
PINE JUNCTION, Colo. — At a tra�ic light in 
this small mountain community, you can 
grab a burger and a beer at a local joint. It’s a 
crossroads of locals and their kids, intermin-
gled with mountain bikers, the occasional 
tourist, and tired 
hikers along U.S. 
Highway 285, one of 
the most beautiful 
yet deadly routes 
through the state. 
This unincorporated 
community is quiet, 
and tranquil, and 
feels as if time itself slows down.
          So, what is it about this western sliver of 
Je�erson County, near the Pike National 
Forest that’s got federal, state and city 

o�icials turning their heads? And why are so 
many organizations and agencies investing 
in this area?
          The answer to these questions involves 
millions of people in the Denver metropoli-

tan area and the water 
they drink. That’s because 
a federally funded 
infrastructure project 
called Jerome Miller/Miller 
Gulch seeks to improve 
forest health and reduce 
wildfire risks to people, 
communities, and forest 

goods and services.
          Five miles southwest of here, as a crow 
flies, deep inside the Pike National Forest, a 
small non-profit organization calling itself 
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RMRI-Upper South Platte
Project protecting Denver water supply receives 
federal funding

Projects. There are many projects inside 
RMRI landscapes that have either been 
completed or are in motion. More are still 
on the drawing board, others have yet to be 
imagined. These projects define the 
landscapes in Southwest Colorado, the 
Upper Arkansas and the Upper South 
Platte. Our landscape partners and your 
projects, with all the coordinating, 
planning, prioritizing, funding and imple-
menting, are transforming these priority 
landscapes. Each landscape partner does 
what they do best, planning, monitoring 
and managing projects. When we focus our 
collective e�orts and look at accomplish-
ments, these projects add up to transfor-
mative restoration on an entire landscape. 
For projects inside RMRI landscapes, two 
features stand out.
          First, our values guide when, where 
and what projects we plan and implement. 
In 2019, early in the formation of the Rocky 
Mountain Restoration Initiative, RMRI 
partners met and agreed on four shared 
values: 

A message from RMRI leadership

By Nathan Van Schaik, U.S. Forest Service

Continued to page 3...

The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch project  operates like a large o�ensive lineman on a football team, 
blocking against a potential wildfire (or at least slow it down) from tackling his quarterback — which is one 
of the most valuable water resources to the people of Denver and Aurora: Strontia Spring Reservoir. 

RMRI projects 
guided by values, 
planned at scale

Photo by Nathan Van Schaik, USDA Forest Service

By Frank Beum and Patt Dorsey

Forests and Wildlife: Healthy, 
functioning forests support suitable 
wildlife habitat and populations.

Water: Clean drinking water is 
available for local communities and 
downstream beneficiaries.

Recreation: Accessible, inclusive, and 
sustainable recreation opportunities 
are available for local communities 
and visitors.

Communities: Community mebers 
are prepared for the threat, and 
potential impacts, of wildfire.

Continued to page 2...

The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch 
Project falls on the Colorado 
Front Range, one of the 10 initial 
landscapes in eight states to 
receive federal funding to 
confront the wildfire crisis.  
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Editor’s note: This issue of The Source newsletter focuses on RMRI projects in each of the three RMRI landscapes. It is by no means a 
comprehensive list. The RMRI Communications Subcommittee is committed to supporting RMRI landscapes and partners. We under-
stand that sta� and resources are limited. So if you would like your organization and the work you’re doing to be highlighted — or if you 
would like to simply discuss any RMRI communications issues or concerns — contact RMRI communications manager, Nathan Van 
Schaik, via email at nathaniel.vanschaik@usda.gov or at (720) 584-6571. We are here to help!

...RMRI Projects
Continued from page 1

PATT DORSEY      
National Wild Turkey Federation    
Director of Conservation 
Operations West Region 

          The four shared values keep land managers focused on the 
highest priority work. They unite RMRI partners. And, these values 
bring diverse partners together, combining our e�orts to restore our 
forests. Diversity makes RMRI e�ective, exciting and unusual. Each 
partner brings their skillsets and resources, adding more tools to the 
RMRI toolbox. RMRI partners include national, state and local 
organizations, as well as Tribes, NGOs, non-profits, youth groups and 
private citizens. We welcome new partners and stakeholders to 
capitalize on new opportunities for cross-boundary work. 
           Second, projects in RMRI landscapes are coordinated and 
planned at large scale. For decades, the U.S. Forest Service, Bureau 

