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This section highlights the roles and importance of major recreation providers in Colorado, including federal, state and local 
agencies, as well as integral partners such as nonprofit groups, funding providers, open space and land trust organizations, 
and private outdoor recreation providers. Collectively, these entities play a unique and vital role in supporting diverse outdoor 
recreation experiences, and account for much of the recreation “supply” within our state. While it is impossible to highlight 
every agency and organization relevant to outdoor recreation in Colorado, significant providers and partners that impact 
recreation statewide are highlighted in this section.

OVERVIEW
Private lands comprise 55 percent of Colorado’s nearly 67 million acres, the largest portion of any land ownership type. 
Federal agencies own 37 percent of all lands, state agencies own 5 percent, and local governments, land trusts, and 
nonprofit organizations combined have possession of slightly less than 1 percent of Colorado’s total land base (Figure 2.1).3

Colorado comprises nearly 30 million acres of public lands, or approximately 45 percent of the total state land area. Of 
this land, 83 percent is open to outdoor recreation pursuits (approximately 36 percent of the entire state).4 These lands are 
managed by different agencies that supply a range of services and uses to create a vibrant and diverse outdoor recreation 
network in Colorado. Each public land agency cultivates outdoor recreation settings for distinct types of recreation 
experiences. These traits are often referred to as “niches” because each provider accommodates a particular range of 
outdoor recreation pursuits, catering to a distinctive “market” of users and their preferences. Map 2.1 illustrates the breadth of 
land management providers in Colorado by public land agency type. 
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 GENERAL OWNERSHIP  ACRES PERCENTAGE

 Federal  24,886,303 37.36%

 State  3,237,575 4.86%

 Local  349,867 0.53%

 Land Trust/NGO  146,230 0.22%

 Private Protected  1,284,759 1.93%

 Private  36,714,730 55.11%

  Total 66,619,463

Table 2.1: General Land Ownership in Colorado (Percentage by Acre Owned)

3. Theobald, David M., Grant Wilcox, and Janis Whisman. “Inventory Report.” Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. 2007. www.nrel.colostate.edu/projects/comap/inventory_report.html (accessed May 9, 2012).
4. Theobald, David M., Grant Wilcox, and Janis Whisman. “Inventory Report.” Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. 2007. www.nrel.colostate.edu/projects/comap/inventory_report.html (accessed May 9, 2012). 
5. The Colorado College State of the Rockies Project. “Conservation in the West Poll: Colorado Report.” The Colorado College State of the Rockies Project. January 2012. 

STATE OF THE ROCKIES: CONSERVATION IN THE WEST POLL
The results from the 2012 Colorado College State of the Rockies Conservation in the West poll found that Colorado 
voters across the political spectrum view Colorado’s parks and public lands as essential to the state’s economy and want 
to see clean air, clean water, natural areas and wildlife funded and protected.

Of voters surveyed, 93 percent agreed that “Our national parks, forests, monuments, and wildlife areas are an essential 
part of Colorado’s economy.” And 75 percent said that Colorado should maintain protections for land, air and water in the 
state rather than reduce them in an effort to create jobs as quickly as possible.5
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6. U.S. Census Bureau. Colorado Quick Facts. January 17, 2012. http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/08000.html (accessed May 8, 2012).
7. Colorado Department of Local Affairs, State Demography Office, Projections, 5 year increments, 2000–2040, www.colorado.gov/cs/Satellite/DOLA-Main/CBON/1251593300013, (accessed July 9, 2013)
8. Colorado Parks and Wildlife, 2013 Outdoor Recreation Participation Public Survey Summary Report, Research, Planning and Policy Unit, June 2013 
9. Outdoor Industry Association, The Outdoor Recreation Economy–Colorado, 2013 www.outdoorindustry.org/images/ore_reports/CO-colorado-outdoorrecreationeconomy-oia.pdf (accessed July 12, 2013) This reports estimates participation at 65%   
 however it excludes hunting, fishing and wildlife viewing activities.
10. U.S. Census Bureau. Colorado Quick Facts. January 17, 2012. http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/08000.html (accessed May 8, 2012).
11. The Outdoor Foundation. “Outdoor Recreation Participation Topline Report 2012.” Outdoor Industry Association. 2012. www.outdoorindustry.org/images/researchfiles/TheOutdoorFoundationTopline2012.pdf?156 (accessed May 9, 2012).
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Colorado’s population increased by 16.9 percent between 2000 and 2010—substantially higher than the national average of 
9.7 percent.6 The state is expected to continue to grow by a similar rate, giving Colorado a population of just under 6 million 
people by 2020.7 Approximately 4 million Colorado residents participate in a form of outdoor recreation annually.8, 9, 10 With 
trends indicating increased participation rates nationwide, this is likely a conservative estimate.11 As Colorado’s population 
increases and outdoor recreation participation continues to grow, further identifying and developing outdoor recreation niches 
can help agencies plan for changes in recreational use patterns and better understand how their niche compares with that 
of other recreation providers. While the types and level of amenities may vary among agencies, all land managers strive for 
balance between meeting the demand for use and maintaining the health of the irreplaceable natural resources that serve as 
the basis for outdoor recreation.
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RECREATION PROVIDER ROLES
Recreation providers often focus on a specific range of settings along the recreation spectrum. From primitive to developed, 
classifications broadly characterize each setting based on factors that include level of development, density of users, 
acceptable uses, regulations and controls, accessibility, management intensity and level of available services. Figure 2.1 
provides general descriptions of each setting along the spectrum. Within Colorado, provider roles often overlap. However, it is 
important to understand that each agency serves specific market segments (i.e. niches) and satisfies a specific range of user 
preferences. 

