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Visitor Studies: Shaping the Future
by Michelle Bowie

Have you ever visited an open space area, and been asked to ! ll out a 
questionnaire? That questionnaire was one tool in the toolbox we call “visi-
tor studies.”  With development and its ensuing effects increasing along the 
Front Range, Boulder County continues to advocate the importance of pro-
tecting land for future generations. In fact, two-thirds of the acreage (67%) 
of Boulder County is protected land. The Boulder County Parks and Open 
Space Department has acquired approximately 90,000 acres of land since 
1975. But how best to manage that land? What do the public – who paid for 
its purchase – think about our approach? Here is where visitor studies come 
in.

Managing that much land is not a simple process. In the ! eld of natural 
resource management, there have always been con" icting ideas about which 
management approach is best. The three most prominent techniques used are 
preservation, conservation, and recreation. Conservation is meant to restore 
what has been altered and to ensure the continued existence of natural areas 
for the enjoyment of future generations. Preservation strives keep separate 
the human and natural worlds, allowing nature and wildlife to remain free 
from human activity. Finally, recreation seeks to engage the human com-
munity with the natural world, recognizing that there are signi! cant health 
bene! ts gained by individuals who interact with nature, and spend time in the 
outdoors. Studies have found that time spent in natural areas can effectively 
reduce stress, lower blood pressure, increase concentration, and enhance 
creativity in people. 

Taking all of this into account, Boulder County uses a balanced manage-
ment approach that incorporates preservation, conservation, and recreation. 
These three different management techniques, though different, complement 
each other in unexpected ways. Boulder County properties range in use from 
functional agricultural land and critical habitat areas (both closed to public 
use) to popular recreation areas such as Heil Valley Ranch and Pella Cross-
ing. Boulder County maintains over 90 miles of trails for various forms of 
recreation. This diverse management approach requires a broad range of 
strategies. Within these strategies, visitor studies play a pivotal, and often 
under-appreciated, role.

Mountain bicyclists enjoy the trails at Hall Ranch Open Space.
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Feature Article

We Want to Get to Know You
When visiting any of the Boulder County Parks and Open 

Space properties, you can see how many different activities are 
taking place. You may see people hiking, biking, riding a horse, 
having a picnic, or just relaxing in the outdoors. 

People seek nature for different reasons, and part of the 
department’s mission is to provide public uses that re" ect both 
sound resource management and community values. 

Have you ever wondered if, or how, the department collects 
community feedback to help direct their management? Visitor 
studies are the primary tools we use to better understand you 
– the people who are enjoying the lands we seek to protect. 
Visitor studies are a multi-faceted area of applied sociological 
research. The information and opinions gathered from visitors 
allow us to better understand the values of our stakeholders, to 
determine where more education is wanted, and to respond to 
community desires for the future of open space. Indeed, many 
times data is collected to help update management plans for 
various properties. Our managers want to ensure that Boulder 
County re" ects the present needs and desires that the public has 
for its open space. 

In fact, this past summer, a visitor study was conducted 
at Walker Ranch Open Space. Some of you may have seen 
people handing out surveys at the trailhead. For those who have 
never visited, the 3,788-acre property consists of two main 
areas: Meyers Gulch and South Boulder Creek Canyon. The 
multi-use trails travel through pine and ! r forests, and provide 

Park visitor spends time at Betasso Preserve playing the harp.

Management Plan Adapts 
The original management plan for Walker Ranch 

Open Space was completed 30 years ago. Since that time, 
the population of Boulder County and its inherent cultural 
attitudes have shifted, and recreation trends continue to be 
dynamic. In order to meet the present needs of our commu-
nity, the department’s management techniques must adapt. 
Accordingly, the management plan for Walker Ranch will 
be updated in 2009. 

To complement the trailhead data gathered for this 
update, the department also sent surveys to 193 neighbors 
of Walker Ranch. Property owners within 1,500 feet of the 
property boundary were randomly chosen. The purpose 
of this portion of the survey was to better understand their 
motivations and desires as neighbors to this large open 
space property. Being in close proximity, neighbors have a 
special relationship to Walker Ranch. Speci! cally, they are 
the individuals most greatly affected by any signi! cant land 
management activities that go on at Walker Ranch, such as 
prescribed burning, mechanical thinning, or noxious weed 
mitigation. 

The feedback we receive from neighbors and visitors at 
the trailheads will be analyzed and compiled into a report. 
You will be able to ! nd this report on our website in early 
2009 at www.BoulderCountyOpenSpace.org

excellent opportunities for hiking, biking, ! shing, and picnick-
ing. However, because the property was purchased in 1977, the 
management plan will now be adjusted to meet current needs. 
Therefore, surveys were given out to collect public input about 
con" ict, management, and other various issues about which 
public opinion may have changed in recent years. 

Visitation numbers are collected using electronic vehicle 
and trail counters, and surveys elicit the public’s views on press-
ing land management issues. 

For example, in 2007 we estimated the minimum number 
of visits to Boulder County Parks and Open Space properties 
was 881,356. Using 18 vehicle counters and four pedestrian 
counters, 21 parks and trail access points were monitored. These 
counters are an important component of ongoing visitor studies 
that help us determine the number of visits to our parks. 

All parks are placed into one of the following catego-
ries: “Low use” (under 30,000 visits per year), “Medium use” 
(30,000 - 55,000), and “High use” (over 55,000). Since several 
parks do not have counters, their visitation must be estimated. 
Each of the “use” categories has at least one park with a coun-
ter. We then use the collected data to calculate average visitation 
for each of these categories. Then, we apply that average to the 
other parks in that category that do not have active counters. 
This method gives a reasonable estimate for overall visitation. 

So the next time you are hiking or riding on a trail and see 
someone handing out surveys, remember that the input you pro-
vide can have a profound impact on the decisions that managers 
make for the future of your open space.
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A Pat On the Back
by Bridgette McCarthy and Carol Beam

Boulder County continues to win awards for the programs, 
projects and services that we offer to our residents#  

In 2008, Boulder County won the Center for Sustainable 
Communities Platinum Innovation Award, the most prestigious 
sustainability award from the National Association of Counties 
(NACo). The award was for the Boulder County Super Inter-
governmental Agreement (Super IGA). The Boulder County 
Parks and Open Space Department was a signi! cant contribu-
tor to the success of this agreement. This award recognizes the 
most innovative county-led partnerships with the private sector, 
other governments or community groups in developing econom-
ically prosperous, environmentally safe, and socially equitable 
communities. 

