and/or 
eradication of noxious weeds.  The Undesirable Plant and Rodent Advisory Commission 
developed the La Plata County Weed Management and Enforcement Plan to describe 
management methodologies and priorities.  Chapter 58 of the County Land Use Code 
details the administration and enforcement of invasive species policies in the County.  The 
La Plata County Weed Office administers the management plan, maintains the priority 
weed list, and is responsible for enforcement actions.  Management efforts by the County 
include controlling noxious weeds on county roads and County properties, educating the 
general public, and working with private landowners for weed identification and the 
creation of weed management plans.  The Weed Office also maps and tracks the location 
of noxious weed populations in the County. 
 
Under the Land Use Code, it is the responsibility of all landowners and land managers to 
manage and prevent the spread of noxious weeds if the plants are likely to be ecologically 
destructive or aesthetically or materially damaging to neighboring lands.  If a listed 
noxious weed is not being controlled on a property, the Weed Office will give notice to 
the landowner to address the area of concern.  If the landowner does not comply, the weed 
office can conduct control measures and collect the cost from the landowner. 
 
The County also coordinates with the U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, 
and Southern Ute Indian Tribe for the integrated management of undesirable plants within 
respective territorial jurisdictions.  Invasive species move across jurisdictional boundaries 
and property lines; therefore, effective management requires coordination with local, state, 
tribal, and federal agencies, as well as with interested organizations and individuals. 
 
Fire 
Historic wildfire suppression and the associated accumulation of fuels have led to higher 
intensity wildfires and large losses of property and wildlife habitat.  Wildfire risk to 
humans and structures is greatly increased by the intermixing of homes and natural habitat 
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in the wildland urban interface.  Drought, extensive forested lands, and the decline of trees 
from beetles and disease keep the risk of wildfire high in the County. 
 
There are a number of entities involved in fire prevention and firefighting in La Plata 
County.  The County Sheriff under State Statute is the fire warden and is responsible for 
all wildland fire on unincorporated non-federal land within the County except where fire 
protection districts have assumed that responsibility on private land within their districts. 
The Sheriff and County maintain agreements with the districts for fire suppression on 
State land and private land outside the districts. Each municipality maintains agreements 
with the districts for fire service in the incorporated areas. The State supports response on 
private and State land during larger events. On tribal lands, the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
Southern Ute Agency and Ute Mountain Agency provides wildland fire protection. The 
U.S. Forest Service Columbine Ranger District and Bureau of Land Management Tres 
Rios Field Office cover fires on federal lands in the County.   
 
The La Plata County Annual Operating Plan sets forth standard agreed upon procedures 
and responsibilities to implement cooperative fire management in wildland areas within 
La Plata County.  The plan is established annually by La Plata County, the Colorado 
Division of Fire Prevention and Control, the U.S. Forest Service, the Bureau of Land 
Management, the Bureau of Indian Affairs Southern Ute Agency, the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs Ute Mountain Agency, and the four fire protection districts. 
 
In 2006, La Plata County created the Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) in 
collaboration with federal, state, and local governmental agencies and firefighting entities 
to identify community resources and detail goals, strategies, and recommendations for 
reduction of wildfire damage.  The CWPP includes a fire risk zones map that shows the 
relative wildfire risk in populated areas of the County.  The map is used to assess risk, 
identify future fuel reduction projects on Federal lands and for land use decisions.  The 
map is shown in Appendix 21.   
 
Various federal laws, state statutes, cooperative agreements, memorandums of 
understanding, contracts and other plans further establish and define the relationships, 
authorities and responsibilities necessary to suppress and pay for fires in our community. 
 
In 2003, the Firewise Council of Southwest Colorado was launched.  Active members 
include federal and state land management and fire-fighting entities, real estate interests, 
home owners associations, citizens, and other community stakeholders.  The council has 
become the County’s key central networking mechanism around wildfire education, 
policy, and mitigation projects.  
 
SOILS AND GEOLOGIC RESOURCES 
 
Geohazard areas occur throughout La Plata County where the human environment 
intersects with natural phenomena.  Many people choose to locate in La Plata County due 
to its scenic beauty despite the development challenges that geohazards impose.  Because 



4  ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES  
 

La Plata County Comprehensive Plan Page 4.26 

prohibiting development in hazardous areas is infeasible, it is the responsibility of the 
local government to promote responsible and safe development in these areas. 
 
When developing property, soil type should be considered.  Some soil limitations include 
high shrink-swell potential, which may limit on-site sewage capability.  Shrink-swell 
potential is a geologic hazard that is dangerous to structures because the ground shifts, 
cracking structures and foundations.  Frequent flooding, seepage, and high water table also 
pose development constraints which require extensive engineering designs.     
 