Figure 2.2 qualitatively illustrates the relative percentage of acreage by recreation setting managed by some of the largest 
recreation providers in Colorado. One would expect that the Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest Service lands 
lie predominantly within the “Primitive” to “Front Country” settings, while Colorado’s State Parks offer a higher percentage 
of lands that fall within the “Middle Country to Rural” setting range. Most State Wildlife Areas would generally lie within a 
Backcountry to Rural setting. 

Figure 2.2: Relative Acreage by Provider and Recreation Setting

Figure 2.1: Recreation Setting Characteristics

Primative

Very remote
Few/no services
Few people
Expanisive
Unmodified
No motorized use

Back Country

Remote
Few services
Few people
Expanisive
Subtle management
No motorized use

Middle Country

Nearby roads
Some services
Some people
Subtle management
Some motorized use

Front Country

Near or on roads
Some services
Moderate to high use
Noticeable 
management
Motorized use

Rural

Near or on 
 primary highways
Modified environment
Variety of services
Moderate to high use
Prevalent management
 with facility
Motorized use

Developed

Near or on 
 primary highways
Urbanized environment
Variety of services
High use
Intense management
Motorized use



14

SECTION 2 — OUTDOOR RECREATION PARTNERS AND PROVIDERS

12. Theobald, David M., Amy E. Lavender, Michelle M. Fink, and Sophia E. Linn. Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. Fort Collins, CO:  
 Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Geospatial Centroid, Colorado State University, September 30, 2011.

The following provides more detailed descriptions of major agencies that provide recreation opportunities. Consider the 
unique outdoor recreation niche of each land manager when reviewing the following agency descriptions.

Examining the total acres of land managed by each agency in Table 2.1 can also be useful in interpreting provider niches.  
The quantity of acres managed by a particular agency does not convey the importance or relevance of the agency’s role  
as a recreation provider, but can be useful for interpreting the recreation setting and types of use that occur on those 
public lands. Generally, agencies with large expanses of public land (e.g. the US Forest Service and US Bureau of Land 
Management) provide more primitive and remote experiences, while those administering smaller tracts of land are more  
likely to offer higher-density recreational opportunities (e.g., Colorado’s State Parks). Visitors are generally more dispersed  
on lands in primitive or backcountry settings and more concentrated in sites close to cities.

Table 2.2: Land Ownership in Colorado by Agency and Acreage12



FEDERAL AGENCIES
More than 24 million acres in Colorado are managed by federal agencies (see Table 2.1 for details). This considerable federal 
land base is critical to the diversity of outdoor recreation opportunities and services in the state. Federal public land is typically 
characterized by expansive tracts with dispersed recreation and few developed sites or amenities. Most federal managers 
provide opportunities for a wide spectrum of recreation on a variety of land, water, and snow and ice settings. The distribution 
of land managed by federal agencies in Colorado is presented in the map below.
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13. Theobald, David M., Amy E. Lavender, Michelle M. Fink, and Sophia E. Linn. Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database.  
 Fort Collins, CO: Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Geospatial Centroid, Colorado State University, September 30, 2011.
14. U.S. Forest Service. About Us. January 12, 2012. www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/ (accessed May 8, 2012).
15. U.S. Forest Service. About Us – Mission. March 7, 2008. www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/meetfs.shtml (accessed May 8, 2012).
16. U.S. Forest Service. About Us – Mission. March 7, 2008. www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/meetfs.shtml (accessed May 8, 2012).
17. USDA Forest Service. “Fiscal Year 2013 Budget Overview.” US Forest Service. February 2012. www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/budget/ (accessed July 17, 2012).
18. USDA Forest Service. “National Visitor Use Monitoring Results National Summary Report.” USDA Forest Service. May 20, 2012. http://usda.gov/wps/portal/usda/usdamediafb?contentid=2012/07/0252.xml&printable=true&contentidonly=true   
 (accessed August 6, 2012).
19. USDA Forest Service. National Visitor Use Monitoring Version: 2.1.1.36. 2012. http://apps.fs.usda.gov/nrm/nvum/results/ (accessed June 18, 2012).

The following section details the largest federal recreation managers listed according to the amount of land they manage.
 

U.S. Forest Service (USFS)
Established in 1905, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) is an agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
responsible for managing public lands in national forests and grasslands.14 The mission of USFS is to 
sustain the health, diversity and productivity of the nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs 
of present and future generations.15 USFS accomplishes this mission through a variety of programs, 
including natural resource protection, research, community assistance, partnerships, international 
collaboration and policy development. Across the country, USFS manages 193 million acres of land 
in 44 states (approximately 30 percent of all federally managed land). This land includes 155 National 

Forests and 20 National Grasslands on which are 19,694 recreation sites, 152,222 miles of trails, and 440 wilderness areas.16 
USFS land received an estimated 160.9 million visitors in 2012.17 

Totaling more than 14 million acres, Colorado’s 14 National Forests and Grasslands receive more than 30 million site visits each 
year.18 USFS lands offer a broad spectrum of recreational opportunities, including backcountry hiking and camping in wilderness 
areas, hiking on National Scenic and Historic trails, and boating and fishing at designated National Recreation Areas.19 

