Crystal River Management Plan

Geographic Description: Colorado River Basin — Crystal River Watershed
Size: 35 river miles

Project Homepage: http://www.roaringfork.org/your-watershed/crystal-
river/stream-management-plan/

Primary Contact: Heather Lewin — Roaring Fork Conservancy;
heather@roaringfork.org; Chelsea Congdon-Brundige — Public Council of
the Rockies; chels@capitolcreek.com

Status: Completed in 2016

Planning Phase: Implement Priority Actions, Monitor Implementation
Outcomes, Manage Adaptively

Project Goals:
e Identify, prioritize, and guide management actions that honor local agricultural production, preserve existing
water uses, and enhance the ecological integrity of the Crystal River.
e Ensure that the local community is adequately equipped to deal with shifting community values, economic
foundations, and climate realities in a way that minimizes conflict between user groups and achieves high levels
of environmental resiliency.

Overview:

Agricultural production is a critical cornerstone of the area’s culture and economy. Numerous hay and cattle operations,
totaling 4,800 acres, account for two-thirds of the water use in the watershed. Studies on the Crystal River that explored
management decisions and their effects on river health illuminated unresolved questions. These include water use
patterns, the impacts of prolonged drought and climate change, anticipated outcomes of proposed management
actions, and the need to balance various community values in management decisions.

Approach:

The planning effort was led by Roaring Fork Conservancy and relied on consultants, such as Lotic Hydrological, to lead
the technical planning work. Lotic Hydrological’s contributions included the creation of core technical components such
as ecological decision support systems, ecosystem functional assessment and resource management evaluation, and
project prioritization. The Crystal River Management Plan placed a new emphasis on stakeholder involvement in
developing goals and objectives, understanding results of previous studies, and evaluating management actions. The
final deliverable of the Crystal River Management Plan is the decision support system, which is the model that allows
stakeholders to evaluate alternative water management practices to understand their respective (individual or
combined) impacts on the river. The final recommendation of the Crystal River Management Plan includes 9 projects
incorporating riparian restoration, invasive species removal, a diversion rescheduling agreement, and installation of
additional streamflow monitoring gauges.

Outcomes:

Two alternative recommended actions emerged as the most viable strategies for managing local water needs. The first is
a market-based solution promoting bypass flows between Sweet Jessup Canal and Carbondale Ditch. The second is a
combination of ditch-lining and short-term water leasing by the Town of Carbondale on the Carbondale Ditch and
Weaver & Leonhardy Ditch. An expansion of these recommendations is the Riverfront Park Restoration. This effort
involves the Weaver ditch diversion and was seen as an opportunity to not only investigate the ditch’s efficiency, but
also how the dated diversion could be rebuilt to deliver water more efficiently and to be a more function part of the
stream requiring less maintenance.
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