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In this the “inaugural” issue of Eye on Gilpin County, I will include excerpts of information from a column written in 2007.  This is a preview of future columns conveying a perspective not available in the local newspapers, and based on the writer’s personal point of view, research and experience.
  
A recent informal survey of Gilpin County residents by this writer revealed the rural mountain community and lifestyle was the number one reason for moving to Gilpin County.   But ask ten different citizens and you will most likely get ten different answers as to just what “rural mountain community and lifestyle” means.  Gilpin’s County Manager, a 22-year plus resident, has been heard to say and write it means the County will never have the population to support a King Soopers or Safeway or a hospital.  
The County is blessed with no less than three post offices, although Pinecliffe is technically in Boulder County but abuts the county line, and serves the northeastern portion of Gilpin County.  That in and of itself is somewhat of an unusual situation, with a majority of residents suffering the indignity of a “Golden 80403” address until last year when the switch was made by the postal service to Black Hawk 80422.   All those solicitation phone calls that start out with, “We’re working in the Golden area . . .” may someday go away.  
  
To those of us who have lived here since before gaming became the primary industry, part of the lure to the area may have been the uniqueness of such a rural county so close to the services of a large city – Denver.  Looking back to 1989, it was like stepping back in time to arrive in downtown Black Hawk to meet the realtor, to find most of Main Street was still dirt and gravel.  
The truth be said, very few people have realistic expectations of “gainful” employment in such a rural mountain county, or ever gave a second thought to daily commuting “down the hill.”  The job is down there and home is here, with the distance between the two irrelevant (well almost, except during those most brutal of snow storms).  Even during those, a night spent in Denver while the snow plow reached the driveway isn’t so bad.  Home in the mountains is even more welcome after a night in the noise and “aroma” of the city.  
 
Several years ago, when the previous Board of Commissioners decided, in all its infinite wisdom, to “readdress” the entire county, statistics first surfaced about an  expected build-out population estimate of 19,000 or 25,000 people, depending on which county official was quoting the figures.  Such a prediction gives a distorted picture of the growth rate in Gilpin County.  The public policy regarding zoning and accommodating development has been toward that goal, as though there is no choice but to do so, with yet another subdivision and more buildings in mid County approved by the 2004-2008 Board of County Commissioners.    Research revealed NO STUDY WAS EVER CONDUCTED projecting a 19,000 or 25,000 build-out population.

Is such misrepresentation okay?  NO!  It is fraud on the unsuspecting person moving to Gilpin County.  Such statistics portray an incredibly booming economy where the unsuspecting person may move to an area believing it is possible to buy property, hold it for a short time, sell and move on.  Regardless of  your opinion on whether such a theory is prudent or not, I firmly believe that played a huge part in the continually escalating number of foreclosures during the past ten to fifteen years, which keep in mind was before the economic situation we are in now.  My strong opinion that over evaluation of property is equally to blame will also be reserved for a future column.