Map 2.2: Lands Under Federal Management in Colorado13
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20. U.S. Forest Service Wilderness, Wild and Scenic Rivers, and Protected Areas. April 6, 2010. http://www.fs.fed.us/recreation/programs/cda/ (accessed May 8, 2012).
21. Bureau of Land Management. “Hearing on the FY 2013 Budget Request of the Bureau of Land Management.” Bureau of Land Management. March 6, 2012. 
 www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/wo/Communications_Directorate/2012_congressional.Par.83436.File.dat/BLM%20FY%202013%20Budget%20FINAL__3%206%202012.pdf (accessed July 17, 2012).
22. U.S. Department of the Interior. Department of the Interior’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2011–2016. Washington, D.C., 2010.
23. Bureau of Land Management. “Hearing on the FY 2013 Budget Request of the Bureau of Land Management.” Bureau of Land Management. March 6, 2012.
 www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/wo/Communications_Directorate/2012_congressional.Par.83436.File.dat/BLM%20FY%202013%20Budget%20FINAL__3%206%202012.pdf (accessed July 17, 2012).
24.Theobald, David M., Amy E. Lavender, Michelle M. Fink, and Sophia E. Linn. Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. Fort Collins, CO: Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Geospatial Centroid, Colorado State University,   
 September 30, 2011.
25. U.S. Bureau of Land Management. May 9, 2012. www.blm.gov/co/st/en.html (accessed May 9, 2012).
26. U.S. Department of the Interior. Department of the Interior’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2011–2016. Washington, D.C., 2010.
27. Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation. “FICOR.” America’s Great Outdoors. October 2011. http://americasgreatoutdoors.gov/files/2011/10/FICOR-Charter.pdf (accessed May 10, 2012).
28. National Park Service. “Budget Justifications and Performance Information FY 2013: National Park Service.” National Park Service. 2012. data2.itc.nps.gov/budget2/FY13_NPS_Greenbook.pdf (accessed July 17, 2012).
29. U.S. Department of the Interior. Department of the Interior’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2011–2016. Washington, D.C., 2010.
30. National Park Service. NPS Stats. 2012. www.nature.nps.gov/stats/park.cfm (accessed May 10, 2012).
31. National Park Service. Pony Express National Historic Trail. May 5, 2012. www.nps.gov/poex/planyourvisit/auto_colo.htm (accessed May 22, 2012).
32. Santa Fe Trail Association. Interactive Trail Map. 2012. www.santafetrail.org/interactive-trail-map/ (accessed May 22, 2012).
33. Old Spanish Trail Association. Interactive Trail Map. http://tour.mapsalive.com/5788/page1.htm?cs=2 (accessed May 22, 2012).

Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
Housed under the U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI), the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
conserves resources for multiple uses and sustained yield on approximately 245 million acres of 
public land across the United States.20 Non-recreational activities on BLM land include renewable and 
conventional energy and mineral development, forestry management, timber and biomass production, 
wild horse and burro management, and domestic livestock grazing. As a provider of dispersed 
recreation, BLM focuses on recreation and resource protection at sites of natural, scenic, scientific, and 

historical value.21 The BLM estimates that nearly 58 million recreational visits took place on the agency’s lands in 2011.22 

Most BLM lands maintain an undeveloped open character and are still managed in the spirit of the western frontier. BLM 
maintains numerous Special Recreation Management Areas (SRMA) and National Landscape Conservation System (NLCS) 
units on more than 8 million acres in Colorado that include: Canyons of the Ancients National Monument, McInnis Canyons 
National Conservation Area (NCA), Gunnison Gorge National Conservation Area, six designated wilderness areas, and 42 
Wilderness Study Areas.23 The more than 7.3 million visitors to BLM land in Colorado each year enjoy a broad spectrum of 
recreational opportunities ranging from whitewater rafting to auto touring, mountain bike riding, and more.24, 25, 26 In Colorado, 
the BLM is host to 654 developed recreational site, three blue ribbon fishers (19.6 miles), 850,000 acres of Special Recreation 
Management Areas and three Fourteeners.

National Park Service (NPS)
The National Park Service (NPS), a division of DOI, maintains and 
manages a national network of 397 park units, 23 national scenic 
and national historic trails, and 58 wild and scenic rivers for the 
benefit and enjoyment of the American people.27 Encompassed in this 
network are more than 28,000 historic structures, 52 million acres of 
designated wilderness, and a wide range of museum collections and 
cultural and natural landscapes. In addition, NPS oversees funding 

and technical assistance programs to assist states and local governments in preserving natural and cultural resources.28 The 
NPS also administers the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), which mandates and supports the development of the 
SCORP and provides funding for outdoor recreation through trail, park, and open space grants. For details on annual LWCF 
allocations to Colorado, refer to the Introduction section.

Colorado’s 12 NPS sites, which include popular destinations like Rocky Mountain National Park, Great Sand Dunes National 
Park, Dinosaur National Monument, and Curecanti National Recreation Area (NRA), receive nearly 5.9 million visitors each 
year.29 For those looking to drive or hike along scenic and historic routes and explore the area, there are more than 1,000 
miles of National Historic Trails in Colorado.30, 31, 32, 33 Other activities that can be enjoyed on almost 700,000 acres of NPS land 
in Colorado include camping, picnicking, boating, wildlife viewing, birding, cross-country skiing, mountain climbing, bicycling, 
horseback riding, jeep touring and river trips. 
 