Parks and Open Space helped this agreement succeed by 
completing the following:

Joint purchase of a total of 6,553 acres of open space worth 
$90,157,197.

Preservation of 13,845 acres of farmland through purchase-
and-lease programs and conservation easement acquisitions.

Preservation of approximately 10 historic structures, four of 
which have undergone some rehabilitation or restoration. 

Sustained viability of farming operations of 80 farmers who 
lease open space lands and/or sold their property’s develop-
ment rights as a conservation easement while remaining on 
the property and farming. 

Farming of 24,000 acres through leasing of county fee-
owned land back to agricultural farmers. 

More than $500,000 in improvements to farming infrastruc-
ture, funded through reinvestment of leasing fees.

Preservation and/or restoration of 420 acres of native 
grasslands, with an additional 135 acres being converted 
each year for the next 10 years.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Restoration of three miles of steams and riparian corridors.

Completion of more than 20 miles of trails on jointly owned 
open space properties. 

Planning of 41 miles of regional biking/walking trails linking 
communities county-wide. 

In addition to the NACo award, the Super IGA also earned 
Boulder County two more awards. The ! rst is the 2008 Presi-
dents and National Environmental Excellence Award for Plan-
ning Integration from the National Association of Environmen-
tal Professionals, an award that recognizes nationally signi! cant 
environmental achievements from across the country. The 
second is a 2008 Blue Gramma Award for Outstanding Achieve-
ment from the Colorado Open Space Alliance.  

In 2008, the Boulder County Parks and Open Space 
Department was also the recipient of the 2008 Voice of The 
People Award of Excellence from the International City/County 
Management Association, an award that recognizes leaders in 
providing public services that are appreciated by the public. 
Our program also earned a 2008 Colorado Lottery Starburst 
award for a trailhead expansion and trail addition project that 
improved recreation opportunities at Walker Ranch. This project 
was completed and opened to park visitors in the fall of 2007. 

Recent Grants
In January 2008, Boulder County Parks and Open Space 

was awarded a $600,000 grant for the Benjamin property from 
Great Outdoors Colorado. This grant will reimburse Boulder 
County for its preservation of approximately 429 acres of open 
space that is contiguous to Betasso Preserve, and created one of 
the largest patches of continuous habitat in the Boulder foot-
hills. 

•

•

•

Far left: The Bluejay mine near 
Jamestown had restoration work 
done with a grant awarded in 
January 2008. This structure is 
a great example of a small-scale 
mining operation.

Volunteers construct the Picture 
Rock Trail at Heil Valley Ranch 
Open Space during the summer 
of 2008.



Images / winter 2008 - 09  5

Department News

Also in January 2008, the department was awarded a 
$74,193 grant from the State Historical Fund to rehabilitate 
the Blue Jay Mine head frame & ore bin. This historic mining 
structure outside the Town of Jamestown was a major pro-
ducer of " uorspar in the early 20th century and is a rare, intact 
example of a small-scale mining operation once prominent 
throughout the county. In July 2008, the department was 

The Boulder County Parks and Open Space Department 
offers grants for research on county open space lands each 
year. All proposals are reviewed by a team of resource spe-
cialists, and awarded research projects are monitored during 
their activities on open space. The following is a summary 
of a 2007 study conducted by Dr. George Beck, Professor of 
Weed Science and Mr. Jim Sebastian, Research Associate, 
Bioagricultural Science & Pest Management at Colorado 
State University.

Abstract 
Herbicides are commonly used to control invasive and 

common weeds on native rangeland and natural areas, but 
not enough is known about their potential to cause injury to 
native shrubs, forbs, and grasses. 

Experiments were conducted to evaluate 16 different 
herbicides at single high rates for their potential injury and ef-
fects on species composition. During the year of application, 
injury was ranked on a scale of 0-10 where 0-2 was consid-
ered as no injury, 3-6 as acceptable injury from which plants 
would recover, and 7-10 as unacceptable from which most 
plants would not recover. 

All plant species were inventoried in all plots approxi-
mately one year after herbicides were applied to determine 
any population shifts. Injury during the year of application 
was very dif! cult to discern from plants drying down after 
" owering or because of drought. Data taken one year after 
herbicides were applied was much more revealing as to the 
potential injury and population shifts that could be caused by 
different herbicides used to control weeds. 

One-sided penstemon was the only species to be dra-
matically affected by most of the herbicides tested where 11 
herbicides decreased its populations an average of 87 percent. 
Telar and Cimarron Max caused a decline of about 18 percent 
in native forb composition whereas native forb composition 
within other herbicide treated plots did not differ from the 
untreated plots. No herbicide caused a change in native shrub 
composition except Telar, which increased forb composition 
about eight percent. Telar and Cimarron Max treated plots 
displayed increased grass composition and oddly enough, 
Escort and Cimarron Max treated plots showed an increase 
in weedy species composition. Data will be collected again 
in spring 2008 from the study established in 2007 to create 
another data set one year from the time of application.

Research on Boulder County’s Open Space Lands
Conclusion 

It remains premature to provide conclusive statement 
about this research because we still will collect data from the 
2007 study in spring 2008 about one year after the herbicide 
treatments were applied in 2007. If possible, we will combine 
the 2006 and 2007 data sets to create a more robust statistical 
analysis from which generalizations and speci! c statements 
can be generated. Even if we cannot combine data sets (e.g. 
a “year” effect implying climate as a partial cause of effects) 
having two 1-year evaluations will provide for a more sound 
base upon which to provide conclusive.

If you want to read the full report, or other funded re-
search, visit the  department’s website at www.bouldercounty.
org/openspace/resources/res_funding/res_fund.htm. 

