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Å Watershed & Flood Protection
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COLORADO IN 
THE 1970S

ÅPublic concern over dry 
stream reaches 

ÅNo mechanism within the 
water rights system to keep 
water within a stream for 
environmental preservation

ÅFederal imposition of bypass 
flows on Fry-Ark project

ÅThreats of ballot initiative to 
allow private ISFs



SENATE BILL 73-97

ÅwŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ άǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ correlate the 
activities of mankind with some reasonable 
preservation of the natural environmentέ

Å±ŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ /²/. ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ  άƻƴ 
behalf of the people of the state of 
Colorado, to appropriate or acquireΧ ǎǳŎƘ 
waters of natural streams and lakes as may 
be required to preserve the natural 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦέ



ISF & NLL 
WATER RIGHTS

Å Protect minimum stream flows or 
lake levels to preserve the natural 
environment

Å Defined stream reach or natural 
lake,  defined flow rates & timing

Å Exclusively held by CWCB

Å New Water Court Filings (very 
junior appropriation dates)

Å !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ 
Prior Appropriation System



WHAT DOES THE 
ISF PROGRAM 
ACCOMPLISH?

ÅPreserves the prior appropriation system

ÅEstablish state-based process to control 
environmental water rights

ÅProvides a legal way to protect streams 
and lakes



ISFS IN THE 
STATE

New Appropriations
Å ~1,700 ISFs ς over 9500 miles
Å486 NLLs ς 5,700 acres

Acquisitions
Å ~ 50 ISFs projects
Å 18 NLLs

Decreed ISFs
Recommended ISFs
Acquired ISFs
NLLs



ISF 
PROGRAM 

AREAS

New Appropriations

Acquisitions

Legal Protection

Physical Protection



NEW APPROPRIATIONS PROCESS



ISF TIMELINE
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Staff Analysis & Public Outreach Board Decisions & Hearing Process

Water 

Court 

Recommendation Development

Timeline shows typical recommendation process, but the exact dates can vary. Please see ISF Rules and CWCB website for more detailed information and important dates. 



RECOMMENDER ROLE

Identify streams, 
assess natural 
environment, and 
determine flow 
needs

1

Submit 
recommendations to 
CWCB

2

Identify stakeholders 
and participate in 
outreach efforts. 

3

Testify on natural 
environment and 
flow requirements if 
there is a contested 
hearing.

4



CWCB STAFF ROLE

Evaluate 
Recommender data, 
water availability 
assessments

1

Outreach & 
education, public 
notices

2

Inform Board & 
support 
recommendations in 
hearings

3

Water court process 
and protect ISFs 
legally and physically

4



CWCB BOARD ROLE

Listen to public 
feedback

1

Make 3 
determinations

2

Decide whether 
to appropriate 
ISFs

3

Make decisions 
in hearings

4



CWCB BOARD
REQUIRED FINDINGS

1. A natural environment exists

2. The natural environment will be preserved 
by the water available for appropriation.

3. No material injury to other water rights



NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Colorado cutthroat trout

flannelmouth sucker

brook trout



ASSESSING FLOW NEEDS

Collect streamflow measurements & channel geometry to model hydraulic 
parameters of average depth, velocity, and percent wetted perimeter

Kelso Creek
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R2CROSS
METHOD

Å R2Cross flow rates are based on maintaining hydraulic 
parameters related to stream habitat preferences for fish.

Å 2 of 3 required for winter flow, 3 of 3 required for summer flow 

Å Many original ISFS were based solely on 2 of 3



R2CROSS
RESULTS



WATER AVAILABILITY

Water balance approach based on best available data

Å Statistical analysis of data to provide median daily 
flow hydrograph when possible.

Å Gage Records  +20 years, short-term gages, 
temporary gages, spot flow measurements, diversion 
records.

Å CSUFlow18 analysis to provide mean monthly 
streamflow estimates in ungaged systems.

Å Point flow modeling on larger streams. 

Å Additional information from water commissioners, 
landowners, ditch or reservoir operators, and 
resource managers. 

CWCB gage installed on Milk Creek



WATER AVAILABILITY



Little Cimarron River

3 of 3 criteria = 11 cfs

Measured flow = 13.5 cfs