81% of voters say  
they have visited a 
National Park Unit at 
some point in their 
lives. 
(Hart Research Associates, 2012)



U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS)
Part of the Department of the Interior, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) manages the 150 
million-acre National Wildlife Refuge System primarily for the benefit of fish and wildlife. FWS hosts 
about 42 million visitors annually at 552 refuges and 37 wetland management districts. The agency 
is also responsible for managing 70 fish hatcheries and other related facilities for endangered species 
recovery and to restore native fisheries populations.34 FWS administers the Federal Aid in Sport Fish 
and Wildlife Restoration Programs, which distributes excise tax revenues from sales of hunting and 
fishing equipment and motorboat fuels to states for fish and wildlife restoration.35 

Colorado contains nearly 173,000 acres of FWS protected lands where recreational opportunities focus on wildlife watching, 
birding, hunting, and fishing. These lands are protected at eight National Wildlife Refuges, the Leadville and Hotchkiss 
National Fish Hatcheries, two Fish and Wildlife Management Assistance offices, and one Colorado River Fishery Project office. 
Nearly 69,000 people visit FWS lands in Colorado each year.36 

Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation)
Another DOI agency, the Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) manages, develops and protects 
water resources. BOR is the largest supplier and manager of water in the 17 western states, 
responsible for the management of 476 dams and 348 reservoirs and delivery of water to one 
in every five western farmers and more than 31 million people.37 Along with other partners, the 
BOR manages 289 recreation sites with 90 million visits annually across the west.38

 
The 31 BOR reservoirs in Colorado provide primarily water-based recreation opportunities such as boating, fishing, 
waterskiing, sailing, swimming, as well as picnicking and camping.39 Recreation at these sites is typically managed by 
nonfederal governmental entities, such as state and county agencies. Private concessionaires often operate site facilities and 
services for the public such as marinas, campgrounds and swimming beaches.
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34. Trail Source. Continental Divide Trail. 2012. www.trailsource.com/continental-divide-trail/index.asp (accessed May 22, 2012).
35. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Colorado - The Fish and Wildlife Service Responsibilities. November 14, 2011. http://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/co0.html (accessed May 8, 2012).
36. U.S. Fish and Wildlife. Agency Presence in Colorado. http://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/factsheets/states/Colorado.pdf (accessed July 9, 2013)
37. U.S. Department of the Interior. Department of the Interior’s Strategic Plan for Fiscal Years 2011-2016. Washington, D.C., 2010.
38. U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, Facts and Information, June 13, 2013, http://www.usbr.gov/main/about/fact.html (accessed July 9, 2013)
39. Bureau of Reclamation. Facilities. http://www.usbr.gov/projects/DynamicMap.jsp (accessed May 22, 2012).

AMERICA’S GREAT OUTDOORS 
The In 2010, President Obama established the America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Initiative to advance efforts related to 
conservation and recreation. Ten major goals and 75 action items have been identified to implement this initiative, from 
expanding youth programs and increasing public awareness about conservation, to better managing our public lands. 
Among these were three major place-based goals to focus the collective conservation and recreation efforts of the federal 
government: create and enhance urban parks and greenspaces, renew and restore rivers, and conserve large, rural 
landscapes. Two AGO projects proposed for Colorado are the creation of a Rocky Mountain Greenway to connect wildlife 
areas in the Denver area, and conservation and restoration of the Yampa River Basin.
 
AGO efforts include establishing the Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation (FICOR). The goal of the FICOR 
is to promote better coordination and collaboration among federal agencies whose missions or programs include 
providing outdoor recreation and conserving or managing natural and cultural resources.

SECTION 2 — OUTDOOR RECREATION PARTNERS AND PROVIDERS
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40. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Overview. 2012. www.usace.army.mil/Media/FactSheets/FactSheetArticleView/tabid/219/Article/81/us-army-corps-of-engineers-overview.aspx (accessed May 10, 2012).
41. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Recreation Overview. 2012. www.usace.army.mil/Missions/CivilWorks/Recreation.aspx (accessed May 10, 2012).
42. Colorado Parks and Wildlife. 2013 Fact Sheet. http://wildlife.state.co.us/SiteCollectionDocuments/DOW/About/Reports/StatewideFactSheet.pdf (accessed July 9,2013)
43. Theobald, David M., Amy E. Lavender, Michelle M. Fink, and Sophia E. Linn. Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. Fort Collins, CO: Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Geospatial Centroid, Colorado State University,   
 September 30, 2011.

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE)
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE) has about 37,000 dedicated civilians and soldiers delivering 
engineering services to customers in more than 90 countries. COE’s mission is to provide vital public 
engineering services in peace and war to strengthen our nation’s security, energize the economy, and 
reduce risks from disasters.40 Hosting 370 million visits annually to its 422 lake and river projects, COE 
is the largest provider of water-based outdoor recreation in the nation.41

 
In Colorado, close to 4 million visitors enjoy the three largest COE sites each year (Cherry Creek, Chatfield, and Bear Creek 
reservoirs). COE areas provide opportunities for swimming, boating, sailing, jet skiing, fishing, and other water-based sports, 
as well as family gatherings and picnics.

STATE AGENCIES
While federal agencies manage the majority of land available for recreation in Colorado, state agencies manage a wide variety 
of lands for a multitude of recreation opportunities. State land managers collectively manage more than 3.5 million acres of 
public lands, or about 5 percent of the state’s acreage (see Table 2.1 for a breakdown of land management in Colorado). 
While state agencies generally oversee smaller parcels of land than federal agencies, state parks and many state wildlife areas 
receive higher concentrations of visitors. Colorado’s 42 state parks received approximately 12.3 million visitors in 2012 on 
just over 218,000 acres. That’s about 54 visitors per acre versus just under 2 visitors per acre on all of the federal lands in 
Colorado combined. Colorado also has almost 350 State Wildlife Areas (SWAs), which total more than 684,000 acres and 
receive several hundred thousand of annual visitors (exact numbers of visitors to SWAs are not tracked).42 Map 2.3 offers a 
visual depiction of land management by state agencies in Colorado.