The estimate for the year 2000 by the U. S. Census Bureau placed Gilpin County’s population at 4,757 people, with the 2006 population estimated at 5,042 people.  Four or five times the present population would not leave much breathing room, and is a really scary idea to this writer/resident.  The increase of 421 in population for the six-years of 2000 indicates there still has been no monumental escalation in population due to gaming.  For you without a calculator, at the present growth rate of 76.5 people per year, Gilpin County would reach the 25,000 population prediction in 326.8 years, or the 19,000 population prediction in 248.37 years. That assumes no one every leaves.  Let’s face it, if gaming did not dramatically grow Gilpin County’s population, there’s not likely room in the County for any other type of industry that would, and for sure, not even the now infamous Wolf/Brannan gravel quarry.    
For those of us who live “out in the county,” recent months have shown a dramatic increase in traffic on Highway 119.  True, summer traffic and the leaf peepers always mean a huge increase in traffic, and the infusion for the economy is welcome by all.  Now, during the off season, it is not unusual to wait for four or more cars to pass before pulling out onto the highway from South Beaver Creek Road or the Last Shot Restaurant, when just a couple of years ago, it was rare to have any wait at all. 
The idea of 19,000 or 25,000 people in this small county is beyond mind boggling to this writer.  The build-out prediction ignores one critical, essential necessity – water! With the level of the groundwater continuing to decline, pumps in existing wells no longer reach the water table (erroneously referred to as wells “going dry.”)  Few people, if any, will move to an area if properly informed by government officials of infrastructure problems such as declining water supply with widespread wells “going dry.”  Not many places on earth are so attractive that people will come if there is no water supply.  The effect of declining water supply on property values will be reserved for a future column.
The State of Colorado monitors the various aquifers throughout Colorado.  Down below, the Arapahoe Aquifer in Douglas County has steadily declined over the past twenty years at a long-term decline rate of approximately 20 feet-per-year as a result of increasing groundwater depletion, according to the Colorado Geologic Survey.  Important to note, that area IS at a much lower elevation than Gilpin County.  
Water here in Gilpin County is, as it is wherever there are people, a finite resource. Yet, as a soil conservationist with the National Resource Conservation Service said, “Developers will develop land wherever it’s available, but it doesn’t mean that the land can support the development.”  Is it realistic to believe the water/infrastructure of this small county, the smallest in land size in the State of Colorado, can support a population of 25,000 (or even the lower prediction of 19,000)?  
The drought of 2002 did not just suddenly occur.  It was actually the culmination of years, but as with too many things in this day and age, just how many years it took to get to the “drought of 2002” depends on who you ask. The summer of 2001 was one of the wettest in several years, but right on its heels came 2002. 
The Southeast area of the United States is a good example of lack of foresight.  In 2007, the State of Georgia saw the consequences of failing to develop a water management plan for a severe drought.  Laws favoring pro-growth policies/zoning had been in existence for way too   many years, with the resulting urban sprawl a major factor in Georgia’s water supply crisis.  Georgia suffered “exceptional” drought due in part to below normal rainfall which could have been mitigated with due diligence in preparation for such an occurrence.  No correlation was ever made between the available water supply and pro-growth policies.  
In Tennessee, the small town of Orme, population 145, actually ran out of water in 2007.  Trucking in water to fill the town’s community water tank which supplied individual homes was the only solution.  For three hours each day, the water was turned on – the only time residents had water from the tap to shower, turn on the washing machine and run water to use for cooking and drinking.  Bottled water enjoyed a real upswing, no doubt.  
Orme’s water restriction of three hours per day was the severest on record for the now-small community, down in population from 3,000 in the 1930’s to its present size of 145 in 2007.  Orme town officials urge all who will listen to conserve water before the water supply reaches the emergency situation Orme found itself in.   
Will Gilpin County ever face such a water supply emergency situation as Georgia and Tennessee?  With all but the Cities of Central and Black Hawk relying on wells for their supply of water, an intelligent assessment probably isn’t possible.  Groundwater recharge is dependent on snow melt and rain – more on snow melt than rain because of rain’s propensity to run off of steep terrain rather than slowly soak in.  
Consider this.  In a mile-square area of mid-Gilpin County, an unusually large percentage of the ground surface is covered with large buildings that have blacktop, concrete or hard surface parking lots – namely, the Ameristar warehouse, the new Gilpin Road and Bridge building, the Colorado Natural Gas office/shop building, the CDOT maintenance facility, the old Road and Bridge facility, and the transfer/dump station with the dumpster area at the rear of it.  
The State Water Engineer’s office knew of no studies completed that would provide statistical data as to the rate of disruption to groundwater recharge such widespread density of buildings with adjacent parking lots cause.  
Groundwater recharge takes place through snow melt (and rain) soaking into the ground from the surface in sufficient amounts not absorbed by tree and vegetation roots.  According to the State Water Engineer’s office, even dirt/gravel roads impact the amount of snow melt and rain that soak into the ground due to the way the road bed is compacted beneath the surface we actually drive on.  One way to determine if this overall “disruption” theory holds water (pardon the pun) is to monitor the wells in the surrounding area to see if they start “going dry.” 
Food for thought: 
· According to the 2000 United States Census, Gilpin County has 149.87 square miles of land area.  The Census does not reflect a breakdown as to how much of that area is public lands/national forest, but state statistics recognize more than half the land area (52%) of the County is just that.  For comparison purposes, Douglas County, mentioned above, has 840.11 square mile of land area with the 2006 population estimated by the U. S. Census Bureau at 263,621 people.   
· To the amazement of most Gilpin County citizens, Gilpin County has 62 platted subdivisions. The County Emergency Preparedness manual lists 61 subdivisions. A new subdivision, Roosevelt Ridge, was approved by the 2004-2008 Board of County   Commissioners, and is now listed in the updated manual.  (The Town of Rollinsville is also shown as a subdivision.)    