Call for 2009 Studies
The department is currently accepting proposals for 

2009 funding. Two categories will be awarded  -- grants up to 
$5,000 and grants up to $10,000. The deadline for proposals 
is Thursday, January 29, 2009 by 4:30pm. Department staff 
have identi" ed priority needs for research including these " ve 
topics: 

Impacts of passive recreation (equestrians, hikers, moun-
tain bikes) on native wildlife near trails on county open 
space properties.

Evaluation of selectivity of rangeland herbicides on native 
! o ra.

Comparison of wildlife occurrence and abundance on 
restored prairie versus native prairie.

Boulder County residents’ perception of the mountain pine 
beetle epidemic.

Evaluation of restoration techniques for former agricul-
tural lands, particularly diversity of plants restored.

Connections between volunteer experiences and land 
stewardship.

Other research proposals will be accepted. Visit the 
department’s website at www.BoulderCounty.org  for a full 
listing of research topics and proposal guidelines. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

awarded a $124,000 grant to help construct the Picture Rock 
Trail and northern trailhead at Heil Valley Ranch.

In October 2008, Parks and Open Space was awarded a 
$150,000 grant from Great Outdoors Colorado to construct the 
last section of the Marshall-Superior-Coalton trail system that 
provides connections to the City of Boulder’s Marshall-Mesa 
trail system, the Rock Creek trail system and the Coal Creek 
trail system.
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Mountain Pine Beetle:The Natural Forest Cycle?
by Cal Orlowski

Colorado’s vast forests are home to an abundance of differ-
ent plants and animals. We humans often view these forests as 
stable environments that change little in the scope of our life-
times. But through the eyes of the forest, life is dynamic, with 
new challenges frequently arising. Forests are forced to deal 
with ! re, parasitism, and competition that change their compo-
sition on a daily basis. These are common problems faced by 
any living organism as a natural consequence of life. Humans 
rarely notice the effects of these challenges on the forests unless 
they are causing large-scale changes in the ecosystem. 

The mountain pine beetle is a “natural predator” of lodge-
pole pine forests that has come to our attention recently because 
of the landscape changes it is causing. As a native insect to 
these forests, the pine beetle evolved with the lodgepole pine, 
using individual trees to complete its life cycle. This associa-
tion has been maintained for thousands of years. Logging, ! re 
suppression, and possibly climate change brought about by the 
presence of humans in the area have created conditions for a 
beetle, the size of a grain of rice, to threaten all of Colorado’s 
lodgepole pine forests.

Acting as any predator does, the mountain pine beetle 
focuses its attack on prey that is least able to defend itself. The 
most desirable prey, in terms of the lodgepole pine, is a group of 
older, larger, weaker, and stressed trees. Because of human ac-
tivity over the last few centuries, there are now large concentra-

tions of trees that ! t this description. In the late 1800s and early 
1900s, lodgepole forests throughout Colorado were cleared 
out from a combination of ! re and intensive logging. Once the 
forest was opened up, millions of seedlings established, and by 
the late 1990s had grown into forests of similarly aged, ma-
ture trees. The western U.S. in the 1990s and 2000s also saw 
prolonged drought and exceptionally warm temperatures. The 
warmer winter temperatures mean that there have been no cold 
snaps of below 30 degrees for ! ve consecutive days that would 
kill developing beetles living in affected trees. Many of the 
natural processes that had kept the pine beetle in check had been 
removed from the equation, creating a “perfect storm” for a pine 
beetle epidemic.

The current pine beetle outbreak has already affected over 
half of Colorado’s lodgepole pine forests. This epidemic is un-
like anything we have seen in recorded history. Ordinarily the 
beetle threat is isolated to a few even-aged stands within a given 
forest, instead of an entire even-aged forest. But what purpose 
does it serve for the beetle to kill all of its host organisms? In 
evolutionary terms, the beetle is eliminating the source that 
allows it to complete its life cycle and produce viable offspring, 
leading to an evolutionary “dead end.” Does this mean that if all 
mature lodgepole pines are killed that the pine beetle will cease 
to exist? Most likely not. These insects are tough and resource-
ful, and may look towards the lodgepole pine’s lower-elevation 
cousin, the ponderosa pine. However, it is not expected that 
the pine beetle will affect the ponderosa to the extent it has 
the lodgepole, because the beetles prefer to infest trees species 
similar to those in which they were born. Also, ponderosa pine 
forests typically do not include as many mature trees per acre 
as lodgepole pine forests so beetle populations are likely to be 
smaller. 

Although the ponderosa’s fate is unknown, it seems that 
the fate of the lodgepole pine forests in Colorado has been 
sealed. We are likely to witness statewide destruction of mature 
lodgepole pine forests. But, because forests are dynamic ecosys-
tems and are affected by disturbances from time to time, areas 
previously dominated by lodgepole forests will likely regenerate 
into aspen, lodgepole, or eventually mixed conifer forests in the 
future. While we may view the current pine beetle epidemic as a 
large-scale disaster, the forest may see it as a long overdue stand 
replacement event. With active forest management in the future 
to assure diversity within the forest, eventually it could return to 
a more natural state. 

Forests are forced to deal with ! re, parasitism and competi-
tion that change their composition on a daily basis. Humans 
rarely notice the effects of these challenges on the forests 
unless they are causing large-scale changes in the ecosystem.

An adult mountain pine beetle.

Trails (called galleries) left in a tree by 
mountain pine beetles.

Local Forests
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Volunteer Programs

Boulder County has approximately 5,000 one-to-! ve acre 
properties totaling 37,000 acres. Until recently, owners of these 
properties consulted the local agricultural and natural resources 
Extension Services agent—who also had county production 
agriculture responsibilities—with their questions and concerns. 
To aid landowners with less complex problems, 13 volunteers 
attended the ! rst Small Acreage Management (SAM) volunteer 
program in 2005. 

Those new volunteers learned soil characteristics, grasses 
and their growth habits, grazing management, and weed iden-
ti! cation and control. Upon course completion, one of their 
! r st jobs was to manage a voice mailbox where clients left 
questions. Often a volunteer would return phone calls, asking 
questions to get a clearer picture of the problem. Once they had 
suf! cient information, they then advised a course of action. For 
example, if someone had a question about a plant and it turned 
out that the plant was truly a weed, the volunteer related the 
cultural, mechanical and chemical methods that could be used 
to manage it. 

