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Introduction  

• It’s good to be back in the Rocky Mountains and Colorado.  I assumed my new role as 

Deputy Regional Forester three months ago.  My 18 years in the U.S. Forest Service has 

taken me through the Southeast and our national headquarters in Washington – but I got 

my start on the Routt National Forest and the Rocky Mountain Regional Office in the early 

1990s.  My family and I never lost our connection to the state, we have visited three to 

four times a year to recreate – so when I tell you it is an honor and pleasure to be here – 

I truly mean it!   

  

•  Water from the national forest is critically important to us all.      Today, I am here to 

emphasize that as we work to solve the complex equation of managing drought, climate 

risk, increasing population growth and water demands, we must keep in mind that caring 

for our forest headwaters is a big factor in that equation.   

 

• Forests are vital to our nation’s water supply – they provide nearly two-thirds of the fresh 

water in the lower 48 states.  National forests play a big role in the nation, the West, and 

Colorado.  For example, national forests: 

 

 In the 11 western states, occupy 19% of the area but yield 51% of the water 

 In Colorado, occupy 22% of the area but yield 68% of the water  

 The habitat produced by lakes and streams in Colorado add $1 billion dollars 

annually to the economy through fishing and recreation.   

 

Our National Forest Roots 

• Many people think their national forests were pristine when they were proclaimed.  In 

fact, mining, logging, grazing, and wildfires in the late 1800s significantly damaged most 
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of the mountain forests in the West – leading to extreme floods and droughts, rivers 

choked with silt and debris, and water too foul to use. 

   

 Early Forest Service surveys found vast damage like gullied slopes and meadows, 

blown-out streams, washed-out bridges, and depleted summer flows. 

 

• Most national forests were proclaimed primarily to renew and sustain good watershed 

function for reliable supplies of clean water.  This primary purpose is explicit in the 1897 

Organic Act. For over 100 years, healthy forests have been seen as natural sponges that 

absorb, store, filter, and slowly release clean water to streams and aquifers. 

 

 In 1900, the journal Scientific American reported that the Medicine Bow Forest 

Reserve was formed thanks to local farmers who wanted to conserve the forests to 

prevent early snowmelt and excessive floods. 

 

 Our first Chief, Gifford Pinchot, said 100 years ago that the connection between 

forests and rivers is like that between father and son – no forests, no rivers. 

 

National Forests – Our Water Towers 

• National forests are the water towers of the West – the main source of water for people 

and ecosystems.  Mountain snows supply 75 percent of our water.  People in 143 counties 

in 10 states depend on water flowing from the national forests of Colorado. 

 

• National forests cover less than one-fourth of Colorado but supply over two-thirds of its 

water – and over 70 percent of its public surface water supply systems.  Most of our 

national forests lie in source watersheds for surface public water supplies. 

 

• The thousands of miles of streams and acres of lakes on the national forest are a vital 

recreation resource for the many visitors to the Rocky Mountain Region.  

 

• Over 40 percent of Colorado’s 65 imperiled wildlife species require aquatic and riparian 

habitats that are sustained by water flowing from national forest watersheds. 
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Water Towers under Siege 

• Climate change may be altering the hydrologic cycle and habitat in our mountain forests.  

The effects of climate change that we are seeing in the hydrology of mountain forests are: 

 

 Reduced snow packs and retreating glaciers 

 More rain, less snow, and earlier spring snow melt 

 More intense storms with more flooding 

 Lower summer flows and more frequent and severe droughts 

 Reduced habitat for fish and wildlife 

  

• Drought, warmer winter temperatures and older even aged stands are a big factor in the 

mountain pine beetle epidemic.  Sustained periods of severely cold winter nights are 

required to knock back beetle populations, but they have become just a memory in our 

mountains – so the beetles spread unchecked. 

 

• Drought poses greater hazards of severe wildfires in mountain forests all over the West.  