Map 2.3: Lands Under State Management in Colorado43
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44. Colorado Department of Natural Resources. “Strategic Plan Fiscal Year 2012–13.” Colorado Department of Natural Resources. November 2011. http://dnr.state.co.us/Budget/Documents/DNR%20FY%202012-13%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf  
 (accessed May 10, 2012).
45. Colorado Department of Natural Resources. “Strategic Plan Fiscal Year 2012–13.” Colorado Department of Natural Resources. November 2011. http://dnr.state.co.us/Budget/Documents/DNR%20FY%202012-13%20Strategic%20Plan.pdf  
 (accessed May 10, 2012).

Colorado Department of Natural Resources (DNR)
The Colorado Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is responsible for management of the water, 
land, wildlife, minerals, energy, geology and outdoor recreation resources of the state. Its mission is to 
develop, preserve and enhance Colorado’s natural resources for the benefit and enjoyment of current 
and future citizens and visitors. DNR consists of eight divisions plus the Executive Director’s Office 
(see Figure 2.3 for details). These divisions work in concert to carry out the DNR’s responsibilities for 
natural resources management.44 Agencies within DNR that provide significant contributions to outdoor 
recreation are overviewed in the following section in descending order of total acres managed. 

Colorado State Land Board (SLB)
Colorado’s 3 million surface acres of state trust lands were given to the state by the federal government in 1876 for specific 
purposes, such as the s upport of “common schools”. The “checkerboard” look of SLB land seen in Map 2.3 is a result of the 
federal government granting Colorado sections 16 and 36 in each township (based on land surveys), except in areas where 
there were already claims to those lands. SLB lands are leased for activities such as ranching, farming, and mineral, oil and 
gas production. Proceeds from lease revenues are used to support eight trusts, the largest of which benefits K–12 education 
in the state. 
 
In the early 1990s, the State Land Board also began leasing land for recreation. These recreational leases are “stacked on top 
of” other existing leases for grazing and other activities, and all the lessees work together to create a coordinated access plan 
for resource conservation and land management. SLB land is generally closed for public recreation unless a local government, 
state agency, or private individual has paid for the right to offer recreational use on the land and taken responsibility for 
managing that recreation.45

Figure 2.3: Divisions of the Colorado Department of Natural Resources
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Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW)
On July 1, 2011, the Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation (State Parks) and the Division of Wildlife 
(Wildlife) merged to become Colorado Parks and Wildlife. The purpose of this merger was threefold: to 
find efficiencies that benefit both programmatic areas; to position the new division with a more stable 
foundation to ensure greater long-term financial viability; and to improve opportunities for Colorado’s 
residents across the outdoor recreation spectrum. Elements of State Parks and Wildlife have worked 
closely together over the years, and previous attempts have been made to link these two agencies 
in the past (most recently in 1963). Today, most believe there are more commonalities between the 

two prior divisions than there are differences, as exemplified in some of the supporting rationale that helped set the stage for 
merging these agencies:

 • A strong relationship between state parks and wildlife is in the best interest of citizens and sportsmen. 

 • Many young people have their first outdoor experience in a state park. State parks help foster conservation values and   
  are a gateway to outdoor recreation, including hunting and fishing.

 • Support for state parks on the “front end” builds support for wildlife and wildlife management down the road.

 • Successful ongoing partnership efforts between Wildlife and State Parks, such as the Fish Management Program in   
  state parks, which in turn leads people to purchase fishing licenses.

 • Wildlife stocks more than 35 million fish in state park waters annually, and as a result, the state parks offer some of   
  Colorado’s premier flat-water angling and wildlife-watching opportunities.47 

 • More than three quarters of state parks also offer some kind of hunting opportunity.47

Colorado’s world-class wildlife and 23 million acres of public land draws hunters, anglers and wildlife lovers from around the 
globe. Together, the programs and resources managed by the new agency generate about $4.7 billion in economic activity 
every year.48

Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS)
The mission of the Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) is to provide for the stewardship of forest 
resources and to reduce related risks to life, property and the environment for the benefit of present 
and future generations. Some of the agency’s efforts include forest management, reducing bark beetle 
impact, wildfire assistance and preparation, and educational outreach.49 Many of CSFS’ efforts focus 
on the 71,000-acre Colorado State Forest (CSF) in Jackson County. Recreational uses on the CSF are 
administered by Colorado Parks and Wildlife, which has leased the area for public recreation from the 
Colorado Board of Land Commissioners since 1972.