Volunteers often directed clients to speci! c web sites, in-
cluding www.extension.colostate.edu/boulder/AG/smallacreage.
shtml. They also suggested landowners to read CSU Extension 
Service’s fact sheets available online at www.ext.colostate.edu. 

SAM volunteers also helped property owners seeking graz-
ing management plans to keep their pasture healthy and produc-
tive, and providing reseeding or renovation information. 

Volunteers also researched and wrote articles for a small 
acreage newsletter. Currently, the quarterly newsletter has an 
email listserv of approximately 150 landowners, primarily from 
Boulder County.

SAM’s Impact
Since its inception, 31 volunteers have contributed over 

1,000 hours, identifying over 200 weeds and interacting with 
the owners of a total of over 2,000 acres. They have also col-
lected, dried and mounted for display most of the Colorado state 
noxious A and B listed weeds. The U.S. Forest Service, Boul-
der County Parks and Open Space, and the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service use these displays for public educational 
outreach and training personnel. 

In 2006, volunteers began identifying plants submitted to 
the CSU Extension Services of! ce in Longmont. Some people 
merely wanted to identify these potential weeds; other clients 
wanted to know control strategy options. SAM volunteers 

The Small Acreage Management Program: 
Helping Landowners Become Good Stewards

by Sharon Bokan with Joanne Little! eld

SAM volunteers educate landowners to be good land 
stewards, teaching them to minimize weed problems, produce 
good forage for their animals and protect natural resources.

provide information on Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 
practices, which utilize cultural and mechanical control as the 
! r st options, and, if needed, chemical controls. 

Want to Get Involved?
If the SAM program sounds interesting to you, please 

download an application from the web site, pick one up at our 
of! ce at 9595 Nelson Road in Longmont, or call 303-678-
6238. Applications are due by January 19, 2009. A telephone 
interview will take place after that date. Successful applicants 
will need to attend training on February 3, 10, 17 and 24 at the 
Boulder County Fairgrounds. 

Training topics include weed identi! cation, grazing issues 
and pasture management. Volunteers are expected to return 24 
hours by February 2010. Cost is $60 for the training (which 
covers lunch and resource notebook) and $35 for a copy of 
“Weeds of the West” ninth edition (not required if you already 
have a copy). Arrangements can be made for two payments.

Roots of the Extension Programs
4-H and the master gardener program are probably the 

most visible local extension programs. The roots of these 
programs lie with nationwide land-grant universities estab-
lished with the Morrill Act of 1862. Its purpose, to educate 
people in agriculture, home economics, mechanical arts and 
other practical professions, led to each state receiving an 
allocation of 30,000 acres per congressional delegate. The 
lands, or proceeds from the land’s sale, were to be used to 
establish a university. 

In Colorado, the land-grant university is Colorado 
State University (CSU). Extension was established with the 
Smith-Lever Act of 1914 with the charge to take university-
developed research to people in their local communities, 
applying the research to local issues. 

Colorado State University Extension in Boulder 
County is the university’s education and outreach arm. 
Extension’s research-based programs cover subjects includ-
ing food safety and nutrition, family issues, leadership 
development, food stamp nutrition education, horticulture 
(including the Master Gardener volunteer program) and 
agriculture (from crops to animal care). 

Boulder County has several other Extension volunteer 
programs: Small Acreage Management (SAM), Wildlife 
Master, 4-H and Food Safety Advisors.



 8 Images / winter 2008 - 09

Many residents of Boulder County have caught a glimpse 
of the most common wild member of the dog family, the red 
fox (Vulpes vulpes). With its trademark white-tipped bushy tail,  
black “socks” and black-tipped ears, this fox is easy to 
recognize.

Humans have an ambivalent relationship with the red fox. 
We have not persecuted it like we persecuted its larger cous-
ins, coyote and wolf. However, its well-deserved reputation 
as chicken-coop raider has gained it numerous enemies. For 
centuries, the red fox has been traditionally hunted with dogs 
by mounted sportsmen. This practice started in England in the 
1600s and later spread to several other countries, including the 
United States. European settlers actually imported red foxes 
into the eastern U.S. when they discovered that the gray fox, 
more common in the eastern forests, was not an exciting animal 
to chase in the hunt. Until then, the native red fox had avoided 
the dense forests were the Europeans ! rst settled. The settlers 
greatly facilitated this fox’s expansion by converting forest to 
farmland, raising ducks and chickens that were easy prey, and 
killing larger predators.

The red fox has the widest distribution of any terrestrial 
carnivore, ranging throughout the Northern Hemisphere from 
Canada and the United States to Europe, Asia, and North Africa. 
Given its many centuries of shared history with humans, it’s 
not surprising that references to this fox can be found in many 
cultures. According to Wikipedia, “the word shenanigan (a 
deceitful con! dence trick, or mischief) is derived from the 
Irish expression sionnachuighim, meaning “I play the fox.” In 
Chinese mythology, fox spirits are known for their deception 
and cunning. In ancient Mesopotamia (roughly corresponding 
to present-day Iraq), the fox was one of the sacred animals of 
the goddess Ninhursag, acting as her messenger. The Tswana 
of Southern Africa have a proverb that says “Only the muddy 
fox lives, ” meaning that only an active person who does not 

mind getting muddy will 
advance in life. 

The red fox has been variously depicted as a trickster, a 
supremely intelligent animal, an immoral villain, and even 
a being equipped with magical powers. Aesop was a Greek 
storyteller who lived in 620-560 B.C. In his fable, The Fox and 
the Grapes, the fox protagonist, ! nding out he is unable to reach 
and eat the grapes he is coveting, abandons his quest saying: 
“the grapes are sour, anyway. ” This is where the English term 
‘sour grapes’ came from# 

In the medieval tales of Reynard, the fox is a trickster with 
anthropomorphic characteristics. The ! rst mention of Reynard 
appears in a Latin epic poem circa 1150, soon followed by 
story collections in several languages, such as German, Dutch, 
English, and most extensively, in Le Roman de Renart written 
in French by Pierre de Saint Cloud. Most stories in the Reynard 
series are satirical, making fun of nobles and the clergy. Even 
before they appeared in Latin, these stories most likely origi-
nated in popular culture. Some historians argue that the red fox 
became a sort of peasant-hero, symbolizing the survival strate-
gies the European peasantry needed to outmaneuver the powers 
of the aristocracy. 

