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We all know the biggest challenges facing the planet today. We see them right here in Colorado—climate change, drought, wildfires and more. 

In this 2018 Year in Review, I am pleased to share with you how The Nature Conservancy in Colorado is building on our legacy of innovation and 
leadership to tackle these challenges.

Although our nation’s politics continue to be divisive, we are proud of our role in helping to secure some significant policy wins this year, such as 
the reauthorization of the Colorado Lottery that funds Great Outdoors Colorado. This legislation paves the way for continued funds for significant 
conservation projects. We are also working hard to protect fundamental environmental laws that protect wildlife and water and air quality.

Water management is one of Colorado’s biggest challenges, and we’re facing severe water shortages across the state. On the Yampa River in 
northwest Colorado, we’re harnessing the power of collaborative decision-making and on-the-ground protection to achieve results. 

Nearly 1.5 million acres of our iconic Front Range forests are in danger of experiencing catastrophic wildfire. To restore our forests and protect 
communities and water supplies, we’re getting all hands on deck through innovative research and partnerships.

Our newest area of focus is on healthy and sustainable cities, with an initial emphasis on Denver. We will address critical water and air quality 
problems by combining several strategies: forest restoration, stream management planning and green infrastructure. 

And we’re taking our traditional land and water protection work to a whole new scale with our sustainable grazing lands work. By focusing on large, 
connected and resilient landscapes, we can strengthen the ability of both wildlife and communities to thrive in the face of a changing climate. 

All of this work is only made possible by your generosity. We are driven by our commitment to future generations of Coloradans and our desire to 
ensure that they have access to the natural beauty and adventure that we can too easily take for granted. Thank you for your continued support.

Sincerely,

Carlos E. Fernández 
State Director
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ON THE COVER Early morning light highlights the 
beautiful crimson colors of Ruby Peak and Mount 
Owen, reflected in the mirror-like still waters of Lake 
Irwin, near Crested Butte, Colorado. © Sara Bombaci   
THIS PAGE Carlos Fernández © Lauryn Wachs/TNC; 
Swift fox kits near their den at JE Canyon Ranch 
© Tegan May/TNC

The mission of The Nature Conservancy 
is to conserve the lands and waters on 
which all life depends.
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PROTECT. TRANSFORM. INSPIRE.

PROTECT:  
THE TRAMPE RANCH
The final conservation easement was 
added this year to protect this iconic 
ranch in Crested Butte.
Photo: Trampe Ranch © Barbara East

TRANSFORM:
SAGE-GROUSE HABITAT 
TNC’s work with partners on a simple, low-
cost approach to restoring habitat for sage 
grouse chicks is being applied at critical sites 
across the West.
Photo: Gunnison sage grouse © Lance Beeny

INSPIRE:
SOCKTOBER
TNC partnered with Colorado-
based Smartwool for a fun 
promotion in October to support 
our work in the Yampa Valley.

PROTECT Colorado’s natural resources by conserving 
our critical lands, forests, and rivers, making cities more 
sustainable, and tackling climate change.  

TRANSFORM how nature is managed through science-
based, innovative strategies that inform business practices 
and public policies.
 
INSPIRE Coloradans to value nature every day and to act 
on their concern for the environment through individual 
choices and collective action.

For more than 50 years, The Nature Conservancy in 
Colorado has helped protect more than one million 
acres of land and 1,000 river miles throughout the state, 
transform the way we manage our natural resources, and 
inspire more people to value nature.

Learn more about our work at nature.org/Colorado

MAP KEY

 Protecting Water

 Restoring Forests

 Conserving Land 

 TNC Preserves and Properties
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OPPOSITE PAGE Redtop Ranch in southeast Colorado © Chris Pague/TNC

Protecting Grasslands and Livelihoods
Colorado grazing lands are home to an amazing diversity of wildlife, 
including pronghorn, mule deer, mountain lions, prairie chickens, sage 
grouse and ornate box turtles. They support rare and sensitive species 
like mountain plovers, swift foxes and burrowing owls. They also support 
ranching, which is ingrained in our state’s heritage, with some ranchers 
tracing their history back several generations. With their broad vistas of 
waving grasses stretching to the horizon, the grasslands seem like they’ll 
go on forever.