of Land Management and other land managers have worked to 
reduce hazardous fuels, improve forest conditions, protect water 
sources, and keep recreation accessible. These e�orts and small 
projects were well intended. Yet, as fire seasons got longer, wildfires 
grew larger and more severe, and invasive species, drought, insects 
and disease a�ected the health of our forests, it was clear these 
e�orts could be better coordinated across boundaries, and need to 
increase pace and scale in order to achieve landscape restoration. 
          Colorado has a proud history of collaborative forest restoration. 
RMRI continues that work, focusing on and highlighting priority

 projects, grounded by the principles of Shared Stewardship.  RMRI 
adds to the great local collaborative work being accomplished in 
each landscape, adding focus and resources to your e�orts to 
address local priorities.
          What we have learned since RMRI’s inception in 2019 is that 
partners are key. Partners are more than people who attend
meetings and listen. RMRI partners decided on the shared values, 
they decided on shared priorities, where to focus investments and 
how to share accomplishments. Our partners got it right! Let’s take a 
look at some of these partner-driven projects in RMRI landscapes…

“

Frank Beum is Regional Forester for the USDA Forest Service's 
Rocky Mountain Region and Patt Dorsey is Director of Conserva-
tion Operations (West Region) for the National Wild Turkey 
Federation (NWTF). In 2019, the USDA Forest Service and 
long-time partner NWTF co-convened a group of partners in what 
would become the Rocky Mountain Restoration Initiative. 

Jason Lawhon — the Southwest Colorado Shared Stewardship 
Program Manager — guides RMRI partners through the Powerline Trail 
in Durango during an in-person RMRI meeting held Oct. 5, 2022. The 
Powerline Trail is located in the Columbine 40 POD, a priority area 
where RMRI partners are implementing projects to improve conditions 
around the four RMRI values. This area of the RMRI-Southwest 
landscape includes 20,000 residents, a high density of popular 
recreational trails and areas, and the nearby Florida Watershed. The 
area has taken on recent fires, including the Perins Peak Fire, the Twin 
Buttes Fire and the Ute Pass Fire, as well as the 416 Fire in 2018. 
Southwest Colorado partners have created a priority area map, 
strengthened existing partnerships, and established new partnerships. 
This work has created a foundation to implement priority projects now 
that funding is available.

Photo by Nathan Van Schaik, USDA Forest Service

FRANK BEUM
U.S. Forest Service
Rocky Mountain Region
Regional Forester

First, our values guide when, 
where and what projects we plan 
and implement...Second, projects 
in RMRI landscapes are coordi-
nated and planned at large scale.  
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...RMRI Upper South Platte
Continued from page 1

Stewardship West has set up operations. 
They serve as a center of gravity, attracting 
local to national attention, and pulling 
together sta�, resources and funding for a 
project of dire and lasting significance. 
Dubbed the Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch 
project, it’s all part of a complex strategy to 
restore this critical section of the forest to 
stand up to wildfire and the threat wildfire 
poses to drinkable water for millions of 
people. 
          The playbook goes something like this. 
Preparing for wildfire comes down to X’s and 
O’s on a coach’s chalk board. Of course, it’s 
not so simple. But the Jerome Miller/Miller 
Gulch project — named a�er nearby 
geographical features — operates like a large 
o�ensive lineman on a football team. And 
he’s good. Hike! The o�ensive lineman 
flanks le� to make a block against a poten-
tial wildfire (or at least slow it down) from 
tackling his quarterback — which just 
happens to be one of the most valuable 
water resources to the people of Denver and 
Aurora: Strontia Spring Reservoir. 
          The project, which is progressing on a 
daily basis, protects the North Fork of the 
South Platte River (o�en referred to as the 
“North Fork”). What makes the North Fork 
unique is that it feeds into the South Platte 
River, which eventually feeds the Strontia 
Spring Reservoir before moving into Denver 
and Aurora’s water supply.
          USDA Forest Service employees are 
working with key partners and communities 
to complete treatments with funding from 
the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law. To 
facilitate funding, the Forest Service 
established the Wildfire Crisis Strategy to 
dramatically increase fuels and forest health 
treatments by up to four times the current 
treatment levels in the West. Work has 
begun within high-priority firesheds or 
landscapes of about 250,000 acres where a 
fire can start, spread, and threaten commu-
nities.
          The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch Project 
falls on the Colorado Front Range, one of the 
10 initial landscapes in eight states to 
receive federal funding to confront the 
wildfire crisis.  
          So far, 419 acres of the 1,521-acre 
project area have been completed. The 

