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OVERVIEW
In Colorado, the Bureau of Land Management is lead-
ing the way to ensure a balanced approach to energy 
development on public lands. BLM is doing this with 
an innovative planning tool known as a master leas-
ing plan that looks across the landscape, involves local 
stakeholders, and avoids conflicts before they start. 

By identifying the right places to drill along with the 
values we need to protect — such as clean water, 
clean air, wildlife habitat, outdoor recreation, and farm 
and ranchland — we can ensure that our lands are 
working in a balanced way for the benefit of everyone.

In fact, a balanced approach will strengthen Colora-
do’s economy, especially in rural areas with public 
lands. The recent downturn in oil and gas prices 
has fueled another bust in oil and gas development, 
emphasizing the need for economic diversity. By 
turning away from a winner-take-all approach, we 
can allow for responsible energy development while 
also providing for growth in other industries, such as 
tourism and recreation.

The BLM’s Colorado State Office deserves praise for 
working to strike that balance by adopting three 
master leasing plans in the northwestern part of the 
state. These plans provide a road map to ensure future 
development is done right. Colorado BLM also has 
a fourth plan underway for the South Park Basin. A 
fifth plan proposed for lands adjacent to Mesa Verde 
National Park holds strong promise to protect one of 
the nation’s most iconic parks, safeguard water re-
sources for nearby agricultural lands, and bolster local 
recreation resources. Colorado BLM should use this 
opportunity to work with stakeholders and develop a 
bottom-up approach that strikes the right balance for 
the local community.

STRIKING
A BALANCE:
THE COLORADO BLM’S SMART FROM THE START
PLANNING FOR ENERGY DEVELOPMENT
AND CONSERVATION

“We believe that there are places on BLM lands 
where it makes sense to develop energy from oil 
and gas. Our nation needs energy development. 
It also needs to conserve the values of our western 
landscapes. With thoughtful and careful planning 
we can have both.”
–Ellis Richard, founder, Park Rangers for Our Lands
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COMPLETED AUGUST 2015
This master leasing plan, for the area just south of 
Dinosaur National Monument, balances the needs of 
developers with protections for big game, night skies, 
natural quiet, and scenic views of the national monu-
ment. The monument is the centerpiece of a stunning 
landscape that includes surrounding public lands 
managed by BLM, and is home to red-rock canyons, 
mountains and mesas that house the confluence of 
the Green and Yampa rivers, tributaries to the  
Colorado River. The monument attracts a quarter- 
million visitors annually, contributing over $17 million 
annually to the local economy and supporting  
hundreds of jobs in the region. 

COMPLETED JULY 2015.
North Park is known as a “sportsman’s paradise” and 
has some of the finest fishing and hunting in all of 
Colorado, which is a key component for local econ-
omies. In Jackson County, for example, hunting and 
fishing generates $3.75 million in annual revenue 
and supports 17.3 percent of all jobs. 

The master leasing plan includes strong protections 
for the gold medal fishery and riparian areas along the 
North Platte River, while also directing development 
away from critical winter range and other important 
habitats for big game.

Top: Map of the Dinosaur Trail MLP. 
Bottom: A view of Dinosaur National Monument 
and Dinosaur Trail MLP area.

Top left: North Park is an important 
winter refuge for pronghorn. 
Above: Map of the North Park MLP.

DINOSAUR TRAIL

NORTH PARK

“Well, any time there’s visual and other 
impacts to nature, it just takes away from 
what I’m selling. When I sell river trips to 

back-country areas, having industrial 
zones don’t work very well.”

–Tom Kleinschnitz, owner, 
Adventure Bound River Expeditions
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COMPLETED AUGUST 2015.
Shale Ridges and Canyons offers an array of year-
round recreation activities — ranging from hiking and 
camping, to hunting and fishing, to the popular North 
Fruita Desert mountain bike trails — to residents 
of the nearby Grand Valley, as well as hundreds of 
thousands of visitors each year. An entire recreation 
industry, centered in Grand Junction, thrives because 
of the health and beauty of these natural resources. 
Businesses large and small are bringing high-wage 
jobs to the West Slope because of these abundant 
recreation opportunities. 

Shale Ridges also includes important wildlife habitat 
— for greater sage-grouse, as well as mule deer migra-
tion corridors and critical winter and production hab-
itat for mule deer and elk. Coldwater fisheries are also 
found in Shale Ridges, including for Colorado River 
cutthroat trout and several populations of endangered 
fish (razorback sucker, humpback chub, roundtail 
chub and Colorado pikeminnow).

