
 

Featured article for the CWCB Confluence – February 2018 1 

 
Collaboration in the Dolores River Watershed 

 
Celene Hawkins 

Southwest Basin representative, Colorado Water Conservation Board &  
Western CO Water Program Manager, The Nature Conservancy 

  
 

About one year ago, I was backcountry skiing 
into some of the highest elevations of the 
Dolores River watershed near Lizard Head 
Pass. I was appreciating the above-average 
snowpack that Mother Nature blessed the 
basin with, which covered the always-
spectacular beauty of the San Juan Mountains.   
 
Over the course of 2017, I got to visit and 
revisit that snowpack as it melted and 
flowed down the upper portions of the 
Dolores watershed, filled McPhee Reservoir 
(where it would serve important municipal, 
industrial, agricultural, and Tribal uses), and 
provided enough water for a rare and large 
managed release from McPhee Reservoir into 
the lower Dolores River.  

 
Because the Dolores River watershed has experienced so few recent years of abundant water, 
the abundant 2017 water year provided cause for local and regional celebration. Local 
farmers had full supplies of water from the Dolores Project to support their agricultural 
operations, recreational users of the Dolores River below McPhee Dam enjoyed a whitewater 
boating season of 63 days, and the entire ecology of the Dolores River benefitted from the 
longest and highest flows experienced in a decade.  
 
Yet, now, in January 2018, I’m watching one of the driest and warmest early winters in 
recent history, reflecting on local water work in 2017. The bigger and more interesting story 
in the Dolores River watershed is not one about the snowpack or water supplies, but is instead 
one about collaborative water and resource management work in the watershed. 
 
Collaborative work can take a significant amount of time and resources from already-taxed 
governmental agencies and non-profit groups. Collaborative work around water and 
watershed management requires a delicate balance of a proper respect for important private 
property interests in the use and delivery of critical water supplies, and the ability to find 
creative solutions and projects to protect the wider public and resource management 
interests, as well as private industry, that rely on the same river and watershed. On the 
Dolores River, water managers; federal, state, local, and Tribal governmental agencies; non-
profit groups; local industry; private citizens; and others are working throughout the 
watershed to address important and often difficult water and natural resource management 
challenges.  

 
Backcountry skiing in 2017 at the top of the Dolores 
River watershed. Photo credit: Celene Hawkins 
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Two major collaborative efforts on the Dolores River saw significant growth and success in 
2017, and it is worth celebrating now and continuing to watch and support in 2018.  
 
The Upper Watershed—Dolores Watershed Resilient Forest Collaborative 
 
In 2015, Firewise of Southwest Colorado and the Dolores Water Conservancy District launched 
a new effort to form a collaborative network in the Dolores River watershed to address 
community wildlife and post-fire risks at a watershed scale. This new collaborative effort 
recognizes that droughts, beetle infestation, and a perennially longer fire season are all 
setting the stage for a broad-scale natural disaster in the forested upper Dolores River 
watershed. The potential for such a natural disaster puts at risk community lives, property, 
and public and natural resources (including the water in McPhee Reservoir that supports cities, 
farms and ranches, industry, and rural areas in the Montezuma Valley).   
 

Momentum for establishing and growing 
capacity in the Dolores Watershed 
Resilient Forest Collaborative (known by 
the charming acronym of the “DWRF 
Collaborative”) has been tremendous 
over the last two and a half years. By the 
end of 2017, over 40 different public and 
private entities were participating at 
some level in the collaborative.  
 
Some example partners include: the 
Dolores Water Conservancy District, 
Montezuma and Dolores counties, the 
towns of Dolores and Dove Creek and the 
City of Cortez, the Ute Mountain Ute 
Tribe, San Juan National Forest, 
Colorado State Forest Service, Tres Rios 
BLM, representatives of the local timber 
industry (including Aspen Wall Wood, 

Findley Logging, Montrose Forest Products, and Stonertop Lumber), conservation 
organizations (including Mountain Studies Institute, San Juan Citizens Alliance, The Nature 
Conservancy, and Trout Unlimited), and private citizens.   
 
The DWRF Collaborative has also successfully garnered resources to support capacity building 
within the organization, including the impressive coordination work of Rebecca Samulski, 
Assistant Director for Firewise of Southwest Colorado. She says, “The stakeholders continue to 
show up each month and share the workload. It is inspiring to see the conversations that 
continue after each stakeholder meeting, then to hear about the efforts that have emerged 
among participants because the DWRF Collaborative has gotten them in a room together.” 
 

