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BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS 

970.453.3402  ph  |  970.453.3535  f 208 East Lincoln Ave.  |  PO Box 68 

www.SummitCountyCO.gov  Breckenridge, CO 80424 

August 2, 2018 
 
Mr. Ben Wade 
Water Conservation Coordinator 
Colorado Water Conservation Board 
1313 Sherman St., Room 718 
Denver, CO 80203 
 
Re: Blue River Watershed Regional Water Efficiency Plan Adoption 
 
Dear Mr. Wade,  
 
The Summit County Board of County Commissioners is pleased to adopt the Blue River Watershed 
Regional Water Efficiency Plan. As you know, the plan was developed through a partnership that included 
two non-profit organizations, five water providers, and more than 30 engaged stakeholders.  
 
The Blue River watershed is one of the most critical water supply headwaters in Colorado, serving both 
West and East Slope users. However, these water resources are stressed by a number of factors 
including population growth, a changing climate, and increasing demands on the river. This regional water 
efficiency plan empowers Summit County water providers, residents, and businesses to work together 
as good stewards of our natural resources.  
 
The plan’s vision is to continue to supply reliable, high quality water to the residents of Summit County 
while also protecting the natural environment, ensuring the sustainability of mountain lifestyle, fostering 
a culture of environmental and social responsibility and inspiring collaboration and responsible 
stewardship of water resources across the state. Through a combination of regional and provider-led 
water efficiency programs, the plan strives to save 377 acre-feet of water annually by 2025. That is 
enough water to serve more than 1,600 people per year, about 5% of the population in the Blue River 
watershed within Summit County.  
 
Summit County Government is committed to working with local partners on implementation of this 
regional water efficiency plan. 
 
 
Sincerely yours,  
 
 

   
Dan Gibbs     Karn Stiegelmeier    Thomas Davidson   
Chair     Commissioner    Commissioner 

http://www.summitcountyco.gov/
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Figure 1) and the entire Colorado River Basin, which spans from Colorado to California. The Colorado 
River Compact of 1922 is a water-sharing agreement among the States of Arizona, California, Colorado, 

Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming that dictates each State’s right to divert and use Colorado 
River water. Water conservation is one strategy that helps the State of Colorado put its share of the 
Colorado River to maximum beneficial use with the intent of avoiding water shortages that could 
instigate legal conflicts among the signatory States.  

 

Figure 1. Map of the Colorado River Basin (Blue River watershed highlighted in yellow) 

3.1 Why a water efficiency plan? 
As a mountain community, home to world-class skiing, rafting, and fishing, water has long been a vital 
resource to the economy and culture of the Blue River watershed. The community seeks to be a leader 
in promoting conservation values and stewardship of natural resources. A recent study of the water 
supplies and demands in the Colorado River Basin lends urgency to these goals, finding that “high 
conservation, reuse, and linking water supply to land use are in the best interest of Colorado (CWCB 
2014b).” The purpose of this regional water efficiency plan is to present the framework that residents, 
businesses, and communities will use to partner together to reduce water demands and to ease 
pressures on the natural environment.  

3.2 The Planning Process 
In 2017, High Country Conservation Center, Middle Park Conservation District, and five water providers 
in Summit County (Copper Mountain Consolidated Metropolitan District, Town of Breckenridge, Town of 
Dillon, Town of Frisco, and Town of Silverthorne) convened a project for the development of this 
regional water efficiency plan. Water efficiency plans were also developed for four of the individual 
water providers (excluding Town of Silverthorne) to represent the unique needs and opportunities for 
each service area. This regional water efficiency plan, developed for the Blue River Watershed within 
Summit County, elevates common themes and water saving opportunities outside of the participating 
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service areas, and provides opportunities for partnership and collaboration amongst the participating 
utilities. Plan development was supported through a combination of grant funding from the Colorado 
Water Conservation Board (CWCB) under the Water Conservation Planning grant program, and cash and 
in-kind contributions from the participating providers.  

The Water Conservation Act of 2004 (HB04-1365) requires all 
covered entities (defined as retail water providers that sell more 
than 2,000 ac-ft/yr) to have a State-approved water efficiency plan 
containing certain required minimum plan elements. While none of 
the water providers in Summit County currently meet the State’s 
definition of a covered entity, they support the spirit and intent 
behind water conservation planning. Therefore, the water efficiency 
plans were developed in accordance with the State of Colorado’s 
Municipal Water Efficiency Plan Guidance Document (CWCB 2012).  

