
Category: Grassroots Initiative Award 

Project Name: Our Lands – Our Future Recreation & Conservation Choices for Northern Colorado 

Project Location: Larimer County, Colorado and its municipalities (Cities of Fort Collins and Loveland, 

and the Towns of Berthoud, Estes Parks, Johnstown, Timnath, Wellington, and Windsor). 

Time Frame: 2012 

Project Description: The planning team provided the public involvement framework and analysis, 

coordination, and report for this unique regional conservation study. Working with project partners, 

four broad goals were developed: Conserve working farms and ranches; Create regionally-significant 

recreation opportunities; Protect natural resource and wildlife areas; and Enhance urban settings with 

open space and trail systems.  

In an effort to reinforce the region’s quality of life and strengthen the economic position of the region, 

the planning team developed a series of tools to identify and manage the county’s most valuable open 

space opportunities and assets. One such tool allows online users to create their own scenarios for 

wildlife habitat areas, agricultural lands, urban open spaces and trails, and landscape-level conservation 

using a web interface; or review pre-loaded scenarios based on County-wide surveys and Advisory Board 

input.  

In addition to the website, public involvement included a series of public surveys, regional events, over 

45 presentations, and the participation of all of the open space advisory boards across the county – all in 

one year. The survey results identified strong support for increasing outdoor recreation opportunities   

and a greater awareness of the need to balance public access and facility development  with long term 

management costs. The report reveals that early open space conservation efforts  featuring  a range of 

visitor infrastructure may not be sustainable, and illuminated the need to pursue a mix of conservation 

strategies. The engaging, attractive resulting document is broken into six chapters: 

Chapter 1. Our Purpose celebrates the success by local governments and their partners to conserve 

approximately 125,000 acres or 195 square miles throughout Larimer County.   

Chapter 2. Our Values summarizes the results of public involvement and stakeholder engagement. 

Chapter 3. Our Accomplishments and Challenges describes the policies, programs, and conserved 

properties of each local government and how changing demographics and other emerging trends will 

influence conservation need and priorities. 

Chapter 4. Our Economic Benefits measures the economic value of land conservation and recreational 

activities – residential property values increased by nearly $104 million due to proximity to open space, 

resulting in almost $750,000 in annual property taxes in the county in 2012.  

Chapter 5. Our Financial Choices summarizes the current funding for land conservation and 

management, and the constraints facing the partners over the next 10 years.  

http://www.larimer.org/naturalresources/regionalstudy/


Chapter 6. Creating Our Vision illustrates four open space opportunity maps, that when combined on 

the interactive mapping website (http://tplgis.org/OurLands-OurFuture), illustrate where multiple 

conservation goals can be achieved at one location, thus effectively leveraging available funding. 

Relevance: This is the first time that all of the county municipalities joined together to develop 

effective tools to manage diminishing open space resources. More than 4,200 citizens provided 

feedback on key choices: Which types of land and recreation should be provided? Where? What 

emphasis should be given to each type of open space? How should open space tax dollars be allocated? 

How should public funds be obtained for continued land conservation and recreation? The level and 

quality of partnerships in Colorado is unprecedented in this area, and the Our Lands – Our Future report 

capitalizes on those relationships.  

The combined county-wide and jurisdictional-specific needs assessment, opportunity maps, financial 

models, and citizen priorities in Our Lands – Our Future will help conservation partners and public land 

managers ensure that investments are strategic, cost-effective, and representative of community values. 

In updating their respective master plans, local governments will save land managers time and effort by 

using this study as a starting point.  

Innovation: The team’s open space prioritization model incorporates the cost of acquiring, developing, 

and maintaining new landholdings to educate the public about the fiscal implications of their 

conservation choices. The innovative models are shaping the vision and planning for the region’s 

conservation and recreation programs; fostering collaboration among Larimer County’s many cities and 

towns; deepening the public’s understanding of the key opportunities, threats, and trends; and 

ultimately generating a regional framework for strategic investments that reflect local autonomy and 

priorities. 

The results of four models illustrate specific opportunities that reflect public values. For transparency 

and easy access, an interactive GIS website (http://tplgis.org/OurLands-OurFuture/) takes the modeling 

one step further to broaden understanding and empowerment. It not only explains and displays the 

downloadable data and methodology—allowing the public to explore open space opportunity areas and 

customize PDF maps online or on their own GIS workstation—it contains an open space weighting tool 

that allows users to assign their own level of importance to each open space type. Using slider bars, the 

website interface can change the weighting of various criteria, and upon clicking “Create Maps from 

Weights,” the model highlights locations where those criteria are met. 

