
Rebecca Samulski got engaged in post-fire issues following the Weber Fire near 
Mancos in 2012. Residents had done extensive work to help their community 
withstand wildfire, but had not considered post-fire flooding. FireWise of Southwest 
Colorado was a non-profit with community relationships in place to assist with post-
fire recovery, including seeding and tree-planting on private lands, fencing, and 
support for debris removal. The costs and impacts to the surrounding community 
were high, but could have been much worse in other areas around the County.  
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If a large scale, high intensity wildfire happens in the wrong place above the 
community and water resources of Dolores, what would be the impacts? There was a 
large fire, the Narraguinnep Fire in 2003 which impacted the Dove Creek municipal 
pumps. 
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To better understand impacts and consider this for the Dolores watershed, Rebecca 
and Ken Curtis, Engineer with the Dolores Water Conservancy District, attended a 
West Fork Fire Tour in 2015. Out of this, they convened a group to consider 
watershed wildfire protection on the upper Dolores and the Dolores Watershed 
Resilient Forest (DWRF) Collaborative was born. 
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In addition to the wildfire concern, an expanding round-headed pine beetle 
infestation in the Lake Canyon area west of the glade in the San Juan National Forest 
raises forest health concerns. By addressing forest health through strategic thinning, 
logging, managed, and prescribed fire across all ownership, we believe that the risk of 
catastrophic wildfire and post-fire flood risk to water and other highly valued 
resources can be reduced. The increase in forest health has many benefits beside 
decreased wildfire risk including a likely benefit to water yield when done at a large 
scale. 
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The Upper Dolores River basin from Mt. Wilson to the Dove Creek pumps is 
comprised of approximately 667,000 acres. Upwards of 80% of the water captured in 
this basin is diverted to the Montezuma Valley in the McElmo watershed. This is the 
area that DWRF is working within. 
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Our Mission. Previous slides covered the threats in the watershed, I will continue by 
introducing our “inclusive local group,” how we work together to “share collective 
wisdom and resources,” and a few things the group has accomplished to improve 
“watershed resilience and community wildfire readiness.” 
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Residents include retired foresters and hydrologists, some of who have worked on 
ponderosa pine forest health issues in this landscape for decades. 
San Juan National Forest, Tres Rios BLM, and Ute Mountain Ute are active 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, High Desert Conservation District, San Juan 
Citizens Alliance, Trout Unlimited, Southwest Conservation Corps, and the Nature 
Conservancy. 
Findley Logging, Aspen Wallwood, Stonertop Lumber, West Fork Lumber, Montrose 
Forest Products, and Western Excelsior before it burned, have all been engaged. 
City of Cortez (Water treatment and council funding for outreach), Town of Dolores, 
Town of Rico, Town of Dove Creek have all been engaged 
Montezuma and Dolores Counties both actively participate 
Dolores Water Conservancy District and Cortez water treatment, MWC and MVI 
receive updates at this time. 
Colorado State Forest Service, Division of Fire Prevention and Control, Colorado Parks 
and Wildlife 
Short Forestry, Dolores Timber staff 
Dolores District & Tres Rios join Fire and Dolores and Rico Volunteer Departments 
have been engaged, FireWise of Southwest Colorado has been a key wildfire 
preparedness org. to reach private landowners and coordinate the group. They have 
also received financial and technical support through the National Fire Adapted 
Communities Learning Network and Fire Adapted Colorado for the DWRF 
Collaborative. 
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This diverse group work has no bylaws or membership structure, but works through 
consensus and allows all participants a voice. The group meets typically the first 
Wednesday of each month from 1:30-3:30 at the DWCD office on Cactus St., Cortez. 
There is also a Coordinating Team that meets monthly and working groups as needed. 
One of our first tasks as a group was developing a clearer understanding of risk. This 
was done by identifying the values in the watershed, and what risk each value 
actually faced from different intensities of wildfire. These values were also weighted 
by importance. For instance, a more dense area of structures would be weighted 
more heavily than an area with fewer structures. The BLM Fuels specialist was able to 
get fire modeling run to evaluate the relative risk to the identified values posed by 
fire. This has given us a good picture of wildfire risk, but not post-fire risk. So, burn 
severity was extrapolated from the fire simulations, and this was used as an input to 
analyze the relative expected increase in runoff and erosion before a fire and after a 
fire of the expected intensity. This gives a perspective on what areas are likely to see 
the biggest post-fire impacts. This data and more (such as aerial insect and disease 
maps and future forest models) are being used by the group to develop a “Watershed 
Wildfire Protection Plan.” 
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In addition to the shared values identified in the landscape, the group has many 
experts who are able to share their expertise with each other so that all have a better 
understanding of concerns and management actions in the watershed. There are also 
centuries of institutional knowledge in the group about past management activities. 
The group has been able to agree on comments several times to support and suggest 
changes to Forest Service proposals and to sign on to letters such as Rural Voices for 
Conservation Coalition that proposed a funding fix for fire ‘borrowing’. 
The increased communication and interaction has helped coordinate treatment 
landscapes and leverage funding. It has also resulted in greater efficiencies, such that 
when the forest service brings in a large hand-felling contractor, FireWise has been 
able to take advantage of them to treat private lands. These connections have also 
allowed for greater training for private land fire use and support for fire use on public 
lands. Two cooperative burns have been done on private lands with federal fire 
expert and local fire department participation. And through our network, we can also 
reach many more people, because each participant can take the basic message of 
connecting forest health to the water and other resources in our watershed to their 
own stakeholders and events. 
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These are the special in-service trainings/ knowledge sharing presentations that have 
been given at regular DWRF stakeholder meetings and tours that the group has held 
together in lieu of meetings. There have also been several workshops enabled by the 
Collaborative that have increased capacity for participants across the region. 
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The group started with a little seed money, about $5,000, that FireWise of Southwest 
Colorado secured through the Fire Adapted Communities Learning Network. This was 
supplemented with another $5,000 from the Dolores Water Conservancy District. 
With some momentum, the San Juan National Forest was able to secure nearly 
$90,000 to support the collaborative for a further two + years. There was a gap in 
funding for outreach and outreach materials. The Colorado Water Conservation Board 
has funded us for some additional outreach this year with some material costs 
supported by Fire Adapted Colorado and the City of Cortez. We just received word 
this first week of July, 2018, that the Dolores Water Conservancy District was 
approved for a WaterSMART Phase I planning grant for the DWRF Collaborative. We 
hope this will help take the group to a new level. 
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The Montezuma Inspire Coalition is a group that DWRF is connected to through 
several participants. This is a GOCO funded network aimed to get kids outdoors. 
DWRF partners will help with Wildfire, forest health, and water lessons through 
School Outdoor Learning Labs in Montezuma County. Another great outcome of this 
partnership is that DWRF was able to secure a 10 week paid forestry internship for a 
Dolores High School students who is working with FireWise, Short Forestry LLC, San 
Juan National Forest, Colorado state Forest Service, and Findley Logging for the 
summer. 
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For more information, our website is almost live… www.DWRFCollaborative.org  
Becca Samulski - Email:dwarfcollaborative@gmail.com or Call: 970-739-7899 
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