Last Stand on the Poudre
The fight for Colorado’s Cache la Poudre River could be ground zero
for the next round of water wars in the Western u.S.
By Gary Wockner
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ou may have heard this quote before, but I’m
going to tell it to you again: “In the West,
water flows uphill to money.” I repeat this
quote to convey a message. I got into this mad fight
to save a beautiful river running through my town
out of love, out of passion, out of spirit. Many of
us—in fact, thousands of us—in Fort Collins and
throughout northern Colorado are fighting with
everything we have to keep our local river—the
Cache la Poudre River—alive. But sometimes the
fight seems endless. We have formed the Save the
Poudre Coalition, but we haven’t saved our river
yet. We will, though. We are determined, racing
uphill, like water to money in the West.
So here’s my message to all of you fighting for
a body of water that you refuse to let die: Learn
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about money. Learn who has the money to destroy
your river, and who is making money from its
death. Learn how greed combines with political
power to ruin rivers. Learn who has the money to
pay scientists and engineers to say and write things
that are not true about your river. Read the profit
statements and examine the budgets of the polluters and dam-builders who are killing your river,
and learn about the cost of alternatives to their
dams. Study ecological economics and the EPA’s
new standards on “cost/benefit analyses.”
When your river gets dammed, drained or polluted, someone’s getting rich. I know. I’ve watched
it happen to our river.
The Cache La Poudre River begins in some
of America’s wildest lands, high in the peaks of
www.waterkeeper.org
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Colorado’s Rocky Mountain National Park along the
Continental Divide. From there the river rages down
the canyons of the Front Range, dropping 7,000 feet
as it flows north and east, then spills onto the eastern plains of Colorado, just west of Fort Collins.
Near its pristine beginnings, the rushing Poudre
has the protections that come with its designation
as Colorado’s first and only “National Wild and
Scenic River.” But as it approaches those plains,
it becomes immensely endangered—in 2008, the
river conservation organization American Rivers
named it one of the “Ten Most Endangered Rivers”
in America. Along those last mountainous stretches, three large new dam-and-reservoir projects are
being planned. They would cost more than a billion
dollars of the public’s money and drain the Poudre
www.waterkeeper.org

of its last free-flowing water. This destruction
would subsidize and fuel population growth along
the northern Front Range of Colorado, and feed the
region’s addiction to sprawling suburbs surrounded
by irrigated bluegrass that doesn’t grow naturally
with the paltry 15 inches of annual rainfall. But so
strong is our addiction to this backyard amenity
and other ways of wasting water that even these
dams and reservoirs won’t be enough.
In addition to these threats, two new colossal
projects are planned that will suck water out of the
Green River and Yampa River—300 miles away—
and pipe and pump it up and over the Continental
Divide to the sprawling northern Front Range.
Because of all of these projects, northern Colorado
and the Cache la Poudre River are considered to
be ground zero for the next big water war in the
West. What happens here on the Cache la Poudre
is likely to foreshadow the fate of the many endangered rivers throughout the Intermountain West.
The Poudre is a medium-sized river for the arid
West, with an average flow of 300,000 acre-feet
per year. As it flows through Fort Collins and
onto the plains, about 60 percent of its water
has already been sucked out through a massive
network of over two dozen ditches, dikes, and
dams – 85 percent of that for farms, 15 percent for
cities. Here where I live, in downtown Fort Collins,
eight miles downstream from the mouth of the last
canyon, the river is sometimes drained completely
dry – bone dry. (To see more photos of the dead
Poudre, visit EndangeredPoudre.org.) By the time
the river reaches its confluence with the South
Platte, about fifty river-miles to the east, its flow
has been almost completely diverted; and even
worse, the water that is left in the river is polluted
by wastewater plants from Fort Collins and Greeley, and by intense agricultural runoff. This once
majestic “Wild and Scenic River” has been turned
into a muddy, stinking ditch by journey’s end.
The folks that want to further dam and destroy
our river say that the lower Poudre is a “working
river,” and that it has to be worked even harder to

In the summer, thousands of
Fort Collins residents cool off
in the Poudre River, when the
water level is high enough.
Opposite page:
Local supporters stand tall,
proud and naked in, and
for, the Poudre River. The
popularity of the photo,
which was produced by
New Belgium Brewing
Company in Fort Collins,
has sparked a yearly national
river preservation campaign,
“Skinny Dip for a Cause,”
underwritten by the brewery.