Transferability: Through a variety of public outreach methods, the partners identified four open space 

values: working farms and ranches, natural resource and wildlife areas, urban open space and trail 

systems, and regional open space and trail systems. The partners then quantified the economic benefits 

of each open space value, and matched the values to planning goals and the best available GIS datasets. 

A regional Advisory Board used the public values to weight the GIS datasets and produce four 

“conservation visions.”  

When all four models are combined together, the website identifies areas where several conservation 

objectives can be achieved at one time. This type of accessible, automated modeling allows for almost 

http://tplgis.org/OurLands-OurFuture/


instantaneous inventory, analysis and evaluation, and meaningful public participation in a way not 

previously possible. This modeling process is applicable in other areas of the state and other planning 

projects. 

Quality: The planning effort was based on a systematic and thorough analysis of public preferences and 

perceived needs, natural and cultural resources, and economics.  Effective communication of analysis 

results and proposed actions was an essential element of the project, which relied on a series of graphic 

exhibits that conveyed key results and illuminated the important choices facing the region.  A small 

selection of the graphic communication tools developed for the project are attached.  In addition to a 

comprehensive study report, multiple flyers, posters, and summary materials were prepared and widely 

distributed throughout the planning effort in order to maintain public interest and communicate study 

progress.  We invite your review of the final report submitted with this application. 

Implementation: The level and quality of partnerships in Colorado is unprecedented in this area, and 

the Our Lands – Our Future report capitalizes on those relationships to focus on the following specific 

outcomes:  

• Create common tools for future master planning efforts that function both county-wide and 

locally  

• Inventory of existing open space and outdoor recreation resources  

• Assessment of levels of service and gaps in meeting public outdoor recreation needs 

• Online, interactive land conservation mapping website 

• Two County-wide surveys with individual community results 

• An assessment of financial realities and needs 

• Funding scenarios for land conservation, recreation improvements and ongoing 

management  

• Quantification of the economic benefits of land conservation and outdoor recreation. 

• A shared vision, based on citizen input, of conservation and recreation priorities that 

supports regional collaboration and fosters partnerships. 

• An enhanced ability to  build partnerships, broaden community engagement, assess public 

satisfaction and support for existing land conservation and outdoor recreation programs, 

and identify future needs. 

• Increased  awareness and understanding of the financial requirements and funding 

possibilities to support the vision.  

Comprehensiveness: Key planning principles were integrated into the process, particularly the 

importance of achieving community-driven results through an extensive and multi-tiered outreach 

program.  The outreach effort was designed to make it convenient and fun to participate while also 

reaching under-represented groups.  It was supported through the preparation of bilingual materials, 

the engagement of bilingual speakers at key meetings, and a series of meetings designed to reach the 

Latino and university communities, both of which are historically less engaged in planning projects in our 

region.   



A systematic effort was made to link the project to other important regional objectives, including 

demonstrating the vital role land conservation places in contributing to quality of life, maintaining 

agricultural production, and enhancing the region's ability to attract new businesses and maintain those 

that are already here.   

Summary: For the first time in Colorado, all of the local governments in a county engaged in a 

comprehensive study on  land conservation and nature-based recreation to evaluate successes, 

potential improvements, and existing gaps. The Our Lands – Our Future Recreation & Conservation 

Choices for Northern Colorado regional conservation study used extensive public outreach, an 

interactive GIS website, and dedicated engagement by nine partner agencies  to produce  a plan that 

shapes the vision of open space conservation in the county. 
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Working Farm & Ranch Opportunities Map. Opportunity maps are based on existing public information 

and are not intended for use in a regulatory context. Rather, they identify a collective vision for each 

open space type and opportunities for project partners to work with willing landowners on voluntary 

land conservation.  

Interactive mapping Website. (2 images) On the interactive mapping website (the 

http://tplgis.org/OurLands-OurFuture/), users can add or change open space data to explore current 

conditions; learn about four types of open space values in Larimer County; create their own open space 

weighting experiment for a particular area; and share their comments with the project team or others. 

Public Access/Cost Per Acre Graphic: As public use increases – a function of visitation, intensity of 

recreational activities, and proximity to urban areas – the long-term costs to manage a property also 

increase. Conversely, properties that generally do not allow public access, such as conservation 

easements, are cost-neutral and in some cases generate revenue. 
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