SCOPING COMPLETED DECEMBER 
2015. PRELIMINARY ALTERNATIVES 
DUE SUMMER 2016.
South Park is an outdoor playground for Front Range 
residents, from Pueblo to Denver to Fort Collins—
drawing tens of thousands of visitors annually to hunt, 
fish and enjoy wildlife. It’s a world-renowned fishing 
destination, housing the “Dream Stream” on the South 
Platte River, along with popular fisheries in Antero and 
Spinney Mountain reservoirs.

By attracting thousands of visitors annually, public 
lands in South Park — and the fisheries and big game 
populations they support — pump millions of dollars 
into the local economy, sustain businesses, and 
create jobs.

The South Park Basin is also the headwaters of the 
South Platte River and a crucial drinking water source 
for the Front Range. More than 2.1 million residents 
in the Denver Metro Area depend on the South Platte 
watershed for their drinking water, as well as 4,000 
local residents in Park County.

Top: Mountain biking is one of many recreation uses 
in Shale Ridges and Canyons. 
Bottom: Map of the Shale Ridges and Canyons MLP. 

Above: South Park 
is home to Gold 

Medal trout waters. 
Right: A map of the 

South Park MLP. 

SHALE RIDGES 
AND CANYONS

SOUTH PARK

“A master leasing plan is a great mechanism 
for protecting the resources of Park County. 
The fact that we’re looking at the cumulative 
effects of development is a new way of looking 
at the leasing of minerals.”
–Park County Commissioner Mark Dowaliby
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SOUTHWEST COLORADO

CONTACTS:

DECISION TO COMMENCE PLANNING 
PROCESS DUE SUMMER 2016.
Farming and ranching, Mesa Verde National Park, 
outdoor recreation, manufacturing, tourism, hunt-
ing and fishing, and energy development all make 
up important aspects of Southwest Colorado’s local 
economy and way of life. These activities also depend 
on protecting the landscape. A smart from the start 
approach, where development is balanced with the 
needs of wildlife, recreation, national parks and farm-
ing and ranching, is desperately needed in a region 
where most of the public lands are now open for oil 
and gas development. 

A master leasing plan will provide this balance, along 
with opportunities for meaningful stakeholder input. 
This will allow the BLM to develop a shared, com-
munity vision for oil and gas development in an area 
where there are many important interests at stake, 
including tourism and recreation, wildlife, farming and 
ranching, Mesa Verde National Park and quality of life 
for landowners. 

A master leasing plan can provide the necessary 
balance for Southwest Colorado by:

• protecting landowners with surface protections 
that are strong and can only be waived in very 
specific circumstances and after stakeholder 
involvement; 

• directing oil and gas development to areas of 
least conflict and, where possible, limiting surface 
impacts from energy development; 

• using innovative approaches to management, such 
as phased leasing and development, which helps 
to limit land and water impacts at any given time 
and ensures proper reclamation occurs; 

• providing a comprehensive assessment of how 
local rural transportation infrastructure would be 
affected so local governments can anticipate costs 
and work with BLM to minimize impacts; 

• recognizing the world-class cultural, scenic and 
night sky values of Mesa Verde National Park and 
requiring measures to limit the impacts of nearby 
development on the those values; 

• requiring best management to protect water 
supplies; and

• ensure important recreation resources like the 
world class mountain bike trails at Phil’s World are 
not adversely affected by development. 

Southwest Colorado residents, local officials, landowners, 
business owners, and recreation advocates have spoken 
in overwhelming support for a master leasing plan. 
Colorado BLM should apply the lessons learned from the 
successful completion of other master leasing plans and 
move forward with a balanced plan for the area.

Ashley Korenblat
ashley@publiclandsolutions.org

Suzanne O’Neill
cwfed@coloradowildlife.org

Maps created by Alison Gallensky, Rocky Mountain Wild, 
with data from: Bureau of Land Management, Esri, National 
Park Service, US Geologic Society and Southern RockiesCon-
servation Alliance. Photo Credits: North Park: Suzanne O’Neill, 
© 2011; Shale Ridges: Anne Keller; South Park: Tyler Baskfield

Above: View of the proposed 
Southwest Colorado MLP from 

Mesa Verde National Park.
Right: Preliminary map of 

the proposed Southwest 
Colorado MLP.