Colorado Water Conservation Board (CWCB)
The Colorado Water Conservation Board (CWCB) is responsible for water policy and planning, which 
greatly influences the availability of many outdoor recreation activities in Colorado. The agency maintains 
expertise in a broad range of programs and provides technical assistance to further the use of Colorado’s 
waters. Governed by a 15-member board, CWCB’s responsibilities range from protecting Colorado’s 
streams and lakes to water conservation, flood mitigation, watershed protection, stream restoration, 
drought planning, water supply planning and water project financing. CWCB also works to protect the 
state’s water apportionments in collaboration with other western states and federal agencies.50
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46. Partners in the Outdoors initiative of Colorado Parks and Wildlife. Partners in the Outdoors Conference Report. Denver: Colorado Parks and Wildlife, 2012.
47. Colorado Parks and Wildlife. “Merger Implementation Plan.” Department of Natural Resources. Febraury 9, 2012. http://dnr.state.co.us/DPW/Documents/FINAL%20Merger_Implementation_Plan.pdf (accessed May 11, 2012).
48. Department of Natural Resources. “Colorado Parks and Wildlife.” Department of Natural Resources. 2012. http://dnr.state.co.us/CPW/Pages/Splash.aspx (accessed May 11, 2012).
49. Colorado State Forest Service. Agency Overview. 2007. http://csfs.colostate.edu/pdfs/07overview-www.pdf (accessed May 8, 2012).
50. Colorado Water Conservation Board. About the CWCB. http://cwcb.state.co.us/about-us/about-the-cwcb/Pages/main.aspx (accessed May 8, 2012).

PARTNERS IN THE OUTDOORS
In 2012 Colorado Parks and Wildlife initiated “Partners in the Outdoors,” a statewide initiative to engage a cohesive 
coalition of partner organizations from the public, corporate, small business and nonprofit sectors in expanding 
awareness of and participation in outdoor recreation by Colorado residents and visitors. The Partners in the Outdoors 
steering committee meets quarterly to provide direction to the initiative.46
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52. Colorado Parks and Wildlife, 2013 Outdoor Recreation Participation Public Survey Summary Report, Research, Planning and Policy Unit, June 2013

Division of Water Resources (DWR)
The Division of Water Resources (DWR) administers and enforces Colorado’s surface and 
ground water rights and water well permits, approves construction and repair of dams, and 
enforces interstate hydrology compacts.51 While the agency does not provide direct recreation 
services, it does oversee many areas that impact outdoor activities. The agency is responsible 
for meeting increasing challenges of water origin issues, reserved rights, wetlands protection 

and management, endangered species recovery and interstate water issues of an already limited water supply.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
While state and federal agencies manage the majority of acreage available for recreation, much of the actual use occurs on 
sites managed by local entities. In fact, 52 percent of all Coloradans travel less than 10 miles to recreate during weekdays 
and 57.3 percent of residents recreate at parks or open spaces or use trails in their local community at least once a week. 52 

Therefore, most weekday recreation takes place on nearby lands and facilities managed by local agencies. 

Map 2.4: Lands Under Local Management and Conserved Private Lands
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Local agencies must frequently assess public demands and preferences in order to respond to the recreation preferences of 
their customers. They also must serve a rapidly growing population and meet the needs of many different segments of the 
community’s population. Local providers increasingly leverage their limited budgets through partnerships and public/private 
cost share programs to address their own unique funding challenges.
 
Most local governments tend to focus on developed sites with facilities such as ball fields for team sports, tennis and 
basketball courts, swimming pools and golf courses. At the same time, agencies recognize their critical role in conserving 
natural open space, particularly in urbanized areas. 
 
Privately Protected Lands
Colorado has a conservation ethic even among private entities and individuals. Also shown on Map 2.4 are privately-managed
protected lands that are protected by conservation ownership, covenants or conservation easements, often in perpetuity. 
Easements, of which there are nearly 2 million acres statewide, are held by The Nature Conservancy, Colorado Open Lands, 
the Natural Resource Conservation Service, CPW and various counties and land trusts. Additionally, private lands owned  
by conservation organizations comprise more than 140,000 acres, and supplement the value of Colorado’s open space,
parks and recreation lands. Although often closed to public access, these properties create opportunities for wildlife
habitat, scenic viewing and water conservation. Neighboring recreational lands are then benefited by a healthier environment
and thriving wildlife.
 

Open Space Programs 
Local governments contribute greatly to land protection efforts through open space programs and special districts. In 2012, 
40 cities and counties throughout the state had active local open space programs. These programs conserve land at the 
local level, often funded by a dedicated percentage of sales or property tax. As of 2012, 18 counties and 22 municipalities 
have passed measures to dedicate sales or property tax to open space, trails, parks and/or recreation.53 One of the primary 
tools for land conservation by open space programs is fee title acquisition. Fee title acquisition provides maximum ownership 
rights to the local entity, allowing for direct control of land and the ability to open land for public access when appropriate. 
Some open space programs also serve as grant making entities, providing funds to government agencies and nonprofit 
organizations through a competitive application process. Open space programs are most prominent along the state’s 
Northern Front Range and Metro Regions, with 15.7 percent of all lands protected by local governments in these regions.54 
Some of the larger agencies that have been extremely active in open space protection include: Jefferson County Open Space, 
Boulder County Parks and Open Space, Douglas County Division of Open Space and Natural Resources, and Pitkin County 
Open Space and Trails. 

Special Districts
Special districts are quasi-governmental organizations that generally receive a portion of their funding from dedicated property 
tax revenue. Local governments utilize special districts to acquire, plan, develop, and program parks, open space, trails 
and recreational amenities. In 2012, 45 special recreation districts were operating across Colorado.55 The scope and role of 
these organizations can vary greatly depending on the geography and jurisdiction of the district. Colorado’s special recreation 
districts range from large regional entities like South Suburban Parks and Recreation District in the southern part of the 
Denver metro area to more rural districts like Western Rio Blanco Metropolitan Recreation and Park District in the western part 
of the state. 