The plans were drafted using information and guidance provided by 
utility and planning staff in each community. Additionally, a diverse 
stakeholder group was formed to provide input on water savings 
goals, water efficiency activities, and implementation actions. In 
2017, more than 30 stakeholders participated in a series of four 
planning workshops (baseline review, draft goals and efficiency 
activities, revised goals and efficiency activities, and 
implementation). Upon completion, the plans underwent a series of 
reviews by utility staff, the stakeholder group, the public, and CWCB 
staff. Finally, plans were submitted to the appropriate governing 
entity (town council or District board, as appropriate) for adoption.  

3.3 Our Water Vision 
The stakeholder group developed a vision statement to guide efforts in the Blue River Watershed 
towards regional water efficiency.  

 

 

VISION STATEMENT 

Our vision is for water providers to continue supplying reliable, high quality water to the 
residents and visitors of Summit County while also: 

• Protecting the natural environment upon which our economy and prosperity are based. 
• Ensuring the sustainability of our mountain lifestyle for current and future generations. 
• Fostering a culture of environmental and social responsibility through education and 

actions.   
• Inspiring collaboration and responsible stewardship of water resources across the State 

of Colorado. 

Figure 2. State of Colorado Municipal Water Efficiency Plan 
Guidance Document 
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the Forest Service’s goals and objectives for the management of the national forest.  
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5 ABOUT THE BLUE RIVER WATERSHED 
The Blue River watershed’s drainage boundaries are coincident with the political boundaries of Summit 
County (Figure 3). The watershed, located on the western slope of the Continental Divide in central 
Colorado, is home to six municipalities (Blue River, Breckenridge, Dillon, Frisco, Montezuma, and 
Silverthorne) and four major ski resorts (Keystone/Vail Resorts, Breckenridge/Vail Resorts, Copper 
Mountain, and Arapahoe Basin). More than 80% of the watershed is public land associated with the Blue 
River State Wildlife Area, Arapahoe and White River National Forests, Eagles Nest Wilderness, Summit 
County Recreational Pathway System, and Top of the Rockies National Scenic Byway (Summit County, 
2017a).  

 

Figure 3. Map of the Blue River Watershed within Summit County (Summit County, 2017b) 
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5.1 Climate 
The Blue River watershed within Summit County is situated at high elevations (ranging from 7,947 ft 
above mean sea level (amsl) at Green Mountain Reservoir to 14,270 ft amsl at Gray’s Peak) on the 
windward side of the Rocky Mountains (Summit County, 2017a). Because of these orographic factors, 
the climate in the watershed is cool (average annual temperature of 38°F), experiences heavy snowfall 
in the winter (average annual 111 in) and receives lesser amounts of rain in the summer (average annual 
17 in) (USA.com, 2017).  

5.2 Population 
Since 1970, the Blue River watershed within Summit County has experienced rapid population growth, 
though the permanent resident population remains relatively small at 30,367 people (Figure 4). About 
53% of the population lives in unincorporated Summit County, while 47% of the population lives in 
incorporated areas (Summit County, 2017c). Looking forward, permanent residents in Summit County 
are expected to grow by 2.6% on average year-over-year through 2050 (CO DOLA, 2018a). 

 

Figure 4: Summit County Permanent Resident Population Estimates (1900-2050) (CO DOLA, 2017) 

In addition to the permanent residential population, the Blue River watershed within Summit County is 
home to many second homeowners and experiences a large influx of visitors due to the ski industry and 
other outdoor recreational opportunities.  

5.3 Housing 
Housing in the area reflects the characteristics of a recreational destination. One-third (33%) of the 
housing units are owner-occupied, 17% serve as long-term rental units, and 50% serve as short-term 
units intended for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use (ACS, 2015). Of the owner-occupied units, 
many are second homes that are occupied only occasionally throughout the year.  

The average home age is about 30 years, with 80% of housing units built between 1979 and 1999 and 
20% built from 2000 to present (ACS, 2015). Most of the housing units (57%) are designated as 
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multifamily properties with two or more units. The remaining 42% of housing units are designated as 
single-family detached and single-family attached homes.  

The Summit County Planning Department analyzes the maximum number of residential housing units 
that are expected to be built based on current zoning and development feasibility. Current estimates are 
that residential development is at 73% of build-out in unincorporated areas of the County and at 83% of 
build-out in incorporated areas (Summit County, 2017d). These estimates are subject to change over 
time.  