However, our grazing lands face many challenges, and they may be at 
particular risk from climate change. Hotter and more variable weather 
conditions will present some unique challenges for conserving these lands.

To address these challenges, The Nature Conservancy is working with 
ranchers and other agricultural producers on various initiatives, including 
the establishment of a Sustainable Grazing Lands Program. We are 
developing science-based solutions to advance grazing practices that meet 
the needs of ranchers who own and manage these lands and help sustain 
the many plants and animals that call this landscape home. 

The ranchers are working with TNC to develop, test and share tools to 
adapt management and monitoring plans for grazing operations. These 
tools will help them improve the economic production of their lands, 
increase their ecological value, and sustain the health and well-being  
of wildlife.

TNC has four test sites for this work throughout eastern Colorado, 
including the JE Canyon Ranch and Fox Ranch preserves.

LANDS
The lessons learned from the test sites help us to continuously improve and 
adapt grazing practices. We’re learning better ways of designing infrastructure, 
applying financial management tools, and sharing knowledge to benefit nature, 
ranching families and communities.

“We are confident that over time this will improve real livelihoods for people 
and the habitats on which wildlife depends,” says William Burnidge, TNC's 
sustainable grazing lands program director in Colorado.

This grazing program also contributes to a larger project working to advance 
the sustainability of the U.S. beef supply chain. The U.S. Roundtable for 
Sustainable Beef (USRSB), of which TNC is a founding member, has a goal of 
continuously improving U.S. beef production to enhance its value and reduce 
its impact on the environment.

Burnidge is an active member of the Roundtable. In that role, he is supporting 
efforts to enhance how ranchers use grazing management planning to improve 
their operations and benefit nature.

TNC Colorado’s leadership in developing and establishing a successful 
sustainable grazing lands program and participating in the USRSB has helped 
advance the agriculture work of the entire Nature Conservancy. 

“Working together with colleagues throughout North America, I’m excited to 
see how we can advance our conservation work while helping to sustain such 
an important industry for Colorado,” says Burnidge. 
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“Colorado has played an important role in advancing 
our Sustainable Grazing Lands strategy throughout the 

global organization and with many important partners to 
improve practices in the beef supply chain.”

LARRY CLEMENS
 TNC's North American Agriculture Program Director
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WATER

THIS PAGE Rafting down the Yampa River in northwest Colorado © Tim Sullivan/TNC 
OPPOSITE PAGE A mix of fall flora and cottonwoods in the wetlands of the Yampa River basin on The Nature Conservancy's Carpenter Ranch, west of Steamboat Springs, Colorado © Mark Godfrey/TNC

Securing Colorado's Water
Colorado has one of the fastest growing populations in the nation. This 
growth is increasing demands on water and straining our rivers, reservoirs 
and watersheds. At the same time, climate change is increasing the 
frequency and severity of droughts, making less water available. 

Colorado’s water challenges are too complex for any one organization 
to address alone. Agriculture, local governments, environmental 
organizations and businesses must work together. The Nature Conservancy 
is working with partners across sectors to establish an innovative, 
collaborative and science-based solution: water funds.

The basic premise of a water fund is that water users and stakeholders 
provide funding to support conservation and restoration activities that will 
protect their water supply, water quality and recreational opportunities. 
Water funds allow us to generate support, increase local capacity and create 
a steady funding stream for a healthy water future.

“The Conservancy has helped to launch over 34 water funds worldwide,” 
says Nancy Smith, sustainable food and water director for The Nature 
Conservancy in Colorado. “They are an incredible and nimble tool that 
allows diverse interests to create a vision for their water future, and then to 
generate funding to make that vision a reality.”

One place where TNC is working to implement a water fund is in the Yampa 
Valley of northwest Colorado.

The Yampa River is one of the last naturally functioning major river 
systems in Colorado—and in the entire Colorado River Basin. But the 

Yampa is under immense pressure. It suffers from antiquated agricultural 
irrigation systems that limit producers’ options for efficient water usage. 
The river gets dangerously low every summer, killing fish and creating 
water quality problems. 