project will support hazardous fuel reduc-
tions in fire-prone forests and protect the 
North Fork of the South Platte River.
          The Forest Service, under a stewardship 
agreement with the non-profit, Stewardship 
West, will increase the pace and scale of 
treatments aligned within the Colorado 
Front Range Priority Landscape. The 
agreement allows the Forest Service to 
exchange goods for services, exchange 
funds for services, or a combination of the 
two to improve forest health on National 
Forest System lands for up to 10 years.
          "The stewardship agreement is another 
tool in our toolbox," explains Ryan Kolling, a 
Forest Service timber sale coordinator on 
the Pike-San Isabel National Forests & 
Cimarron and Comanche National Grass-
lands. “The agreement benefits not only the 
Forest Service but also the partner involved 
and the surrounding communities. Built into 
the agreement is flexibility.”
          For those that live close, and to the 
millions that live upstream, wildfire is no 
stranger. The Bu�alo Creek Fire and the Hi 
Meadow Fire both le� burn scars visible 
from this project area. About 10 miles south 
of here, the Hayman Fire struck in 2002 and 
was Colorado's largest fire for 18 years. This 
is why both Aurora Water and Denver Water 
have invested in the project. 
          “This is an area that Denver Water 
prioritized for a wildfire mitigation invest-
ment because the project location is directly 
upstream of the Strontia Springs Reservoir,” 
explained Madelene McDonald, a watershed 
scientist for Denver Water. “About 80% of 
Denver’s drinking water passes through 
Strontia Springs Reservoir.”
          “The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch Project 
fills the gap in areas that have already been 

treated to lessen the severity of fire,” said 
Mike McHugh, a senior water resources 
project manager for Aurora Water. “This 
project completes a long stretch starting up 
by Shawnee all the way down County Road 

A section of the Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch Project before and a�er mechanical thinning. Photo 
courtesy of Stewardship West.

Stan Baker, le�, and Jen Baker (no relation) 
of Stewardship West are some of the 
personalities driving work in the Jerome 
Miller/Miller Gulch project in the RMRI-Upper 
South Platte landscape. Photo courtesy of 
Stewardship West.

Before After

Continued to page 4...
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...RMRI Upper South Platte
Continued from page 3

126 to protect the North Fork and the main 
stem of the South Platte from the introduc-
tion of sediment.”

Shared Stewardship: What Right 
Looks Like

The Shared Stewardship strategy 
introduced by the U.S. Forest Service in 2018 
was prompted by the need to respond to a 
growing wildfire threat beyond the Forest 
Service’s capacity. The intent has been to 
work with states to set priorities and 
co-manage fire risk across broad
landscapes.
          “The most e�ective approach to 
wildland fire management,” the strategy 
states, “is shared stewardship of the 
wildland fire environment, shared owner-
ship of the challenges it presents, and a 
shared commitment to meeting those 
challenges.” It’s a practical approach to a 
problem for all: Get all the players on board 

to direct their resources toward a priority 
landscape.
          What started as a single stewardship 
agreement in 2021 between the Forest 
Service and Stewardship West has taken on 
a life of its own. Today, the Colorado 
Department of Natural Resources, Colorado 
State Forest Service, Je�erson Conservation 
District, Denver Water and Aurora Water, for 
example, have each invested in the Jerome 
Miller/Miller Gulch Project.
          The Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 
provides the Forest Service with new 
authorities and additional critical funding to 
address risks from catastrophic wildfire and 
other disasters, strengthen fire-related 
infrastructure, make better use of the 
research tools, and support needed 
ecosystem and structural improvements 
that benefit people and wildlife.
          The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch Project 
also highlights how the Rocky Mountain 
Restoration Initiative (RMRI) — a Shared 

Stewardship pilot program — has attracted 
funding to RMRI landscapes in general and 
this project in particular. 
          Take, for example, DNR’s Colorado 
Strategic Wildfire Action Program (COSWAP). 
COSWAP was designed to quickly move 
$17.5 million state stimulus dollars to start 
on-the-ground work on fuels reduction 
projects, forest restoration and wildfire 
mitigation work.
          When COSWAP was developed in 2021, 
DNR o�icials were under statute for having 
to choose priority areas across the state, 
explains Alison Lerch, the state’s Wildfire 
Mitigation Program Administrator for DNR.  
          “We needed to select areas where we 
could reduce wildfire risk and wildfire 
impacts to life, property and infrastructure,” 
Lerch says. “So, in our selection and 
prioritization process we realized that the 
RMRI focal areas across the state had 
already done this work of prioritization and 
strategic planning. We really wanted to 
support them with these e�orts on the 
landscape and toward workforce develop-
ment.” 
          DNR funded projects on all three RMRI 
landscapes, including a COSWAP grant 
toward the Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch 
Project that was sponsored by the Je�erson 
Conservation District, who served as fiscal 
agent. 
          In short, RMRI provided DNR the 
opportunity to focus and direct investment 
to achieve landscape scale improvements.