More information about the Local Government Survey and the important role of local agencies in outdoor recreation and land 
conservation can be found in Appendix C.
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53. Trust for Public Land. “Measures by State.” TPL LandVote Database. 2012. www.quickbase.com/db/bbqna2qct?a=dbpage&pageID=10 (accessed August 8, 2012).
54. Theobald, David M., Amy E. Lavender, Michelle M. Fink, and Sophia E. Linn. Colorado Ownership, Management, and Protection v9 Database. Fort Collins, CO: Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Geospatial Centroid, Colorado State University,   
 September 30, 2011.
55. Special District Association. Special District Transparency Information. www.sdaco.org/transparency/userprofile_listall.php?alpha=all (accessed May 23, 2012).
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 September 30, 2011.
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Local Parks and Recreation Agencies
In more densely populated areas of the state, local parks and recreation areas provide some of the more easily accessible parks 
and recreational opportunities. To that point, 36.2 percent of Colorado’s population recreates less than four miles from home 
on the average weekday.56 More than 200,000 acres of open space and parks are managed by local municipalities across the 
state.57 The majority of these lands are located in the Front Range near population centers (refer to Map 2.4) but most towns 
often operate local parks and greenways for residents to use. Cities such as Denver, Boulder, Colorado Springs and Fort Collins 
manage large mountain parks in the foothills and administer a range of natural areas programs. Local park and recreation 
departments also manage city parks, greenways, and stream corridors where residents can walk, bike, play team sports or just 
enjoy nature. These areas double as community separators, creating a sense of place, as well as wildlife habitat. 

Tribal Lands
Much of the land in the southwestern corner of Colorado is designated reservation land for the Southern Ute and Ute 
Mountain Ute tribes, and is managed by local tribal governments. Access to outdoor recreation on the Southern Ute 
reservation is generally open only to tribe members and their guests, though limited hunting and fishing opportunities are 
available for non-residents.58 On the Ute Mountain Ute Reservation, the Ute Mountain Ute Tribal Park is open to the public for 
guided tours and camping.59 

KEY OUTDOOR RECREATION PARTNERS
The ability to provide outdoor recreation throughout the state relies on critical partnerships with funders, private industry, 
nonprofit organizations and land trusts. These entities fill vital roles in helping to secure necessary funding, conserve land, 
advocate for the outdoor recreation industry, and connect various populations to outdoor recreation opportunities. The 
following section provides an overview of significant outdoor recreation partners in Colorado with a focus on those that 
operate at a statewide level.

Funding Partners
State agencies, local governments, nonprofit organizations, and land conservation organizations all rely on diverse funding 
sources to develop and maintain facilities, conserve significant tracts of land and provide various visitor services. In Colorado, 
the Colorado Lottery and Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) supply substantial dedicated funding for land conservation and 
outdoor recreation. 

© 2010 John Fielder and The Great Outdoors Colorado Trust Fund
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60. Colorado Lottery. Where the Money Goes. 2012. www.coloradolottery.com/GIVING-BACK/WHERE-THE-MONEY-GOES/ (accessed May 11, 2012).

Colorado Lottery
In 1982 the Colorado General Assembly approved the Colorado Lottery as a state-supervised division of
the Colorado Department of Revenue. By statute, profits from the sale of lottery products are distributed 
as follows: 50 percent to the Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) Trust Fund, 40 percent to the 
Conservation Trust Fund, and 10 percent to Colorado Parks and Wildlife. GOCO funds are capped at  
$35 million, adjusted for inflation ($59.2 million for FY13). In 2013, the Conservation Trust Fund received 
$54.3 million, Colorado Parks and Wildlife $13.6 million, and the BEST (Building Excellent Schools Today)
Program through the Department of Education received $8.6 million. More than $2.5 billion has been

returned to the state for parks, recreation, open space, conservation education and wildlife projects since the Lottery started in
1983.60 In FY12–13, the Colorado Lottery returned $135.6 million to park, open space and recreation projects across the state.
The distribution of Lottery proceeds from 1983–2012 is illustrated on Map 2.5.

Map 2.5: Distribution of Colorado Lottery Funds by County, 1983–2012
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61. Great Outdoors Colorado. “2012 Fact Book: GOCO’s Investment of Lottery Proceeds.” Great Outdoors Colorado. April 2012. www.goco.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/GOCO_FB_2012.pdf (accessed May 11, 2012).
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 September 30, 2011.

Great Outdoors Colorado
Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) was created in 1992 when Colorado voters directed a 
portion of Lottery proceeds towards Colorado’s wildlife, parks, rivers, trails and open spaces. 
GOCO is governed by a 17-member board of directors appointed by the Governor. The board 

distributes GOCO’s share of Lottery proceeds each year via competitive grants and investments in Colorado Parks and 
Wildlife. As of 2012, GOCO had committed more than $773 million for nearly 3,500 projects in all 64 counties throughout the 
state (Map 2.6).61 Funds are used to acquire open space, development buffers, and critical habitat, and to enhance facilities, 
trails and educational opportunities.

The Colorado Constitution requires GOCO to allocate its p roceeds in substantially equal portions over time to four areas:

 1. Investments in the wildlife resources of Colorado through Colorado Parks and Wildlife

 2. Investments through Colorado Parks and Wildlife for outdoor recreation resources at Colorado’s State Parks and   
  recreation areas

 3. Competitive grants to identify, acquire and manage open space and natural areas of statewide significance

 4. Competitive matching grants for entities eligible for distributions from the Conservation Trust Fund to acquire,  
  develop or manage open lands and parks62

 

 

Map 2.6: Statewide GOCO Funding Distribution and Key GOCO Funded Lands63
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64. Note: Industry organizations may also be nonprofit organizations with 501(c)3 status. 
65. The OIA also founded and operates The Outdoor Foundation, a nonprofit with the mission to inspire and grow future generations of outdoor enthusiasts. More information on The Outdoor Foundation is included in Table 2.2.