In more recent times, the Italian fable Pinocchio, made 
famous by Disney’s cinematic rendition, once again presents the 
Fox as a cunning and sly character, which together with the Cat 
tricks Pinocchio into parting with its money. Other movies have 
used foxes as their protagonists, among those Robin Hood and 
Maid Marion, also by Disney, and Dreams, by Akira Kurosawa. 
Foxes also appear as Pokemon characters and in Nintendo’s Star 
Fox series of video games. 

How much of the red fox’s supposed cleverness and cun-
ning are based in reality? There are countless anecdotes of foxes 
who “outfoxed” packs of dogs in hot pursuit, or found ever new 
ways to penetrate chicken coops. One story often told is how the 
red fox gets rid of " eas. Upon ! nding a stick or piece of bark, 
a fox slowly enters a lake with the stick in its mouth. It then 
sinks until only its nose and mouth are above water. The " eas 
all climb on the stick, at which point the fox lets go and swims 
back ashore. Hard to believe? Several people, dating back to the 
sixteen century, have sworn to have witnessed such an event. 

Maybe the red fox is just a supremely adaptable creature, 
able to take advantage of the new habitats and opportunities 

we humans continue to create as we change the land-
scape. We should consider ourselves fortunate to 

share our neighborhoods with this wild and beau-
tiful animal, and to be able to tell our stories of 

encounters with “Red”. 

Wildlife Studies

The Red Fox: Myth and Reality
by Francesca Giongo
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Resource Conservation

Conservation Districts -- What Are They?
by Carol Janda

Do you need help managing noxious weeds?  Your 
Conservation District can assist you. Would you like to have an 
interactive presentation for your class about how rivers shape the 
landscape, or about pollution in our ground water?  Once again, your 
Conservation District is the place to call. 

Conservation Districts are grassroots organizations that represent 
private landowners and coordinate local, state, federal, and private 
funds to conserve our natural resources. 

Boulder County residents live in one of two Conservation Dis-
tricts, both of which are managed by Nancy McIntyre. The Longmont 
Conservation District borders are the Larimer County line, Highway 
52, Weld County Road 19, and the Continental Divide. The Boulder 
Valley Conservation District extends from the divide east to Weld 
County Road 9, and from Highway 52 south to about 120th Street.

Environmental education is an important priority of Conservation 
Districts in Boulder County. For example, the Longmont Conserva-
tion District partners with St. Vrain Valley Public Schools to offer 
the national Mathematics, Engineering, and Science Achievement 
(MESA) Program. The stream table and ground water model are 
popular with both students and teachers. The Boulder Valley Conser-
vation District partners with the Boulder Valley School District for 
similar educational activities. 

Do you own two or more acres of land that you want planted 
with trees for a privacy screen, windbreak, or to control erosion? The 
Conservation District partners with the Colorado State Forest Service 
to grow tree seedlings in its Fort Collins nursery. Several varieties of 
tree seedlings are available for about $1.00 each. They are distributed 
each year in April. Contact the Conservation District Of! ce to obtain 
an order form. 

Check Out the Websites
Other agencies Conservation Districts cooperate 

with include the Colorado Division of Wildlife, CSU 
Cooperative Extension, U.S. Forest Service, planning 
departments, zoning commissions, and water conserva-
tion districts. For more information about Conservation 
District activities and partners visit their websites. The 
National Association of Conservation Districts web 
address is www.nacdnet.org. For the Colorado Asso-
ciation of  Conservation Districts, go to www.cacd.us, 
where you can read the latest issue of The Conservator, 
the CACD newsletter.

How Conservation Districts Got Started
One day in the 1930s, Hugh Bennett, a soil scientist 

who was testifying before Congress, “threw back the cur-
tains [of the chamber where he was speaking] to reveal 
a sky blackened by dust.”  This dramatic gesture helped 
convince Congress that action must be taken to protect 
the soils of the country, which were blowing away due 
to a long and terrible drought. “Congress unanimously 
passed legislation declaring soil and water conservation a 
national policy and priority.”  

Since the majority of land in the U.S. is privately 
owned, Congress and President Roosevelt sought vol-
untary support of landowners to make conservation a 
reality. In 1937, the Colorado legislature, in response to 
a request from President Roosevelt, passed legislation 
“allow[ing] local landowners to form conservation dis-
tricts.”  The state provides some funding for conservation 
districts, and many counties (including Boulder County) 
also support their work.

Join a Conservation District Board
The Conservation District Boards, consist of prop-

erty owners who volunteer to run for four-year terms, and 
meet monthly at the local of! ce located at 9595 Nelson 
Road, on the second " oor of the Natural Resources 
Building. Meetings are open to the public. The Boulder 
Valley CD Board meets on the second Monday of the 
month, while the Longmont CD Board meets on the 
second Tuesday. Every two years in February, a call for 
nominations to the board is published in local papers, and 
elections are held in May.

Local Contact Information
For more information on Conservation District activ-

ities and services, contact Conservation District Manager 
Nancy McIntyre, at 303-776-4034 ext. 3 or 
nmcintyre@bouldercounty.org. 

Students explore ways in which water and land interact using the stream table 
simulation. Nancy McIntyre, Conservation District Director, leads the activity.
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Nature Studies

What Do Animals Do in Winter?
by Lauren Golten

Winter is a hard time to “make a living” as an animal in the 
wild. Winter brings with it cold, and a dearth of food for many 
animals. Annual plants die off and deciduous trees lose their 
leaves and fruit, insect populations decline or disappear,  and 
many prey species go to sleep for the winter. Boulder County’s 
wildlife have adapted a variety of ways to overwinter (survive 
the winter months), either by waiting it out or staying active. 