As relates to water efficiency, older buildings represent an opportunity for indoor water savings through 
the replacement of fixtures and appliances. The high proportion of multifamily units and the transient 
population characteristics represent challenges for water education and outreach efforts. To effect long-
lasting water savings, the visiting population must be engaged and influenced. 

5.4 Businesses and Employment 
The Blue River watershed within Summit County is home to approximately 2,100 businesses and 18,600 
jobs (ACS, 2015). Major employers include the four ski resorts – Keystone/Vail Resorts, 
Breckenridge/Vail Resorts, Copper Mountain, and Arapahoe Basin. Ski industry trends indicate 
continued gains in lodging revenue, summer business, and peak days boosted by holidays and special 
events (Summit Daily, 2015).   

The remaining top ten employers include Summit County School District, Summit County, Town of 
Breckenridge, Breckenridge Grand Vacations, Centura Health, and Beaver Run (Bridge Hospitality LLC). 
There are also many food and service businesses that cater to the tourist economy.  

Current estimates indicate that commercial development in unincorporated Summit County is at 62% of 
build-out, although the Summit County Planning Department does not currently conduct a detailed 
build-out analysis for the commercial sector (Summit County, 2017d). 
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6 WATER SUPPLY AND USES 

6.1 Water Sources 
Water supply in the Blue River watershed relies on a combination of surface water diversions, 
groundwater withdrawals, and reservoir releases (Figure 5). Surface water is by far the dominant source, 
supplying 83% of the demands in the watershed. The Blue River, Snake River, and Tenmile Creek are 
important tributaries in the watershed, formed by snowmelt runoff from the highest peaks of the Rocky 
Mountains on the western slope of the Continental Divide. These tributaries eventually discharge 
directly into Dillon Reservoir (see Figure 3 for a map of these drainages). Releases from Dillon Reservoir 
into the Blue River channel flow downstream until entering another on-channel storage reservoir, Green 
Mountain Reservoir. Releases from Green Mountain Reservoir flow downstream out of Summit County 
and to the confluence with the Colorado River in Grand County, CO.  

 

Figure 5. Water Diversions by Source Water Type (2015) 

The Blue River watershed contains a number of storage reservoirs that supply water to meet 16% of the 
demands in the watershed. The water is used for irrigation, augmentation, snowmaking, and transbasin 
exports to the Front Range. The Dillon and Green Mountain Reservoirs are the largest storage reservoirs 
in the watershed, serving the additional purpose of hydropower generation. 

Groundwater is a smaller, but still important, source of water in the watershed, supplying 1% of the 
total demands. The majority of groundwater supply wells are shallow alluvial wells, except in the valley 
where supply wells are deeper and tap into confined aquifers. Wells are classified as exempt or non-
exempt, which indicates whether they are subject to administration under the prior appropriation water 
rights system. Owners of non-exempt wells (of which there are about 94 in the watershed) must replace 
out-of-priority groundwater depletions by participating in an augmentation plan. Residents in the Blue 
River watershed can purchase augmentation water from Summit County or from a private company 
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(Vidler Water). Based on the State’s well permit database, there are approximately 1,800 exempt wells 
in the watershed that are permitted for household and domestic (indoor) use only.  

6.2 Beneficial Uses 
Water in the Blue River watershed is put to a variety of beneficial uses allowable under State water law, 
and those beneficial uses vary greatly in their impacts on watershed health. Factors that can be used to 
assess watershed impact are the magnitude of the diversion, the amount of water returned to the 
watershed after use (also referred to as the return flows or non-consumptive use), and the amount of 
water lost from the watershed (also referred to as the consumptive use).  

Figure 6 presents a summary of beneficial uses in the Blue River watershed along with annual diversion 
volumes and relative impacts (low, medium, high) to the watershed as assessed by the fraction of water 
returned to the watershed. Hydropower generation is by far the largest use in the watershed, being 
served by about half of the annual diversions, but is categorized as having a relatively low impact to the 
watershed because almost all of the water is returned to the river. Other uses categorized as having a 
low watershed impact include water used for maintaining environmentally-beneficial lake levels and 
streamflows, fisheries, augmentation, recharge, and domestic and household only use. In these cases, 
the return flows are estimated to be 90-100% of the water diverted.    

Uses that are categorized as having medium impact to the watershed (storage, municipal, snowmaking, 
industrial, commercial, and stock water) typically have return flows representing between 80-90% of the 
water diverted. The water that is used consumptively is primarily lost to evaporation, either from water 
surfaces or as a result of irrigation and snowmaking practices.  