Geologic rock units, otherwise known as formations, are significant resources throughout 
the county.  Sediments of all geologic ages have been exposed by the forces of erosion and 
periodic mountain uplift.  Many formations contain paleontological resources such as 
plants, invertebrates, and vertebrates, dominantly Jurassic and Cretaceous in age.  
Paleozoic and Tertiary aged rocks may contain unrecognized paleontological resources.  
Coal-bearing formations, such as the Fruitland and the Menefee formations, can also be 
found within the county.  Formations can also pose hazards on development.  The 
Fruitland Formation has the potential for methane seepage into water wells, vegetation die 
off, and underground coal fires.   
 
Many of the hazard areas in La Plata County have been mapped.  The hazard area 
mapping currently adopted by La Plata County provides a preliminary hazard assessment 
for further investigation.  It does not have the capacity to define precise hazard areas at the 
site level. Where the adopted mapping indicates that a hazard or constraint area exists on a 
site under consideration for development, the applicant is responsible for providing 
sufficient information, such as a geotechnical report, as part of a development application 
to locate and classify the extent of the hazard on the property and to demonstrate that the 
potential natural disturbance for that area has been successfully avoided or mitigated. La 
Plata County's district plans and land use code steer new development away from geologic 
hazards by requiring site-specific geologic studies and slope surveys and promulgating 
standards to avoid these areas.   
 
GOALS 
 
Goal 4.1: To maintain or improve the quality of La Plata County’s environmental 

resources including flora and fauna, water, air, visual resources, open lands and 
open space while accommodating growth and development. 

 
Objective 4.1.A: To develop responsible methods, techniques and tools relative to 

the environmental resource of water in La Plata County, while 
recognizing the need for adequate water to support growth. 

 
Policy 4.1.A1:  Publicly support and participate in the development of rural 

water systems to provide County residents with a consistent 
and safe source of domestic water. 

 



4  ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES  
 

La Plata County Comprehensive Plan Page 4.27 

Policy 4.1.A2: To minimize the impacts of sedimentation, adequate storm 
water management techniques should be incorporated within 
all development projects. 

 
Policy 4.1.A3: Develop strategies to reduce encroachments upon floodplains, 

which reduce flood-carrying capacity, increase flood heights 
and velocities, and increase flood hazards in areas beyond the 
encroachments. 

 
Policy 4.1.A4: Strive to minimize non-point source pollution of surface water 

from existing developments and agricultural operations. 
 

Objective 4.1.B: To develop responsible methods, techniques and tools relative to 
the environmental resource of air in La Plata County. 

 
Policy 4.1.B1:  Partnerships should be established and/or strengthened which 

help maintain air quality in La Plata County. 
 
Policy 4.1.B2:  Continue support for, and participation in, the Four Corners 

Air Quality Task Force and Western Colorado Regional Air 
Quality Collaboration. 

 
Policy 4.1.B3:  Support efforts to reduce airborne particulates and surface 

water contamination, and promote alternative modes of 
transportation. 

 
Objective 4.1.C:  To encourage the creation of open space and promote 

development that identifies and accommodates natural resources, 
which can help to maintain visual resources important to La Plata 
County’s quality of life and economy. 

 
Policy 4.1.C1:  Provide technical assistance to organizations and/or entities 

attempting to establish visual resource protection or open 
space acquisition programs. 

 
Policy 4.1.C2:  Revise and refine the County’s visual corridor map. 
 
Policy 4.1.C3:  Create design guidelines for development proposed within 

visual corridors which address the unique aspects of the 
different areas of the County. 

 
Policy 4.1.C4:  In order to accommodate the growth occurring and anticipated 

to occur along highways and major county roads, develop 
guidelines which encourage appropriate development and 
create attractive visual corridors. 
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Policy 4.1.C5:  Evaluate and consider flexible road development standards 

emphasizing the minimization of grading, cutting and filling, 
and avoiding steep slopes.  

 
Objective 4.1.D: To develop and maintain responsible methods, techniques and 

tools relative to development and the County’s environmental 
resources, recognizing the need to maintain sustainable 
populations of desired flora and fauna for recreational hunting, 
fishing, and wildlife viewing opportunities and the economic 
benefits that stem from these activities. 

 
Policy 4.1.D1: Initiate discussions with Colorado Parks and Wildlife to 

develop a “best development practices” guide to integrate new 
development with wildlife considerations. 

 
Policy 4.1.D2: Coordinate with Colorado Parks and Wildlife to identify 

strategies to reduce development impacts on high quality 
wildlife habitat. 

 
Policy 4.1.D3: Continue to support the County’s weed management program 

for the control and/or eradication of noxious weeds. 
 
Policy 4.1.D4:  Promote the reduction of wildfire hazard through education, 

the support of the efforts of other agencies and organizations, 
and the evaluation of current methods used by the County for 
wildfire mitigation. 

 
Objective 4.1.E:  To provide guidance for responsible and safe development in 

geohazard areas. 
 

Policy 4.1.D3: Evaluate the effectiveness of current methods used by the 
County for geohazard mitigation; and identify viable 
alternatives for effective mitigation.  

 
* * * * * 
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