TNC is working with municipalities, the agriculture community, non-
profit partners and local businesses like Smartwool to create a water fund.  
This fund will invest in projects to improve riparian habitat and increase 
the amount of water flowing in the Yampa River for endangered fish, as 
well as improving opportunities for whitewater rafting and angling. 

“The Yampa is an iconic river, beloved by the local community and people 
throughout the West. We’re bringing these people together to build a water 
fund that will help safeguard this treasure for the future,” says Smith.
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“The Nature Conservancy is a large, global 
organization that behaves like a small, local one. 

Thanks to its on-the-ground engagement, the 
Yampa Valley community knows and trusts TNC 
in a way that allows it to connect our little valley 

with broader concepts and resources. ”
KELLY ROMERO-HEANEY

Water Resources Manager, Steamboat Springs
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Restoring Our Forests
Just 150 years ago, the ponderosa pine forests of the Front Range were 
more open, characterized by dispersed clusters of trees interspersed 
with grassy meadows. Since that time, a long-standing policy of fire 
suppression has allowed these open spaces to fill in with trees, becoming 
a denser and more continuous forest.

More trees are good, right? Not necessarily. In fact, in some forest 
systems, denser forests are more prone to severe wildfires, insect 
infestations and other problems.

A new report authored by scientists at The Nature Conservancy and other 
organizations lays out guidelines for restoring ponderosa pine and mixed 
conifer forests to a healthier condition, closer to their historic structure 
and more resilient in the face of wildfire and a changing climate. The 
report takes into consideration the unique characteristics and climate of 
the Front Range. Thinning the forests and building back heterogeneity 
into the landscape—a mix of different ages, sizes and spacing of trees— 
will help them withstand not just wildfire, drought and insects but 
climate change.

Rob Addington, landscape ecologist at the Conservancy, is the lead author 
of the report. To inform their recommendations, the team looked to forest 
reconstruction research—a field that uses clues like fallen timber and 
stumps from trees that were cut over a century ago to determine how the 
forest used to look and fire scars to reconstruct the natural fire interval.

“What we saw from the research was the importance of spatial patterns—
clumps of trees, openings, more of a heterogeneous landscape,” 
Addington explains.

To return the forest to this condition, the tree density and overall fuel 
loads must be reduced. Fire is a natural element in the landscape that 
maintains the forest structure and stimulates the germination of some 
species. However, fire suppression has allowed fuels to build up, causing 
the fires that do occur to be much more intense than usual. Rather than 
burning at low to moderate intensity, these fires burn hot enough to 
kill mature trees over large areas. Proactively thinning the forests and 

FORESTS

THIS PAGE Elkhorn Creek prescribed fire © Lauryn Wachs/TNC
OPPOSITE PAGE Fire academy participants © Carmella LoCascio/TNC
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clearing out underbrush, through mechanical removal 
and controlled burns, will reduce the risk of severe fires.

“We do it in the spirit of ensuring that wildfires don't 
burn so severely that we lose the ability for forests 
to recover.” Addington explains. “We’re removing 
trees now at a moderate level in hopes of maintaining 
trees for the longer-term, to sustain all the values and 
benefits that forests provide, such as wildlife habitat, 
clean water, and recreational opportunities.”

The fuel-reduction efforts are aimed at enabling 
forests to function in a healthy natural way that is 
resilient in the face of change. For example, at higher 
elevations forests tend to be cooler and wetter, 
whereas in the lowlands forests are adapted to warmer, 
drier conditions. To create resiliency, land managers 
should promote the kind of forest that is adapted to a 
warmer environment where ecologically appropriate.

The report was released by the USDA Forest Service’s 
Rocky Mountain Research Station. It was produced 
and reviewed by scientists at the Forest Service, the 
Colorado Forest Restoration Institute at Colorado State 
University, the Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
the U.S. Geological Survey, Rocky Mountain Tree-Ring 
Research, The Wilderness Society, and the Colorado 
State Forest Service, as well as the Conservancy.

TNC is actively sharing the principles with land 
managers throughout the Front Range. “We're already 
very involved in on-the ground restoration work, but 
this document gives us a more formal framework and 
set of guidelines to work within,” Addington explains. 
“We hope it’s used by a wide range of agencies and 
organizations involved in treatment planning and 
implementation on the Front Range.”