The high impact uses include transbasin exports, where water is diverted to Front Range water users 
and used to extinction. None of that water is returned to the West Slope. Similarly, all diversions 
ascribed to evaporation are considered lost from the watershed. Irrigation impacts are variable 
depending on the irrigation technique but can use 55-100% of the diverted water.     

The “other” use category is used by the Colorado Division of Water Resources for water accounting 
purposes and captures a variety of potential situations, including but not limited to: return flows, 
exchanges, multiple uses, unauthorized uses, and winter uses such as icing. Because the “other” use 
category captures a number of different use scenarios, the impact to the watershed cannot be 
quantified.  
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Figure 6. Water Diversions by Beneficial Use (2015) 

6.3 Water Providers 
There are 19 water providers in the Blue River Watershed within Summit County: four municipal 
providers and 15 special district water providers under Colorado Revised Statutes Title 32: Special 
Districts. Figure 7 presents a map of the service areas for 13 of the water providers for which geographic 
data were available (CO DOLA, 2018b).  





Blue River Watershed Regional Water Efficiency Plan 19 

 

Figure 8. Water Use by Provider (2015) 

The scope of this regional water efficiency plan covers the water use depicted in Figure 8, of which 57% 
is sourced from surface water and 43% is sourced from groundwater. Approximately 61% of the water 
use is delivered by Copper Mountain Consolidated Metropolitan District, Town of Breckenridge, Town of 
Dillon, and Town of Frisco. Though these four providers have developed individual water efficiency 
plans, this regional plan has a broader scope that covers municipal use, domestic, commercial, and 
household uses across all water users in the watershed.  
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Figure 12. Screen Capture from the High Country Conservation Center website (HC3, 2018) 

Concurrently with the public review and comment period, the draft plans were submitted to the 
Colorado Water Conservation Board for review. Review comments and responses to comments are 
included in Appendix D. 

After the plan has been adopted by High Country Conservation Center’s Board of Directors, Appendix E 
will contain copies of the resolutions. 

High Country Conservation Center intends to update this plan every seven years as required by The 
Water Conservation Act of 2004. Plan updates will incorporate new data and may include revisions to 
the planned activities, as appropriate. 
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APPENDIX A: PLAN DATA 
Provided in a separate document.  
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APPENDIX B: IMPLEMENTATION RESOURCES 
 

Organization / 
Individual 

Implementation Resource Resource Type Additional Information 

Aaron Clay Water Law in a Nutshell 
Workshop 

Education and 
Training 

Contact High Country 
Conservation Center or 
Middle Park Conservation 
District 

American Water Works 
Association 

Topics area: water 
conservation programs, 
water loss control 

Technical 
guidance 

Website 

American Water Works 
Association Rocky 
Mountain Section 

Topics: water conservation, 
tap fees 

Training Website 

Colorado Water 
Conservation Board 

Water Conservation 
Implementation Grants 

Grant Funding 
Source 

Website 

Colorado Water 
Conservation Board 

Water Resource 
Conservation Public 
Education and Outreach 
Grants 

Grant Funding 
Source 

Website 

Colorado Water 
Conservation Board 

Water Plan Grants Grant Funding 
Source 

Website 

Colorado WaterWise Live Like You Love It  Education and 
outreach 
materials 

Website 

Irrigation Association Topics: landscape water 
management 

Training Contact Northern Water 
(2018 training host) 

Rural Communities 
Assistance Program 

Topic areas: Water loss 
control, managerial, 
financial 

Training and 
technical 
assistance 

Website 
Contact Jeff Oxenford (720-
353-4242) 

Sonoran Institute Land Use and Water 
Planning Workshop 

Education and 
Training 

Website 

WaterNow Project Accelerator Program Technical and 
program 
assistance 

Website 

 

 

  

http://www.awwa.org/
http://www.rmsawwa.org/?
http://cwcb.state.co.us/LoansGrants/water-efficiency-grants/Pages/WaterConservationImplementationGrants.aspx
http://cwcb.state.co.us/LoansGrants/water-efficiency-grants/Pages/WaterResourceConservationPublicEducationAndOutreachGrants.aspx
http://cwcb.state.co.us/LoansGrants/Colorados-Water-Plan-Grants/Pages/main.aspx
https://lovecoloradowater.org/
https://rcap.org/
https://sonoraninstitute.org/2017/rcw-program-workshops/
https://waternow.org/announcing-the-first-participants-of-waternows-project-accelerator-program/
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APPENDIX D: PLAN REVIEWS AND COMMENTS 
REVIEW COMMENTS FROM THE COLORADO WATER CONSERVATION BOARD 
Conservation Plan Submittal Required Plan Elements Checklist 
Name of Entity: Blue River Regional WEP 
Date Submitted: 3/16/18 
 