The Jerome Miller/Miller Gulch Project is situated between the North Fork and the South Platte River 
before the two rivers merge and enter Strontia Spring Reservoir and, eventually, the water supply to 
Denver and Aurora residents. (USDA Forest Service Map by Lisa Maestas) 

A view of the 2000 High Meadow Fire 
bordering the treatment area. USDA Forest 
Service photo by Nathan Van Schaik.

https://restoringtherockies.org/
https://www.facebook.com/RestoreTheRockies/
https://twitter.com/RestoreRockies


Natural fencing and new benches will be 
placed at popular recreation areas in the 
towns of Salida, Poncha Springs and Buena 
Vista, as the Southwest Conservation Corp 
completes a project funded by Great 
Outdoors Colorado (GOCO).
          Southwest Conservation Corps (SCC) 
sawyer crews thinned stands of lodgepole 
pine in local forests to 
reduce wildlife 
danger. The wood 
was then used to 
make natural-looking 
containment fencing 
and simple benches 
for the towns to 
protect natural areas, 
decrease erosion and 
o�er a place for people to sit while enjoying 
parks and open spaces.
          SCC’s Cha�ee County High School 
Youth Crew built the benches, placing six at 
the Vandaveer Ranch Open Space near 
Salida in June. 
          The benches turned out really well, 
matching the landscape using a simple 
design meant to weather well over time, 
said SCC Regional Director Anna Hendricks.
          Buck-and-rail fencing is wildlife friendly 
and can protect habitat and wetlands. The 

youth crew started this phase of the project 
by constructing over 150 feet of fencing at 
the Vandaveer Ranch in June.

More fencing will be built this fall at 
Vandaveer Ranch, the base of S-Mountain 
in Salida, Poncha Springs Disc Golf Course, 
and popular recreation areas in Buena 

Vista. Each of these 
locations was 
prioritized by city 
and town managers 
to prevent erosion, 
protect vegetation 
and minimize impact 
to water resources.
          SCC provides 
youth, young adults 

and veterans with challenging service and 
educational opportunities through projects 
that promote personal growth and an ethic 
of natural resource stewardship. 
          The Healthy Forests, Fences and 
Benches project serves the organization’s 
mission well, Hendricks said, because it 
includes public service components, from 
reducing wildfire danger to protecting 
wildlife to improving the outdoors for 
residents and visitors. “Any project we take 
on has to have that piece of public good, it 

has to serve ecosystems and also the 
communities we serve.”
          The project supports priorities in the 
Cha�ee County Outdoor Recreation 
Management Plan by helping to address 
the impacts of growth in recreation, protect 
water and wildlife habitat from this use, 
and provide equitable access to the 
outdoors.
          In addition to the three municipalities, 
project partners include Lake and Cha�ee 
counties, Envision Cha�ee County, 
Arkansas River Watershed Collaborative 
(ARWC) and Cha�ee County Fire Protection 
District, which hauled materials from the 
forest mitigation sites. San Isabel National 
Forest Salida and Leadville Ranger Districts, 
Colorado State Forest Service and ARWC 
identified priority forested sites that were 
thinned.
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RMRI-Upper Arkansas
Fences & benches built from wildfire mitigation improve outdoor spaces

Story and photos by Kim Marquis, Envision Cha�ee County

Southwest Conservation Corps (SCC) sawyer crews thinned stands of lodgepole pine in local 
forests to reduce wildlife danger. The wood is being used to make containment fencing and 
benches for the local towns.

“ It’s such a win when 
we come together as a 
community.

Anna Hendricks, SCC Regional Director 
The SCC project supports priorities in the 
Cha�ee County Outdoor Recreation 
Management Plan. But what is that? The 
Cha�ee Recreation Council worked with 
public land managers and the community to 
deliver this 5-year recreation management 
plan that is designed to maintain healthy 
public lands, the quality of outdoor 
experiences, and the economic benefits of 
recreation tourism. The Cha�ee Rec 
Council’s intent is to achieve transformative 
change by implementing strategic projects 
and creating a fundamental improvement in 
the way we work 
together and 
do things.