 
This view from Dolores town water tanks on a 2016 tour of 
the DWRF Collaborative gives a perspective on communities 
and resources connected by the Dolores River.  A healthy 
Dolores River and the communities and resources in its 
watershed depend on well-functioning and resilient forests 
and uplands.  Photo credit: Thurman Wilson 
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The group has already undertaken an impressive 
mix of “on the ground” forestry and fire-
adaptive treatment projects, planning work, 
and engaging on key issues in the upper Dolores 
watershed.  In 2016 and 2017, the DWRF 
Collaborative implemented forestry and fire-
adaptive treatment projects near Joe Moore 
Reservoir (Lost Canyon tributary) and on 
Granath Mesa, which sits directly above McPhee 
Reservoir and the Town of Dolores.  
 
The DWRF Collaborative has allowed the San 
Juan National Forest to establish Good Neighbor 
Authority projects with the Colorado State 
Forest Service (bringing additional capacity and 
resources to accomplish cross boundary 
projects on private lands and adjacent national 
forest lands).  

 
The DWRF collaborative has also completed modeling of wildfire risk and post-fire flooding 
and erosion risk that will inform a Watershed Wildfire Protection Plan with a better 
understanding of how wildfires are likely to affect key community values (such as public 
safety, structures, infrastructure, and water resources) and how to target future treatment 
projects.   
 
Finally, the DWRF collaborative has launched into key local issues in the Dolores River 
watershed through professional background presentations to the stakeholders and working 
groups. These efforts include engagement and support of the local timber industry to explore 
opportunities that will make forest restoration for watershed protection more cost effective.   
 
An emerging bark beetle epidemic in the Dolores River watershed is another key issue that 
the collaborative is developing local strategies for, such as an identification and management 
workshop series to launch in 2018.   
 
Below McPhee Dam—Dolores River Native Fish Monitoring and Recommendation Team   
 
Water managers and diverse groups of stakeholders have been engaged in collaborative work 
on the Dolores River below McPhee Dam for more than a decade. For example, the Dolores 
River Restoration Partnership (a public-private partnership) has been working hard and 
successfully since 2009 to restore the riparian corridor of the Dolores River below McPhee 
Dam. They have worked to control invasive plant species and restore riparian vegetation.  
 
Since the Dolores River Dialogue (DRD) re-initiated discussions about the Dolores River 
downstream ecology in 2004, water managers and a large and diverse group of stakeholders 
have been working to address some of the toughest land, resource, and water management 
challenges facing McPhee Reservoir and the Dolores River below McPhee Dam.   
 
In 2017, the Dolores River Native Fish Monitoring and Recommendation Team (M&R Team), 
tasked with monitoring changes to the downstream river ecology, really stepped up to provide 
guidance and monitoring work on the largest managed release from McPhee Reservoir in more 

 
Stakeholders brainstorm indicators of a healthy 
ponderosa pine stand in a former Ponderosa Pine 
Partnership treatment from the early 1990s. Photo 
credit: Thurman Wilson 
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than a decade. The M&R Team was formed during a multi-year, science-driven collaborative 
planning process around the needs of the sensitive, native warm-water fisheries in the 
Dolores River that resulted in the finalization of the Lower Dolores River Implementation, 
Monitoring and Evaluation Plan for Native Fish (2014) (“2014 Plan”).  Both the 2014 Plan and 
the M&R Team’s work to help implement opportunities identified in the plan are guided by 
the DRD purpose statement, which is “. . . to explore management opportunities, build 
support for and take action to improve the ecological conditions in the Dolores River 
downstream of McPhee Reservoir while honoring water rights, protecting agricultural and 
municipal supplies, and the continued enjoyment of boating and fishing.” 
 
Because the 2014 Plan was finalized in the middle of a tough span of especially dry years on 
the Dolores River, the M&R Team was not able to use the 2014 Plan to help guide the 
management of any significant releases of surplus water from McPhee Dam for ecological and 
other purposes for several years. However, in 2017, the combination of an above-average 
snowpack in the San Juan Mountains in the Dolores River basin and good carry-over storage 
from 2016 in McPhee Reservoir provided water managers and the M&R Team with the 
opportunity to shape the largest managed release of surplus water from McPhee Dam in more 
than a decade.   
 
Armed with the 2014 Plan (and a diverse team that includes the Dolores Water Conservancy 
District, Montezuma Valley Irrigation Company, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Tres Rios 
Field Office, Bureau of Land Management, San Juan National Forest, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, 
Colorado Parks & Wildlife, Dolores, Montezuma, San Miguel, and Montrose counties, American 
Whitewater, The Nature Conservancy, Trout Unlimited, and San Juan Citizens Alliance) the 
M&R Team was able to help water managers begin to make decisions about how to plan for 
the large managed release as early as February of 2017.  
 