PRIVATE INDUSTRY
Private industry partners play a critical role in supporting outdoor recreation in Colorado by creating jobs, supplying products for 
outdoor recreation activities, and filling unique niches in outdoor recreation supply that are not met by public providers. While 
many businesses are retail based, others connect users to outdoor recreation such as outfitters and guides. Industry groups, 
such as the Colorado River Outfitters Association, represent and advocate for specific interests and user groups. Due to the 
great number of businesses supporting outdoor recreation in the state, this section highlights only the umbrella organizations 
representing the individual businesses (Table 2.3).

Table 2.3: Major Private Outdoor Recreation Industry Associations in Colorado (listed alphabetically)64

© CPW © CPW 
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NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS 
Colorado is dependent on the substantial initiatives of a diverse and active nonprofit community. Nonprofit organizations serve 
vital roles by providing outdoor recreation programs, promoting land stewardship, disseminating information and organizing 
volunteer opportunities. These organizations support land managers, outdoor recreation businesses and recreationists 
throughout the state. Nonprofit organizations often have the most direct links to individual users and play an important role in 
connecting particular interest groups and populations to recreation opportunities. These connections are established through 
targeted programming, volunteer and stewardship opportunities, and social events on public land. In addition to the major 
organizations described in Table 2.3, numerous other community-based and regional nonprofits actively engage citizens in 
Colorado’s outdoors. Many of these organizations are listed in Appendix A. Only organizations with a statewide focus are 
included in Table 2.3.

GET OUTDOORS DAY COLORADO
As part of the National Get Outdoors Day movement, Get Outdoors Day Colorado is a 
campaign that encourages Americans, especially young people, to seek out healthy, active 
outdoor lifestyles, connect with nature and embrace public lands. In 2012, Get Outdoors Day 
Colorado attracted more than 8,000 people and 115 vendors to Denver’s City Park. 

©
 CPW
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Table 2.4: Major Statewide Nonprofit Organizations Tied to Outdoor Recreation in Colorado
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66. Colorado Conservation Trust. Center of Excellence. http://coloradoconservationtrust.org/programs/center-of-excellence/ (accessed July 12, 2012).
67. Center of Excellence. “Background Information for Commission Members.” Colorado Conservation Trust. March 3, 2011. http://coloradoconservationtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/introductory-packet.pdf (accessed July 13, 2012).
68. Colorado Conservation Trust. “Resources.” Colorado Conservation Trust. http://coloradoconservationtrust.org/resources/ (accessed May 11, 2012).
69. Colorado Coalition of Land Trusts. “Conservation Successes.” Colorado Coalition of Land Trusts. www.cclt.org/cclt/conservation-successes/16-conservation-success-stories.html (accessed May 11, 2012).

LAND TRUSTS AND LAND CONSERVATION ORGANIZATIONS
Colorado is fortunate to have an active and effective group of 46 local, regional and 
nationally based land trust and open space organizations that work diligently to protect 
some of the state’s most extraordinary and irreplaceable natural assets. The work of 
land trusts in Colorado is especially critical given the state’s rapid population growth. 
Colorado Open Lands estimates that tens of thousands of acres of open space are lost 
to development each year.66 

Each land trust targets particular land for conservation, often based on use, such 
as farms or ranches, or on specific geographic areas. All land trusts are nonprofit 
organizations that work with landowners to voluntarily conserve open lands. Tools 
utilized for land conservation include the following:

 • Acquisition (by donation or purchase) of conservation easements, deed   
  restrictions and fee title to land

 • Development of management agreements

 • Strategic estate planning

While land trusts and open space organizations manage a relatively small proportion 
of the total land base in the state (about 134,000 acres or <1 percent of all lands as 
displayed in Table 2.1), their contributions to preserving the natural character and wildlife habitat of Colorado are invaluable. 
Colorado land trusts have protected nearly 2 million acres statewide.69 The majority of land acquired by land trusts is donated or 
sold to other land management agencies, which is why the scope of land trust conservation efforts is not reflected in the number 
of acres they manage. 

Of the 134,000 acres owned and managed by land trusts, only a small percentage is open to public recreation. Regardless, 
all lands conserved by land trusts contribute to the distinctive qualities that define Colorado by preserving open landscapes, 
providing buffers between communities, preserving scenic vistas and important wildlife habitat, maintaining urban open spaces 
and parks, protecting working farms and conserving natural resources. 

Table 2.4 outlines the most significant land trust and open space organizations with a statewide emphasis, in descending order 
of the total acreage protected to date.

CENTER OF EXCELLENCE
Launched in 2011, the Center 
of Excellence is a joint venture 
between Colorado Conservation 
Trust (now Colorado Open Lands) 
and the Colorado Coalition of 
Land Trusts that has convened 
representatives from 27 land 
trusts and community open space 
programs around the state . The 
initiative is dedicated to making 
the Colorado land conservation 
community the most professional 
and competent association of land 
conservation professionals in the 
United States.67, 68
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Table 2.5: Major Land Trust and Land Conservation Organizations in Colorado
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Visit Coloradoscorp.org to download  
the complete SCORP document.

For more information on the SCORP, contact:
scorp@state.co.us     303.869.1350

Colorado Parks and Wildlife
Policy and Planning Section

 6060 Broadway
Denver, CO 80216
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