Severe wildfires alter the soil and leave water-repellent surfaces that exhibit rapid runoff, 

severe soil erosion, and floods that scour streams and fill reservoirs in post-fire storms.  In 

the past 20 years, we have seen: 

 

 Four times more large forest fires that burn six times more acres 

 Fire seasons that average 78 days longer 

 Average time to control large forest fires increased from 7.5 to 37 days 

 

• Forest conditions also contribute to greater hazards of severe wildfires.  In the ponderosa 

pine forests of the foothills, decades of fire exclusion have allowed small trees to crowd 

the forest and create ladder fuels to the crowns.  In the lodgepole pine forests of the high 

country, severe human disturbances in the 1800s left us with vast tracts of mature, even-

aged forests that are highly susceptible to beetle pandemics and wildfires. 
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Shaping our Future 

 

• To care for our water supply in an era of climate change and drought, we must focus on 

water conservation, recycling, storage, and transport – but saving the source in the forest 

headwaters should also be part of the solution.  The coming crisis is so serious that we 

should address every factor of demand and supply. 

 

• Adapting to climate change requires flexible watershed stewardship strategies.  We can 

no longer use the past to predict the future – or as Yogi Berra said, “The future ain’t what 

it used to be.”   Conserving our water source is a five-fold job: 

 

 Prepare for change:  We need assessments to identify watersheds where water 

supply is most vulnerable to severe wildfires and where degraded ecosystems 

need to be healed.  We are working with the Colorado State Forest Service, other 

agencies, and Front Range water providers to identify priority watersheds for 

treatments to reduce wildfire hazards to Front Range water supplies.   We are 

also working with Colorado Division of Fish and Wildlife to assess watershed 

opportunities to protect fish and wildlife habitat. 

 

 Network knowledge:  We need to expand and share knowledge about the 

effects of climate change on watershed function and the effectiveness of forest 

watershed treatments.  For example, our Rocky Mountain Research Station is 

studying how bark beetles affect water in the Fraser Experimental Forest in Grand 

County. 

 

 Support entrepreneurial efforts:  We need flexible and forward-thinking forest 

stewardship with our eye on desired outcomes amid dynamic processes.  We need 

to support new businesses interested in ecosystem markets that meet conservation 

goals.  The new wood pellet plant in Kremmling is a great early step. 

 

 Connect with the public and partners:  We need progress in two areas to care 

for our forest headwaters: (1) people must be aware of their forest-to-faucet link, 

care about the health of our water source, and support active forest stewardship; 
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(2) partners are needed to provide labor and dig up new funding sources to get 

the work done on the ground.  Government budgets will never be up to the task. 

 

 Increase watershed resilience:  We need to treat our forest headwaters so the 

soil holds and filters the most water as long and effectively as possible and yields 

optimum supplies of clean water.  Active management is needed to reduce severe 

wildfire damage.   

 

 In ponderosa pine forests, this means restoring open stands of well-

spaces trees to promote surface fires and discourage crown fires. 

 

 In lodgepole pine forests, it means creating diverse patches with 

varying species and age classes to slow the spread of crown fires. 

 

Additionally, the Governor’s Fish and Wildlife Summit held earlier this week was a 

step in joining State and Federal Governments in a long term effort to restore and 

maintain healthy watersheds. 

 

What Now? 

 

• Conserving water by conserving forests is an integral part of the U.S. Forest Service 

mission.    In the past year, our Chief has made climate change and water two of our top 

national emphases.  In our region, forest and grassland health, water, and recreation are 

our top management emphases.   

 

 These three emphases are a good mix in Colorado.  Forest health plays a big role 

in governing water supply and quality – and water governs the quality of most 

recreation experiences. 

 

 We are focusing our budgets, work plans, and project priorities to give special 

attention to these three resource areas. 
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• I’d like to end with this: we in the U.S. Forest Service take our role as forest, water and 

resource stewards seriously.  I stress that any solution to drought and climate change must 

include the forest headwaters to hit the mark.  The U.S. Forest Service has special 

expertise in how to manage the complex variety of natural forest resources to benefit 

habitat and water supply.   

 

• But we recognize we can not make progress in this effort alone.  We are eager to sit 

down at the table and work hard on the ground with partners like the federal and state 

agencies, water providers, local governments, and interest groups more than we ever 

have.  Our future as a society is at stake, so we’re all in this together.   

 

Thank you very much for having me here today. 

 

 