Firefighter Academy Training
The Nature Conservancy’s forest and fire program is working throughout Colorado to 
restore forests, protect watersheds and bring fire back to the landscape in a safe and 
effective way.

One of the program’s missions is to train firefighters in the safe and effective use of fire 
for forest and grassland management. For the last two years, TNC has hosted a “Basic 
Firefighter Academy” that involves careful planning and culminates in a complex field day.

This past spring, Conservancy fire crew members Carmella LoCascio and Lydia Zowada led 
several classroom training sessions followed by 1.5 days of field training. The participating 
firefighters learned best practices for managing prescribed fire, such as how to work water 
pumps, lay hose and dig containment lines. They also practiced a fire deployment drill and 
learned how to monitor weather conditions.

The 21 members of the class included 13 women. “It was inspiring to have so many women 
in the class as fire management is still largely dominated by men, but it offers a great career 
opportunity for women as well,” says LoCascio.

The participants represented nine agencies that all share an interest in increasing the use of 
fire for management, including through partnership with TNC. “After months of preparation, 
it was very rewarding to have so many people interested in expanding their fire skills and 
helping on Conservancy projects,” LoCascio adds.
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THIS PAGE Mark Tercek, CEO of TNC, speaks with Techstars start 
ups © Bill Marr/TNC
OPPOSITE PAGE Techstars launch party and mentoring sessions 
All photos © Bill Marr/TNC

INNOVATION
Technology has changed our lives in so many 
ways. With a few keystrokes and screen swipes, 
we can access driving directions, find a place 
to eat lunch or catch up on breaking news, 
navigating the information storm of our lives 
with ease.

Now imagine the progress we could make if we 
harnessed the disruptive power of technology to 
help the environment.

It’s already happening, thanks to a new 
partnership between The Nature Conservancy 
and Colorado-based Techstars.

The partnership, called the Sustainability 
Accelerator, is searching the world for start-
ups with commercialize-able technologies that 
advance solutions to critical challenges related 
to climate, food and water. When a company 
qualifies, we work to scale up the start-up and  
its impact.

Here’s how it works. TNC and Techstars recruit 
entrepreneurs with high-potential tech start-ups 
to apply. We pick the top 10 start-ups each year 
and provide them with an equity investment. The 
Sustainability Accelerator has a physical space in 
Denver where the chosen companies participate 
in a 12-week “boot camp” where they can work 

and interact with mentors, funders and the TNC 
team—creating an “ecosystem” of mentorship.
The Sustainability Accelerator will run for three 
years, with a cohort of 10 companies each year. 
Each program will culminate in a Demo Day to 
showcase the technologies for investors. It will 
be an opportunity for these entrepreneurs to 
raise capital and grow their business.

“For me, this program is not just about helping 
scale 10 start-ups per year,” says August Ritter, 
TNC’s program director for the Sustainability 
Accelerator. “It’s about the fact that the world 
doesn’t need a new pizza delivery app. The 
Accelerator is proving to this generation of 
entrepreneurs and technologists that it is 
possible to build a successful company by 
directing their talents and resources toward 
solving the world’s most pressing challenges.”

Colorado trustee Art Reimers, who is serving as a 
mentor to entrepreneurs in the program, agrees. 
“This partnership helps unleash the potential 
of these entrepreneurs and capitalizes on TNC’s 
science-based approach,” he says.

In order to achieve sustainability, “we need 
to focus on market-based solutions at scale,” 
Reimers explains.

Investing in Environmental Start-Ups
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It’s encouraging to see entrepreneurs 
increasingly looking for ways to help save the 
planet. Technology has transformed entire 
industries, such as finance, healthcare and 
transportation. Those kinds of breakthroughs 
could be game-changers if they addressed 
important environmental and social issues.

At TNC, we’re excited to help advance those 
breakthroughs by providing the Sustainability 
Accelerator participants with our conservation 
know-how. Meanwhile, Techstars will 
contribute its business and technology 
mentorship. But the ultimate success of these 
forward-thinking companies and others 
like them will depend on the investors and 
business leaders who step up and support their 
development. Together we can demonstrate 
that there is a viable market for technology 
companies focused on solving big global 
challenges—and the time to invest is now.