Sample hydrographs and ecological targets 
developed in the 2014 Plan were adapted for 
use with the specific forecasting for the 
Dolores River Basin’s 2017 water year to help 
shape a release plan that included a “peak 
flow” release of 4,000 cfs to support fish 
habitat maintenance on the Dolores River. 
Recreational and conservation interests from 
the M&R Team (American Whitewater and 
The Nature Conservancy), Colorado Parks & 
Wildlife, the Bureau of Land Management, 
and the Dolores River Boating Advocates all 
worked closely with the Dolores Water 
Conservancy District and the Bureau of 
Reclamation to assist the water managers 
with necessary adjustments to the release 
plan as the water managers addressed a 
wildly-fluctuating forecast and runoff pattern 
on the Dolores River in the spring of 2017.  

 
In addition, flow hypotheses and measurable benchmarks from the 2014 Plan allowed 
members of the M&R Team to set up and deploy field monitoring along the Dolores River 
below McPhee Dam. Armed with years of scientific research and the 2014 Plan, Colorado 

 
Aerial footage of the 2017, 4,000 cfs “peak flow” 
release in Big Gypsum Valley on the Dolores River. 
Photo credit:  Lauryn Wachs/The Nature Conservancy 
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Parks & Wildlife and The Nature Conservancy were able to develop an ecological monitoring 
plan and pull together a collaborative group of researchers to set up monitoring sites on the 
river within a few weeks of the first M&R Team meeting and notification from the Bureau of 
Reclamation about the potential magnitude of the 2017 managed release. American 
Whitewater and the Dolores River Boating Advocates launched a boater survey to evaluate 
recreational use of the Dolores River below McPhee Dam. Colorado Parks & Wildlife also 
deployed several fish monitoring crews on the Dolores River during the managed release, 
including undertaking a challenging fish survey in the remote Slickrock Canyon (which had last 
been surveyed in 2007) that provided important information on the status of the sensitive, 
native warm-water fisheries in that stretch of the river.  
 
The collaborative research team is continuing to work on analyzing the results of this 
monitoring work over the winter of 2017-2018 to provide information to the M&R Team and 
water managers that may help inform future releases and other management efforts on the 
Dolores River.  
 

“In 2017 we finally had the snowpack we needed to 
conduct and monitor a large managed release. In addition 
to the snowpack, mother nature also provided March 
warming driving early release, declining forecasts and 
wide temperature swings.  
  
The fact that all ecological and water supply goals were 
met is due to the flexibility of the researchers working 
closely with reservoir managers. We shared in the 
responsibility for keeping all constituencies informed.   
Providing large and extended ecological releases with the 
assurance that all water obligations would be met and 
McPhee reservoir filled could only happen with this level 
of cooperation. Having this level of information and 
communication in managing and assessing a multiple-
objective release was a water manager’s dream.”   
 
-- Mike Preston, General Manager, Dolores Water 
Conservancy District. 
 
 

 
Collaboration into 2018 and Beyond 
 
The grim SNOTEL report for southwestern Colorado (sitting at 36 percent of average and just 
21 percent of what we had in 2017 as of the end of January) and the current spring forecasts 
have many water managers and interests planning for a year of “famine” in 2018, after the 
relative water “feast” that occurred just a year ago in 2017. The increasing uncertainty 
around snowpack, water availability, and the timing of runoff that we are experiencing in 
southwestern Colorado, as well as other drivers of wildfire risk, will continue to be powerful 
motivators for collaborative work in the Dolores River watershed.  
 
I look forward to supporting these continued collaborative efforts, through feast and famine, 
in this iconic Colorado watershed.    

 
Colorado Parks & Wildlife aquatic 
biologists Eric Gardunio (front) and 
Jim White (rear) surveying for fish in 
Slickrock Canyon in May of 2017. Photo 
credit: Celene Hawkins 
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About the author: Celene Hawkins was appointed to the Colorado Water Conservation Board 
in 2017.  She serves as the Western Colorado Water Project Director for The Nature 
Conservancy, where she coordinates and implements projects with agricultural partners, 
federal, state, and local governments, and local conservation organizations to help optimize 
the use of water in western and southwestern Colorado.   
 
Prior to joining The Nature Conservancy, Celene worked as Associate General Counsel for the 
Ute Mountain Ute Tribe in southwestern Colorado, where her work included water rights 
litigation, water and natural resource development and management, water quality 
regulation, and endangered and sensitive species issues. Celene has served on several local 
water boards and committees, including the Southwest Basin Roundtable (Tribal and at-large 
seats), the Animas La-Plata Operations, Maintenance and Replacement Association 
Management Committee, and the Dolores River Native Fish Monitoring & Recommendation 
Team (co-chair).  
 
Celene holds a law degree and a Masters in Environmental Science (biogeoscience) from the 
University of Colorado, as well as a Bachelor of Arts degree the University of California at 
Berkeley. Celene lives in Durango with her husband, Tim, and her two dogs.   
 
  
 
 
 