Sleeping the Winter Away
Some mammals avoid the hard winter months by sleep-

ing them away. There are three different types of hibernation: 
true hibernation, dormancy, and torpor. In true hibernation, an 
animals body temperature drops as low as its surroundings, and 
its metabolic rate drops to a minimum. Colorado’s ground squir-
rels and little brown bats are true 
hibernators. Black bears are not true 
hibernators, but actually become 
dormant during winter. This means 
that they go into an extended, deep 
sleep, but their body temperature 
remains nearly as high as their sum-
mer norm. They are able to awaken 
periodically, and if the weather is 
nice, emerge to feed on a nice day 
and then return to sleep. Other local 
animals that sleep away the winter 
go into a state called torpor, which 
is a state between true hibernation 
and dormancy. In torpor, an animal’s 
metabolism and temperature are 
lowered, but not as drastically as in 
true hibernation. The least chipmunk 
is a local animal that goes into torpor during the winter. As with 
dormancy, an animal in torpor is able to awaken periodically 
during the winter to feed. 

Cold-blooded critters, such as snakes, ! sh, and amphibians, 
have no way of regulating their body temperature, so their body 
temperature drops to that of their surroundings. During the win-
ter, they go into a state of inactivity, hunkering down in holes, 
burrows, or deep under mud or water. Some of our local reptiles 
that use this strategy in the winter include leopard frogs, rattle 
snakes, and tiger salamanders. 

Staying Active Year-Round
Migration is a way to stay active year-round but avoid 

the hardship of winter by traveling to someplace warmer. The 
advantage of heading south is twofold: the weather is warmer, 
requiring less energy to stay warm, and food is more abundant. 
Plants, insect populations, and prey species are active year-
round in tropical climes like Mexico and other parts of Latin 
America, so it is easier to stay active year-round. The most 
famous migrators are birds—many of our summer’s songbirds 

go south for the winter. Some insects (including the monarch 
butter" y) as well as mammals, including the Mexican free-
tailed bat (our only long-distance migrating bat) also migrate. 
Some animals migrate shorter distances; our local elk herds 
head to lower elevations within the county to ! nd more food in 
the winter. 

Many of our local animals are year-round residents. These 
animals have to adapt to survive during the winter, in terms 
of their food sources, physiology, or their lifestyles. Some, 
like the red-breasted nuthatches and crossbills, hide away pine 
nuts to tide them over during the winter months. Other birds, 
like woodpeckers, chickadees, and nuthatches feed on the few 
insects that remain over winter. Mammals grow thicker, heavier 
winter coats. And a few animals, including ptarmigan, ermine 

(short-tailed weasels) and snow-
shoe hares molt to camou" age for 
the winter snow. Some birds, like 
gold! nches, undergo physiological 
changes to help convert fat to en-
ergy more ef! ciently. Finally, some 
animals, like rabbits and mule deer, 
simply spend all winter foraging in 
order to get enough calories to stay 
active. 

A strategy of many herbivorous 
burrowing animals such as beavers, 
prairie dogs, and pikas is to store up 
food and stay underground for the 
winter. These guys nap a lot but stay 
active during the winter, and have 
enough food to keep them going 
until the spring. 

Whether hibernating, migrating or staying active, Boulder 
County’s wildlife have special adaptations to survive the cold 
winter months. Each of these strategies allow these animals 
to stay alive until the spring, when the leaves bud out, insects 
return, and we see the full range of animal activity in the county 
once again. 

Look on pages 12 and 13 for programs about this topic.

A chipmunk snoozes away the winter.

Be Careful!
When you’re out recreating in the winter, please be 

aware that there could be animals denning nearby. Stay-
ing on trails can minimize the risk that you would disturb 
them and other overwintering animals. Avoid overturning 
rocks or wood that help smaller animals overwinter. If you 
see deer, elk or moose, give them lots of space so as not to 
disturb them. Give these animals the respect and care they 
deserve. 
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Seniors Nature Hikes 2009
The last Thursday of every month (except where noted by an asterisk) the  Boulder County Parks and 
Open Space Department hosts a senior’s hike at a county park. Join us for an enjoyable, informal, and 
slow-paced  hike through your open space#

All programs begin at 10:00am and end by noon.

Hikes include information about an area’s history, wildlife and  current resource management 
projects.

We’ll meet you at the park entrance kiosk, unless another location is indicated below.

No registration is necessary. For more information and directions to open space 
properties, please call 303-678-6214.

•

•

•

•

January 29
Carolyn Holmberg Preserve at Rock Creek Farm (meet at Stearns Lake 
parking lot on South 104th Street)   

February 26 Pella Crossing Open Space

March 26 Agricultural Heritage Center at Lohr/McIntosh Farm

April 30 Rabbit Mountain Open Space 

May 28 Betasso Preserve

June 25 Bald Mountain Scenic Area

July 30 Caribou Ranch Open Space

August 27 Heil Valley Ranch Open Space

September 24 Mud Lake Open Space

October 29 Walker Ranch Open Space (meet at Meyers Homestead Trailhead)  

November 19*
Hall Ranch Open Space  
(meet at the upper parking lot, near the restroom)

December 31* Walden Ponds Wildlife Habitat Area
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All Programs
All ages are welcome unless otherwise noted. NO PETS 

PLEASE# Be prepared for cold temperatures. Bring drinking 
water and wear waterproof walking/hiking shoes. See the 
back cover for park locations. 

For information about these programs, or to arrange a 
volunteer-led program for your group, please call 
303-678-6214. 

Wil dlife and Winter at Heil Valley Ranch 
Saturday, December 6; 1:00pm to 3:00pm 
Heil Valley Ranch Open Space; North of Boulder off 
Lefthand Canyon Drive; meet at group picnic shelter
Join volunteer naturalists for a late fall hike to observe seasonal 
changes and to discover how the wildlife of Heil Valley Ranch 
prepare for winter. You’ll learn about behavioral and physiologi-
cal adaptations to the shortening days and cooling temperatures, 
and also look for signs of wildlife that are active year-round. 
Participants should be prepared for a 1.3 mile slow-paced hike.