To learn more about the program, visit  
www.techstars.com/sustainability-program.
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THIS PAGE Tree planting in Denver © Paige Lewis/TNC
OPPOSITE PAGE City Park © Michael Levine-Clark

Communication isn’t just about sharing a 
message—it’s also about listening. This insight is 
helping launch The Nature Conservancy’s urban 
conservation program in Colorado.

Less than two years old, this program is 
connecting with residents in Denver and other 
Colorado cities, as well as finding common 
ground with community health and housing 
organizations. By bringing new resources to the 
table and helping residents lead the way, the 
program is achieving wins for people and nature.

Chris Hawkins, urban conservation program 
manager for TNC in Colorado, explains the 
program’s ultimate goals: “By applying natural 
solutions we can help cities manage many of 
the challenges they face, such as improving 
water and air quality, while also supporting 
the intrinsic value of nature, enhancing vital 
ecosystems and contributing to a healthier and 
more enjoyable quality of life for residents.”

One area of work focuses on supporting a 
resilient urban forest to reduce the urban heat 
island effect, muffle traffic noise and improve 
air quality. These benefits translate directly 

into improved human health. A study out of the 
University of Chicago found that just 11 extra 
trees per block lengthened the lives of heart 
disease patients by one and a half years.

With a skyrocketing population—100,000 new 
residents since 2010—Denver needs natural 
solutions to ease its growing pains. To achieve 

real change, TNC is forming alliances with 
partners and reaching out to underserved 
communities to hear what they have to say.

TNC is a founding member of the Metro 
Denver Nature Alliance and supported its 
transition from a coalition to its own standalone 
organization. In October, TNC partnered with 

CITIES
Finding Green Solutions for Denver 
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The Park People (TPP) and the Globeville and 
Elyria-Swansea (GES) Coalition to plant trees, 
shrubs and perennials in the highly impacted 
Denver neighborhoods of Globeville and Elyria-
Swansea, which were crying out for shade. The 
tree canopy there is only 11 percent, a quarter 
that of other parts of the city. In the past, the 
standard approach for tree-planting was to pick 
a date, distribute flyers and give away trees to 
neighborhood residents—with mixed results. 
In this pilot project, TNC is collaborating 
with TPP and the GES Coalition to try a new 
approach. Following our partners' lead, we 
hosted visioning sessions to understand what 
was important to the community and helped 
residents become more invested in the outcome. 

In downtown Denver, a planned trail called the 
5280 Loop is capitalizing on the popularity of 
city trails like New York's High Line. The 5280 
name refers to Denver's elevation and also the 
length of the loop (5.28 miles). Last summer, 
TNC did a block-by-block assessment of the 
planned route to record the existing vegetation 
and potential for new plantings. With a goal of 
significantly increasing the presence and role 
of nature in Denver, we are partnering with 
the Denver Downtown Partnership and local 
academic institutions to plan more greening 
along the 5280 Loop. 

“By giving a voice to people, hearing what 
they have to say, and involving them in finding 
solutions, we can better enable cities, people 
and nature to thrive,” Hawkins says.
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THIS PAGE Governor Hickenlooper signs the Lottery reauthorization bill at I Bar Ranch. © Stacy McPhail

POLICY 
WINS WORTH CELEBRATING

This year saw the passage of two pieces of 
legislation that The Nature Conservancy has 
been advocating for years—one at the state level 
and one at the federal level. We are excited to see 
our hard work paying off and looking forward to 
the positive changes these laws will bring.

Lottery Reauthorization
At the state level, the Colorado State Lottery 
was reauthorized for 25 years! The Lottery is 
the sole funding source for Great Outdoors 
Colorado (GOCO), and reauthorization means 
that GOCO will have the funds it needs through 
2049 to invest in the state's parks, trails, 
wildlife, rivers and open spaces.

The Nature Conservancy has been a leading 
partner of Keep It Colorado, a coalition 
that worked to get the Colorado Lottery 
reauthorized by the Legislature in 2018. 
Reauthorization was among our highest 
priorities because the Lottery—and funding for 
GOCO—was scheduled to sunset in 2025.