· Is it realistic for every square mile of Gilpin County, except the national forest and public lands, to be developed into subdivisions?  
· Is it realistic for developers and realtors to expect to continue to make a living as they have in previous years in this small county?  
· Should existing property owners’ rights be sacrificed to those coming from outside the County?  No where in the Constitution does it say this.  The intent of the framers of the Constitution was quite the opposite – protection of individual property rights.  
Restrictive policies as to development are beginning to appear across this country for various reasons. The water supply and its pollution are at the top of the list in many cases, but receiving less coverage by the media are restrictions being enacted due to infrastructure no longer being able to support further development.  

This writer has been asked, and often, what can be done about various policies such as development the County Commissioners approve.  Just a year ago, in Elbert County, Judge Jeffrey Holmes ruled that Board of County Commissioners abused its discretion by approving a housing development that would have increased the number of homes in Elbert County by 60 percent.  That ruling was based on the premise that the development would have exceeded the housing density limits permitted by the county’s master plan.  

Opponents of such projects take the drastic action of filing lawsuits opposing this type of development when they finally realize government is not listening.  Government officials such as commissioners use master plans to justify whatever it is they want to do, under the theory of infinite wisdom officials suddenly gain once elected.  Gilpin County’s present master plan was recently updated by the Gilpin Planning Commission, but of course, without a vote of the general public, just those few selected by the powers that be, albeit the general public was offered the opportunity for input, just not a vote.    
  
Down the hill, in 2004, the Cherry Creek Water Quality Authority proposed that no new individual sewage disposal systems be constructed in the watershed floodplain due to the level of phosphorous in the Cherry Creek Reservoir.  That restriction is now in place as a way of protecting the water quality of Cherry Creek Reservoir, described in a Denver Regional Council of Government report as “Colorado’s most visited state park.”  
Numerous wells in Gilpin County have been contaminated due to old, inadequate septic systems, and the County has greatly improved the requirements for septic systems.  However, the County refuses to acknowledge the declining water supply, and has no definitive water management policy in place other than the “conserve water” one, which is the same “plan” that got the State of Georgia in its situation.  At one point, Georgia had a water supply of just 80 days!  You may recall coverage of that situation by the national media – that’s when state officials pulled out all the stops, even having massive prayer meetings in very public places.   (Note:  A resident on Range View ​​​​​​​​​​Drive (in Chalet Park Subdivision) advised this writer last year his well had a monitor installed at the time it was drilled in the late 1970’s.  Since that date, it has dropped more than 30 points, RECORDED OFFICIAL STATISTICS.)  
Picture this scenario, and it may happen sooner than you care to imagine.  Come home from work some day and turn on the tap to the earth-shattering realization of no water flowing from it.  If you have not had the experience of hauling water for your every need – drinking, cooking, bathing, – believe me, it is something you should enjoy missing.  When this writer’s well was muddied due to blasting on an adjacent property for a leach field, it was necessary to haul water for eight days which really drove home the point of just how precious the water supply is.  Of course, at the time, the County took the position, that is not the County’s problem.  A resident must deal with the situation at their expense.    
Care to venture what the Gilpin County might look like in 10 short years if it continues down its present path of approving every development that comes across the Planning Commission’s desk?  
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