GREAT OUTDOORS COLORADO PROGRAM

l. Overview

Between 1990 and 2000, the State of Colorado’s population grew by approximately 30 percent,
the third fastest in the nation.' Indeed, Colorado is home to 11 of the 50 fastest growing counties
nationwide.? In response to increasing development pressures, a 1992 constitutional
amendment established the Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) Trust Fund for “the preservation,
protection, enhancement and management of the state’s wildlife, park, river, trail and open space
heritage.”®> The GOCO program awards grants to preserve the state’s “unique open space” and
“natural areas of statewide significance”* and uses selection criteria to assess projects for
funding. Between 1992 and 2004, GOCO protected approximately 460,000 acres of open space.
As of 2005, GOCO program staff were unsure as to how Colorado’s wildlife action plan
(formerly known as the Comprehensive State Wildlife Strategy) would affect land acquisition
and protection projects.”

I1. The Great Outdoors Colorado Program

Colorado’s constitution outlines provisions for wildlife program grants; outdoor recreation
grants; open space identification, acquisition, and management grants; and a matching grant
program for local entities.® Accordingly, GOCO provides funding for wildlife, state parks, open
space, and local governments through seven grant programs:

(1) Legacy Initiative Grants. Legacy Initiative Grant projects are regional or statewide in
focus and usually integrate outdoor recreation, wildlife, open space, and local
government projects. Projects are typically large-scale, multi-year projects.

(2) wildlife Grants. Wildlife Grant Projects focus on the recovery and introduction of
threatened and endangered wildlife species, the protection and restoration of critical
wildlife habitats, wildlife education programs, and wildlife viewing programs. Grants are
given through the Colorado Division of Wildlife.

(3) Open Space Grants. Open Space Grants are awarded competitively to nonprofit land
conservation organizations and local governments, as well as Colorado State Parks and
Colorado Division of Wildlife, for projects that protect land and natural areas, including
urban open space, riparian corridors, wildlife habitat, agricultural land and community
separators.

(4) Colorado State Parks Grants. Grants are awarded through Colorado State Parks for
outdoor recreation projects that build, maintain, or improve state parks.
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(5) Local Government Grants. Local government grants are awarded competitively to
counties, municipalities, and special districts to acquire, establish, expand, and enhance
park, outdoor recreation, and environmental education facilities.

(6) Trails Grants. Trails Grants are awarded for projects that build, enhance, maintain, or
expand trails.

(7) Planning and Capacity Building Grants. These grants are awarded competitively to local
governments, nonprofit land conservation organizations, Colorado Division of Wildlife,
and Colorado State Parks to develop plans that preserve or enhance (or build capacity to
preserve or enhance) open space, parks, and outdoor recreation.’

A State Board® administers the GOCO program, including funding distribution and investment,
reporting, and grant making. Board members are appointed by the Governor and are subject to
confirmation by the Colorado State Senate. The 17-member board is designed to represent all
parts of the state based on population: two members of the public from each of Colorado’s seven
congressional districts; the Executive Director of the Colorado Department of Natural Resources;
a representative designated by the Colorado Wildlife Commission; and a representative
designated by the Colorado Board of Parks and Outdoor Recreation. At least one member of the
board rr;ust represent agricultural interests, and two members must live west of the Continental
Divide.

Program Funding

Under the 1992 amendment, GOCO receives 50 percent of the state’s lottery revenues, with
funding capped at $35 million annually.*®** In 2001, Colorado voters approved a measure that
gives GOCO the authority to bond up to $115 million of its lottery revenues for urgent land
preservation projects.’® As of 2005, approximately $231.1 million had been awarded for land
preservation, with $57 million spent in Fiscal Year 2005 alone.™

GOCO grants are awarded to county and municipal governments, land trusts and conservation
organizations, and state agencies (Colorado Division of Wildlife and Colorado State Parks). All
programs have matching requirements, which vary from program to program. Matches range
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from 2%134to 50 percent, with a minimum of 10 to 15 percent of the project cost provided by a cash
match.

I1l. GOCOQO’s Open Space Grant Program

The GOCO Constitutional Amendment states that the “Great Outdoors Colorado Program shall
include...[a] program to identify, acquire and manage unique open space and natural areas of
statewide significance.”

Open Space Grants

Open space grants are for land preservation purposes only (including fee title acquisition and
purchase of conservation easements) and cannot be used for projects involving active recreation
or development of facilities. Eligible recipients include municipalities, counties, political
subdivisions of the state, nonprofit land conservation organizations, Colorado State Parks,
Colorado Division of Wildlife, and special districts with land conservation as their primary
purpose. The Open Space Grant application process involves an initial screening by GOCO
staff, an evaluation using selection criteria, and scoring of all projects submitted in the same
funding cycle. The highest ranking projects of each cycle are recommended to the GOCO Board
for funding.*®

Prioritizing land acquisition. Evaluation of a proposed grant project involves a scoring process
where projects can earn up to 100 points for meeting criteria in the following areas: property
description and quality (40 points),'” project need and urgency (20 points), project benefits (10
points),*® leveraging funds (10 points), other partnership and support (15 points), and ability to
complete projects in a timely manner (5 points).*
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IV. Protection in Perpetuity

Although Colorado law does not specify that land protected through funding from the GOCO
Program must be protected in perpetuity, the Board typically requires approval before “any
voluntary sale, conveyance, transfer, or other disposal of all or any portion of Grantor’s interest
in the Property or associated water rights..., excluding any lease of the Property or the water
rights to a third party in the ordinary course of using the Property for permitted purposes...”%

GOCO’s Constitutional Amendment specifies that the program shall include “appropriate
programs for maintaining Colorado’s diverse wildlife heritage.”** Also, in addition to
identifying and acquiring lands, programs must also manage “unique open space areas and
natural areas of statewide significance.”?* Accordingly, GOCO provides grants for long-term
management, monitoring, and stewardship of protected land. The maximum grant amount for
these purposes is $7,500 and requires a 50 percent match.?

V. State Wildlife Action Plan

Colorado’s Division of Wildlife submitted the state’s wildlife action plan (formerly known as the
Comprehensive State Wildlife Strategy) in September 2005. Development of the plan was
coordinated among many conservation organizations, state agencies, and private citizens. The
plan identifies the top priority species and habitats for conservation, potential conservation
actions, and strategies for partnership building, project design, and implementation.?

While the plan does not specify properties for acquisition, it does include land acquisition as one
of many species protection strategies. As of 2005, GOCO program staff were unsure as to how
plan would affect its open space acquisition selection criteria.?

VI. Summary

The GOCO program is authorized to protect areas of natural significance and unique open spaces
among other things. The program utilizes a scoring process to select open space acquisition
grants. As of 2005, GOCO program staff were unsure as to how plan would affect its open space
acquisition selection criteria.

20 Great Outdoors Colorado, Instructions for GOCO’s Open Space Application Form and Technical Supplement to
Open Space Land Acquisition Grants (June 2005) at 37, available at
http://www.goco.org/forms/os_instructions_techsupp_june05.pdf.
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