This majestic
“Wild and
Scenic River”
has been
turned into
a muddy,
stinking ditch
by journey's
end.
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The Poudre River is
sometimes drained
completely dry, as
in this photo taken
in winter just a mile
northwest of downtown
Fort Collins.
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serve future populations. We say the Poudre has
already been worked to death, and we’re determined to keep what’s left of it alive and begin the
even harder work of restoration.
This story would have a nice good-versus-evil
spin to it—natural ecological health against the
usual portions of human greed and illegality—if
it weren’t for one major factor: Most of what’s
being done to the Poudre isn’t illegal. The law runs
against the river. Water in Colorado, and throughout much of the Southwest, is a legally owned
commodity—not a public resource like forests,
open space, and wildlife—and almost every drop
of water is owned by some entity that has a legal
right to use it. This policy, called “beneficial use,”
stipulates that all water must be used for financial
benefit. And further, anyone who owns river water
and lets it flow by without using it for financial
benefit can lose the right to the water, and someone else can legally take it.
The main impetus for these laws started in the
early days of the West’s settlement, when water
was used in gold and silver mining and for agriculture. Very few people were using Colorado water
for pleasure or aesthetic appreciation, and nobody
was thinking about the ecological devastation of
rivers. So the law stipulated that rights to all the
tens of millions of acre-feet of water that flows off
Colorado’s spectacular snow-capped mountains
should be owned and used, and bought and sold
like corn and silver on open markets. “Water brokers” and land developers routinely make tens-ofmillions of dollars as Colorado’s rivers—including
our Cache la Poudre—are drained dry for cheap
water, fast profit and rapid population growth.
This law has changed little over the years,
but the West’s frontier ethic and the culture it
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spawned has changed dramatically. Many people
in the West now place great value on the ecological integrity of the region’s river systems, and
derive great pleasure from their rivers. There is
also considerable economic benefit tied to that enjoyment. We increasingly recognize that our own
well-being is deeply connected to the well-being
of the rivers themselves and the myriad species
and ecological processes in and around them. We
paddle these rivers, build bike paths beside them,
fish and wade in them, photograph them, ponder
along their banks, or simply watch them.
Yet while the threats to the Poudre continue
to grow, so do hope and activism and know-how
to save the Poudre. There are many new agricultural-irrigation technologies that could save onethird to one-half of the water that is currently
used in crop production. And new developments
in crop rotation and dry land harvesting and other farming methods could also save water. Residential water use could also be curtailed without
the loss of amenities. Drought-resistant landscaping for suburban homes is increasingly available,
and myriad low-water residential-irrigation
technologies are on the market. Indoor water use
could be curtailed with various low-water appliances. In recent years, as more people speak out
against water waste, some Colorado leaders have
begun to embrace these new landscape aesthetics
and technologies, and are beginning to promote
government policies and incentive programs that
reward water conservation.
Still, it all comes back to money. The dam-anddiversion projects on the Poudre have just begun
to be scrutinized from an economic standpoint.
Money can be spent either to develop more storage through dams and reservoirs—in our case,
over a billion dollars worth—or through waterconservation rewards and programs, and other
related lower-cost alternatives. During the big
Western drought of 2002-2003, for example, Fort
Collins’ municipal government spent $200,000
on a marketing campaign promoting residential
water conservation, and the public responded by
cutting water use by ten percent. That ten percent
amounted to 3,000 acre-feet of water, when one
acre-foot was selling for $17,000. That amounts
to $51 million worth of water saved by a $200,000
public expenditure—a pretty spectacular return on
investment in anyone’s book.
Moreover, given the distressed state of the national economy, the State of Colorado and municipalities that want to drain, divert and destroy the
Poudre are being forced to re-examine the finances
of these projects. Most of the cities and towns
(and the developers on their boards and councils)
that covet the Poudre’s water had hoped to pay for
these billion-dollar dams with debt—borrowing the
www.waterkeeper.org
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money, then paying it back by charging the cost to
new housing growth. But this growth has stalled.
All of these projects are also subject to environmental impact reviews, involving the National Environmental Policy Act, the Clean Water Act, and
the Endangered Species Act, all of which allow for
alternative economic analyses to be entered on the
public record. The Save The Poudre Coalition has
developed an alternative water-supply-and-storage
proposal, called the “Healthy Rivers Alternative,”
that offers towns a way to get the water they need
without threatening the lives of rivers or burying
northern Colorado in debt. Our alternative proposal is also cheaper and better suits the financial
needs of farmers.
Forward-thinking legal efforts are also in the
works, such as a new state law in 2009 that will give
tax credits to people who own water if they transfer
that water back to a river for public ownership. In
several counties around the state, small amounts
of water have been returned to rivers for fishing,
whitewater rafting and kayaking—activities that can
be shown to provide financial benefits to surrounding communities and thus legal “beneficial use” of
the water. Furthermore, groups around Colorado
are starting to create “water trusts”—similar to land
trusts—that buy water and keep it in the river for its
own health and the people’s enjoyment.
A hopeful balance is developing: For every
threat posed by the moneyed river-destroyers,
there has been an equal and opposite outpouring of love, passion and spirit to keep the Poudre
River alive. For example, through the environmental review process, nearly 50 highly trained
scientists and lawyers, many of them volunteers,
have read thousands of pages of technical reports

to help us analyze threats and alternatives. And
hundreds of citizens have provided individual
comments in the Environmental Impact Statement and have shown up at public events to
support the river. Sixteen national, statewide and
regional conservation groups, with more than
three million members, have joined as “partners”
of the Save the Poudre Coalition.
It’s true—our love, passion and spirit haven’t
brought us victory yet. But when we use these
inner resources to study the law, to engage the
science, and ultimately, to learn about how money
kills rivers, we can change the ways that money
works. We can, we believe, make water flow
downhill, the natural way, to remain where nature
placed it, in the magnificent rivers of the American
West including our Cache la Poudre. w

On a misty spring morning,
the Poudre conjures up
nature's wildness as it flows
through Fort Collins.
Below: Although the Poudre
is Colorado's only "Wild and
Scenic River," it is also easily
accessible to local residents.
In Poudre Canyon, 10 miles
northwest of Fort Collins, a
family plays by the river.
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For every
threat posed
by the riverdestroyers,
there has
been an equal
and opposite
outpouring of
love, passion
and spirit
to keep the
Poudre River
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