Created by voters in 1992, GOCO has invested 
over $1.1 billion in over 5,000 projects, 
including the conservation of more than 1 

million acres of land through acquisition and 
conservation easements. Many of TNC’s land 
protection projects and preserves in Colorado 
have been funded through GOCO, including 
Carpenter Ranch Preserve, JE Canyon Ranch 
and the Medano-Zapata Ranch.

Working to advance legislation, as well as 
defending core environmental policies, can 
have a huge effect on our ability to achieve our 
conservation goals, and we are encouraged by 
these victories. 

Fire Funding
At the federal level, an important change to 
funding to fight wildfires was included in the 
2018 spending bill that was signed into law in 
March. This monumental policy shift allows 
the federal government to use disaster funds 
to cover the costs of catastrophic wildfires. 
This change protects funding for proactive 
programs that make forests healthier and less 
fire-prone—programs that are critical to our 
forest work in Colorado.

Over the past two decades, fires have increased 
in severity, intensity and cost, and fire seasons 
have grown longer. Colorado’s 2018 fire 
season has been one of the worst ever. Yet the 
structure for wildfire budgeting had not changed 
significantly at the U.S. Forest Service or the 
Department of the Interior.

In 1995, the U.S. Forest Service spent roughly 
16 percent of the agency’s annual budget on fire 
suppression. Today, the agency spends more 
than half of its annual budget on dealing with 
wildfires. This dramatic increase in the cost of 
fires left fewer resources available to manage 
our National Forests and provide visitor 
support services, conduct forest research, and 
fund state and private forestry programs that 
touch every state.

This fire funding change will ensure that the 
agency has the resources it needs to protect 
human lives and property from wildfire 
disasters and do more proactive work to manage 
and restore forests across the country.
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BIRDING CHALLENGE  
The Mountain Bluebird was one of 219 species 
observed on a TNC Colorado preserve during the 
annual TNC 24-hour birding challenge.  
© Arden Anderson

2018
OUR YEAR IN PHOTOS

CITY NATURE CHALLENGE    
TNC staff and supporters 
participated in Denver’s City 
Nature Challenge. Over four days, 
319 participants documented 
774 species, contributing to our 
knowledge of biodiversity in cities. 
© Katie Millard/TNC

    LEAF  »        
Students from Denver and New York City spent 

part of their summer learning about conservation at 
TNC’s Carpenter Ranch as part of the Conservancy’s 

LEAF (Leaders in Environmental Action for the 
Future) Program. © Audrey Wolk/TNC

 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE WILD 
AND SCENIC RIVERS ACT  » 

Fly fishing on the Cache la Poudre River, Colorado’s 
only Wild and Scenic River © Russ Schnitzer
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Leaving a Legacy
As a longtime supporter of TNC, Scott James’ passion for 
conservation shines through. “You have to support the causes you 
believe in,” says James, “whether it is with time or money  
or both.”

James’ love of nature harkens back to a childhood spent hunting 
and fishing with his dad. “We spent every weekend outside,” 
says James. “I grew up appreciating wildlife and nature.”

These days, his outdoor adventures find him hiking more than 
hunting, but he still strives to spend as much time outdoors as 
possible exploring new trails with his wife, Carol.

After moving to Colorado, James quickly got involved with TNC 
and expressed an interest in our forest and prescribed fire work.  
“I have learned so much from Gabe Donaldson, TNC forest 

and fire manager.” James has volunteered on more than 10 
trail-building and maintenance projects in the past few years, 
including a TNC restoration project in the Laramie Foothills.

James supports TNC as a yearly donor and as a Legacy Club 
partner. “I am not Bill Gates, but I am fortunate to have 
something to give,” James laughs. “I support TNC because  
they are a broad-minded, collaborative organization and they  
get results.”

The Legacy Club consists of more than 35,000 supporters 
across the globe who have named TNC as a beneficiary of their 
estate plans or made other long-term gifts that benefit TNC. 

To plan your conservation legacy, please contact  
Cynthia Weir at cynthia.weir@tnc.org or 720-974-7029.

Gabe Donaldson, TNC’s Colorado Fire Program Manager, Scott James, and Kevin Grunewald, Laramie Foothills assistant steward © Cynthia Weir/TNC
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