A K id’s View of Raptors
Thursday, January 15; 4:30pm to 6:00pm   
Lafayette Public Library, 775 west Baseline Road, Lafayette
Learn how to recognize birds of prey, or raptors -- hawks, 
eagles, falcons, and owls -- in the winter skies above Boulder 
County. During the slide presentation you’ll see some of these 
awesome birds up close and learn about where they live and 
what they eat. You will also get to see how your “wingspan” 
measures up against a hawk or eagle. This program is for fami-
lies with elementary school-age children.

Signs of Life – Wil dlife in Winter Hike
Saturday, January 17; 10:00am to noon
Caribou Ranch Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Join volunteer naturalists for a hike in the high country to learn 
about the many ways that wildlife survives winter in the Rocky 
Mountains. We’ll talk about hibernation, dormancy, migration, 
and various strategies for animals that are active all winter long. 
We will also look for signs of wildlife activity, including tracks, 
scat, and browse marks on trees. Be prepared to hike 2-miles in 
snowy, cold and windy weather.      

Kitchen Gadgets of the Early 20th Century 
Saturday, January 24; 2:00pm to 3:00pm
Boulder County Parks and Open Space building, 5201 St. 
Vra in Road, Longmont
What Would Julia Childs have used in the kitchen of a hundred 
years ago?  Join cultural history volunteer and antique collec-
tor/dealer Carol England as she demonstrates the ingenuity and 
function of many items used to prepare and store food in the 
early 1900s.  Both factory and homemade utensils of wood and 
metal were used to dice, mash, roll, squeeze, separate, lift, mea-
sure, and preserve the harvest as well as to prepare family meals 
every day.  Using utensils from the kitchen of the Agricultural 
Heritage Center as well as items from her own collection, Carol 
will use real fruits and vegetables, dough, eggs and dairy items 
in this hands-on demonstration.  Participants are invited to bring 
an early kitchen item for identi! cation.  

Snowshoe hare
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Winter at the Walker Ranch Homestead
Saturday, January 31; 1:00pm to 3:00pm 
Walker Ranch Homestead; 7701 Flagstaff Mountain Road, 
approximately 7 miles west of Boulder on Flagstaff Road
How did early settlers prepare for and survive the harsh winters 
of Colorado?  What did they do when they were snowed in for 
weeks at a time?  What were their evenings like without radio 
or television?  These questions and more will be answered as 
we explore the Walker Ranch homestead in winter.  In addition 
to a tour of the ranch, there will also be a working demonstra-
tion in the blacksmith shop, and the log house will be ! lled with 
wonderful smells of food being prepared on the woodstove.  Be 
prepared to walk in snow.

The Nature of Snow
Sunday, February 8; 10:00am to noon 
Mud Lake Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Snow is an amazing substance# It 
changes form, it is sculpted by the wind 
into beautiful shapes, it insulates, it frac-
tures into deadly avalanches, and also 
makes winter survival possible for many 
plants and animals. Join naturalist Larry 
Colbenson on a winter hike to explore 
the many properties of snow, exam-
ine the snowpack and learn how some 
plants and animals have adapted to life 
in the cold. Ski or hiking poles are also 
recommended due to icy trail conditions. 
Be prepared to hike about two miles in 
snow, above 8,000 feet in elevation. 

Prairie Winter Hike 
Saturday, February 14; 1:00pm to 3:00pm  
Carolyn Holmberg Preserve at Rock Creek Farm; Stearns 
Lake Trailhead, South 104th Street, ½ mile south of Dillon 
Road, Louisville
Learn how grassland and wetland wildlife respond and adapt to 
winter on the prairie along the Colorado Front Range. Volunteer 
naturalists will lead this easy walk to explore and learn about 
the different winter strategies employed by wildlife that migrate 
through or are resident to the prairie ecosystems of Boulder 
County. 

Track Tales - Snowshoe Hike
Saturday, February 21; 10:00am to 12:30pm
Caribou Ranch Open Space; 2 miles north of Nederland on 
County Road 126; meet at parking lot kiosk
Winter is the perfect time of year to learn about the story left 
behind by wildlife. Join Park Interpreter Michael Bauer for a 
snowshoe hike at Caribou Ranch to learn about predator-prey 
ecology and how to identify tracks and other clues left by 
winter wildlife. Participants should be prepared for a moder-
ately strenuous 2-mile hike above 8,000 feet, in cold and windy 
weather. Bring snowshoes, water, snack, binoculars, and writing 
materials. Ski or hiking poles are also recommended due to icy 
trail conditions. 

Recreating History: The Adventures of a Modern-day 
Range Rider
Saturday, February 21; 2:00pm to 3:00pm
Boulder County Parks and Open Space bldg., 5201 St. Vra in 
Road, Longmont
Few people have the opportunity to enjoy the experience that 
cultural history volunteer Fred Thrall had in 2008. After a num-
ber of years of contemplating the idea, Fred put together a three-
week, mostly solo, trip on horseback in which he covered 300 
miles of some of the most remote open range in the continental 
U.S. He actually recreated a mid-19th century frontiersman’s 
ride along the portion of the Oregon Trail that lies between Ft. 
Casper and Ft. Bridger, Wyoming. Join Fred as he shares some 
of the highlights of his trip including photos. He will also have 
his saddle and some of the other meager provisions he carried 
with him.  

Fred Thrall at the 2008 Walker Ranch Special Event.
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Story in the Rocks - Geologic History of Boulder County   
Tuesday, February 24; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
George Reynolds Branch, Boulder Public Library, 3595 
Table Mesa Drive, Boulder (over! ow parking available 
across the street)
The geologic history of Boulder County goes back over 1.7 bil-
lion years. Ever wonder where the rocks came from, how they 
formed, what the earth was like back then, or why the ancestral 
and present-day Rockies formed?  Rocks contain a record of 
earth history that can be read like the pages in a history book. 
Join geologist and volunteer naturalist Sue Hirschfeld for this 
PowerPoint program and learn how to read the story in the 
rocks and interpret the landscape that has developed in Boulder 
County over the last two billion years. 