Required Conservation Plan Elements   Completed? Response to Comments 
1. Name and contact information 
 
 

Yes_____    No__x___   
Comment: Put final cover letter 

Cover letter added 

2. Organizations and individuals 
assisting with plan development 

 

Yes___x__     No______   
Comment: pg. 6 

No action required 

3. Quantified annual retail water 
delivery? 

 
 

Yes_x __    No ____ 
Comment: 
 

No action required 

4. Identified population served by retail 
water delivery? 

 

Yes__x___    No_______   
Comment: Summit County 2016- 30,367; 
2050- 51,000 state demographer; 
permanent residents 

No action required 

5. Public comment period completed?  
      (60 days or local regulation) 
 

Yes_____    No_x____   
Comment:  after review  

Section 9.2 (Plan 
Review and Updates) 
and Appendix D (Plan 
Reviews and 
Comments) updated 
after public comment 
period was completed 

6. Signature with authority to commit 
resources of the submitting entity? 

 

Yes_____    No__x   
Comment: Put in final cover letter 

Cover letter added 

7. All required water saving measures 
and programs considered? 
 

Yes__x_   No_____   
Comment:   

No action required 

I. Fixtures and appliances – 
toilets, urinals, showerheads, 
faucets, etc.? 

 

Yes__x__    No ___ 
Comment: HCC will lead indoor 
residential audits with install of fixtures 

No action required 

II. Waterwise landscapes, 
drought resistant vegetation, 
removal of phreatophytes, 
efficient irrigation, etc.? 

Yes_x__   No_______   
Comment: Outdoor water audit program 
to evaluate system efficiencies and 
implement fixes through rebates 

No action required 

III. Water efficient industrial and 
commercial processes? 

 

Yes__x__   No_______   
Comment:  Commercial outreach 
through HCC sustainable business 
program and will put financial resources 
towards upgrades 

No action required 
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Required Conservation Plan Elements   Completed? Response to Comments 
previous conservation efforts AND 
water saved through plan 
implementation? 

 

Comment:  371 af through regional and 
individual planning efforts; 17 af coming 
from regional; much of regional efforts 
are not quantified due to nature of 
programs and initiatives  

11. Best management practices for water 
demand management, water 
efficiency, and water conservation 
that may be implemented through 
land use planning efforts 

Yes__x____    No______   
Comment: Ordinances: Convened a 
regional land use planning group in 2017 
to review design guidelines and 
landscaping codes for existing incentives 
and barriers to water savings; one of 
four working groups formed for the plan 
is an “Integrated water and land use 
planning” group 

No action required 

 

Plan Review Findings 

_________  Approved 

____x_____ Conditional Approval 

_________ Disapproval with Modifications 

Plan review comments: 

This plan review was completed by Kevin Reidy of the Colorado Water Conservation Board.  Questions 
about the review, comments provided, the plan review process and the statutory requirements can be 
directed to Kevin.   

Details on programs: In the body of the plan, refer to the Appendix C where the working group plans 
are. I didn’t see it until Section 9 and when I read through the plan the first time, I was wanting more 
details on each program but didn’t find it until I got to the Appendix C with the working group plans. I 
really like the working group plans though. Not sure if you want to have a blanket statement at the 
beginning of Section 8 directing readers to Appendix C or in each activity where it is relevant. 

Response to Comment: Added references to Appendix C in Section 8 when discussing regional 
efficiency programs. 

Ordinances and Regulations: Are those county landscape codes and regs you identify in section 8.3? It 
would be good to describe them as such so that the reader knows they apply across all 
providers/communities and also state that all the individual communities have their own ordinances 
that do not translate across all the other communities. 

Response to Comment: Clarified section 8.3 to make clear that county, local, and regional 
representatives are participating in the working group and that the proposed code audit will 
target multiple levels of government.  

Indoor/Outdoor Water Efficiency: Would like to see more detail on the rebates, incentives and fixtures 
that will be implemented in the Indoor and Outdoor water efficiency sections.  
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APPENDIX E: RESOLUTION TO ADOPT PLAN 
 

 

 