Cha�ee County Outdoor 
Recreation Management Plan
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U.S. Forest Service Treatments at 
Chicken Creek
In 2018, the San Juan National Forest 
completed the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) clearance for treatment in 
the Chicken Creek area of the Dolores 
Ranger District. It lies adjacent to rural 
communities, contains recreation areas, 
and connects to downstream communities.  
The Forest Service and local timber industry 
are working together on mechanical 
treatment, pile burning and eventually 
broadcast burning to improve the health of 
the fire-adapted ponderosa forest, while 
protecting nearby communities. 

Colorado State Forest Service & Timber 
Age Systems 
Timber Age Systems started in 2018 with the 
support of a Wood Innovations Grant from 
the Colorado State Forest Service to create 
cross-laminated timber (CLT) with small-di-
ameter ponderosa pines. Timber Age 
Systems is the smallest producer of CLT and 
builds high-e�iciency modular housing with 
small timber products. Timber Age Systems 
receives most of its wood from private 

lands. RMRI helps them identify partner-
ships, such as with CSFS, private landown-
ers and HOAs to source its wood from fire 
mitigation and forest health projects.  

LaPlata County Fire Mitigation & Water-
shed Protection Projects
La Plata County stretches from high desert 
to forest, with rivers and streams connecting 
critical water sources to communities. 
Residents live in forested subdivisions and 
along rural roads within fire-risk areas. In 
2021, La Plata County, the city of Durango, 
and the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention 
& Control (DFPC) created an inter-govern-
mental agreement (IGA), establishing the 
Wildfire Watershed Protection Fund (WWPF) 
and WWPF coordination position. The 
WWPF Coordinator oversees project 
implementation and engages private 
landowners.The county applied for multiple 
grants, and partnered with local, state, and 
federal agencies to build projects that 
protect the watersheds, residents and 
property of La Plata County from wildfire. 
One project provides matching funds to 
residents doing their own fire mitigation, 
while another works with HOA’s to educate 
and maximize mitigation e�orts, through 
COSWAP funding. Local non-profit Mountain 
Studies Institute will monitor river water 
quality and sedimentation.

City of Durango & the WUI
Durango is surrounded by public land, from 
city and county to Forest Service and 
Bureau of Land Management. About 20,000 
people live within the city limits, o�en 
within walking distance to open space. 
Gamble oak, Pinyon/Juniper and Ponderosa 
pine trees are abundant, and living close to 
dense vegetation puts residents and 
property at risk during fire season. Since 
2018 the city has partnered with local fire 
departments and public land managers to 
coordinate fire mitigation. The first 
treatment project thinned gamble oak 
adjacent to 80 homes and power lines, while 
educating residents about living in the 
Wildland Urban Interface (WUI).

Private Land and Natural Resource 
Conservation Service Project
The Natural Resource Conservation Service 
(NRCS) works with private landowners to 
improve the health of their land. Locally the 
NRCS worked with a landowner near 
Mancos, Colorado, to protect his land from 
catastrophic wildfire. With the support of 
the adjacent San Juan National Forest and a 
local forestry contractor, the landowner was 
able to treat his ponderosa pine forest 
alongside similar work done across his fence 
on federal land. 

RMRI-Southwest
RMRI partners implement projects across federal, state, county, city 
and private boundaries in the RMRI-Southwest landscape 

By Christy Garrou, USDA Forest Service

The RMRI-Southwest e�ort intends to treat 20,000 acres of private 
lands and 290,000 acres of U.S. Forest Service lands. Project imple-
mentation is underway in the RMRI-Southwest landscape. South-
west Colorado partners have created a priority area map, strength-

ened existing partnerships, and established new partnerships. This 
work has created a foundation to implement priority projects now 
that funding is available. Meanwhile, Southwest Colorado partners 
continue to complete work around the four RMRI values. 

David Casey, supervisory forester for San Juan 
National Forest's Dolores Ranger District, 
speaks with RMRI partners gathered here as 
part of a field trip to the RMRI-Southwest 
landscape Oct. 5, 2022. Photo by Patt Dorsey, 
National Wild Turkey Federation. 

RMRI partners rendezvous in Durango Oct. 
4-6, 2022. It was their first in-person 
meeting in nearly three years. Photo by 
Nathan Van Schaik, USDA Forest Service.

San Juan National Forest Supervisor Kara 
Chadwick speaks with partners gathered at a 
treated site on the Dolores Ranger District. RMRI 
partners gathered here as part of a field trip to 
RMRI-Southwest landscape Oct. 5, 2022. USDA 
Forest Service photo by Christy Garrou.
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