Tri ckster Tales
Saturday, February 28; 1:00pm to 3:00pm
Rabbit Mountain Open Space; NE of Lyons on north 55th 
St. (turn north on 53rd St. off Highway 66)
Why do coyotes howl at night? Who messed up the night sky? 
How did Coyote lose his eyeballs? Ranger Lynette Anderson 

will answer these questions and more 
as she shares stories about Old Man 
Coyote, on a moderate hike at Rabbit 
Mountain Open Space. Dress for the 
weather, wear hiking boots or shoes, 
and bring drinking water and your 
sense of humor. 

All Programs
All ages are welcome unless otherwise noted. NO PETS PLEASE# Be prepared for cold temperatures. Bring drinking water 

and wear waterproof walking/hiking shoes. See the back cover for park locations. For information about these programs, or to
arrange a volunteer-led program for your group, please call 303-678-6214. 

Birds of Prey Slide Shows

Monday, December 8; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
Longmont Public Library, 4th Avenue and Emery Street, 
Longmont, Meeting Room A
 --and--
Wednesday, January 7; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
Louisville Public Library, 951 Spruce Street, Louisville  
 --and--
Tuesday, February 3; 7:00pm to 8:30pm
George Reynolds Branch, Boulder Public Library, 3595 Table 
Mesa Drive, Boulder (over" ow parking available in King 
Soopers parking lot across the street)

Learn how to recognize birds of prey, or raptors -- hawks, 
eagles, falcons, and owls -- in the winter skies above Boulder 
County. During this slide presentation, 
you’ll observe and learn how to 
distinguish between raptors by 
identifying common ! eld marks. 
You will also learn about the habitat 
requirements, behavior, and ecology 
of these magni! cent birds. 
All ages are welcome.

Birds of Prey Driving Tours

Saturday, December 13; 10:00am to 1:00pm
Saturday, January 10; 10:00am to 1:00pm
Saturday, January 24; 9:30am to 2:30pm (extended tour)
Saturday, February 7; 10:00am to 1:00pm
Saturday, February 21; 9:30am to 2:30pm (extended tour)

Meeting location will be provided to registered participants. 
Join Boulder County volunteer naturalists for a driving tour 
of some of Boulder County’s best areas to view birds of prey, 
or raptors. We will carpool from our meeting place, searching 
for raptors, learning about habitat and behavior, and work-
ing on our observation and identi! cation skills. Bring water, 
lunch or a snack, binoculars, spotting scopes, and a bird ! eld 
guide if you have them. Children 10 years old and up are 

welcome. Register by calling 303-678-6214 no 
later than the Thursday before each scheduled 

Saturday tour. 

Winter’s Birds of Prey
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New Winter Raptor Buffers
As a result of updates to the Colorado Division of Wild-

life’s (CDOW) changes in guidelines for buffer zones and 
seasonal restrictions for Colorado raptors, some changes will 
be made on county space properties open to the public where 
raptor nests occur.

These changes were made by the CDOW after they 
reviewed their existing guidelines, consulted with other rap-
tor biologists, determining that some species of raptors needed 
additional levels of protection. The new guidelines utilize the 
existing data of respected raptor biologists, and make conserva-
tive recommendations for public land agencies. 

These changes will impact visitors to Rabbit Mountain 
and Heil Valley Ranch. Park visitors can ! nd maps highlight-
ing closed areas on the kiosks at park entrances. The areas are 
critical wildlife habitat and it is very important that park visitors 
respect the closures. 

The change affecting park visitors is that the closure period 
for golden eagles has been extended by six weeks—closures 
will now be in effect starting December 15 and end on  July 
15 each year. This is the period that eagles return to nesting 
grounds to begin the nest-building process. 

Wildlife take refuge in the closed area; it is an area where 
they forage, roost and nest. Birds are especially sensitive to dis-
turbance during courtship and nesting which occurs from winter 
through midsummer. Please respect wildlife needs for solitude.

Park visitors found in the critical wildlife area can be ! ned 
up to $300 by park rangers and county sheriff deputies who 
patrol the park. For additional information, please contact the 
Boulder County Parks and Open Space Department at 
303-678-6203.

POS Calendars on Sale Now!
Purchase your Limited Edition 2009 Boulder County Parks 

and Open Space calendar# They make memorable holiday and 
birthday gifts for family and friends.

These professionally printed calendars feature 14 beautiful 
photos highlighting some of Boulder County’s most signi! cant 
natural and historic areas. The cost is $4 each (if you pick up 
at the address below between 9 and 4) or $5 if you’d like them 
mailed to you. 

We can accept payment by check only, made out to 
“Boulder County” with “' calendars” in the memo line (' is the 
number of calendars you are paying for) to:

Boulder County Parks and Open Space.
Attn: Sukey Wil liams
5201 St. Vrain Road
Longmont, CO 80503

For more information, call Sukey Wil liams at 303-413-6222.

Boulder County Parks and Open Space Department is now 
accepting 2008 nominations for the county’s annual Land 
Conservation Awards. Nominations will be accepted until 
December 31, 2008. 

Anyone may nominate individuals, families or organiza-
tions that have made outstanding contributions in one of the 
following categories:  

Land Conservation
Environmental Stewardship
Historic Preservation

Nominating one’s self or an organization of which one is 
an of! cer or director is not permitted. Federal, state, county, 
special district and municipal government agencies are also not 
eligible.

Special consideration will be given to land conservation 
or historic preservation activities that affect unincorporated 
Boulder County and activities that demonstrate ongoing effort. 
One-time efforts resulting in lasting bene! t to the County’s en-
vironmental landscape will also be favored for selection. Other 

•
•
•

award selection criteria include conservation activities that are 
a model for others or that increase public awareness of land 
conservation.

Since 1992, Boulder County has honored individuals or 
groups with its Land Conservation Award for outstanding con-
tributions made to the conservation, preservation and protection 
of the county’s land-based environmental resources. These con-
tributions have included achievements 
in agriculture, wildlife habitat, forestry, 
volunteer services and open space and 
conservation education. 

For more information on the 
awards program or to request nomina-
tion forms, call 303-678-6277 or visit 
www.BoulderCountyOpenSpace.org. 
The Boulder County Commissioners 
will present the awards in early 2009.

Boulder County Accepting Nominations for 2008 Land Conservation Awards

Calendars are in 
a clear case stand 
(4.75” x 5.5” - the 
size of a CD). 
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