
Proposing Instream 
Flow Protections in 
Colorado: 
A Recommender’s 
Perspective

Julie Nania, 
Western Resource Advocates

(Confluence Watershed Solutions) 



Why do we do this? 
Protecting Headwater Refugia 
Minimum flows to sustain aquatic habitats and ecosystem functions. 
Protecting important aquatic/riparian habitats and the wildlife that depend 
on them.
Survival for fish during low flows! 

Biodiversity Preservation
Preserving biodiversity and unique ecosystems (river dependent fen, 
cutthroat habitat, CDPHE Potential Conservation Areas) 

What’s your reason? 
- It’s part of my organization’s mission (watershed coalition, TU , etc.) 
- It’s in our backyard and we care! 
- We’re implementing watershed management objectives 
- What else? 



Topics 
- How to identify a good instream flow candidate  
- Evaluating the difficulty of a potential proposal 
-  What do I need to get started? A few of my 
favorite resources… 
-Outreach & stakeholder engagement 
-I’m stuck. Who can I reach out to? 



How to identify a good instream flow candidate
Doing an initial evaluation: 

-CWCB Map Viewer 
-CDSS Database
-StreamStats. Look at modeled flows for the 
watershed.  Compare with existing newer ISF 
protections from similarly sized basins.  

-On the ground recon. 
-Special considerations- need for protection (risks); 
value of the resource



CWCB Map Viewer 
Key things to look for with map viewer and CDSS database search:
•Do the reaches I’m interested in have existing protections? 
•Are there unprotected segments on the reach?
•How recent are the existing ISF appropriations ? 
• Are the ISF protections seasonally representative? 

Map viewer is accessible at: 
https://maps.dnrgis.state.co.us/cwcb/Index.html?viewer=cwcbvi
ewer 

https://maps.dnrgis.state.co.us/cwcb/Index.html?viewer=cwcbviewer
https://maps.dnrgis.state.co.us/cwcb/Index.html?viewer=cwcbviewer




Instream Flows in the CDSS Database

•Access for the CWCB’s searchable 
ISF database: 
https://dwr.state.co.us/Tools/ISF
•Can search by source in your 

division 
•Can use the map to confirm the 

right reach 
•Provides easy access to decrees 

and water rights information 
•Search hack: 
Water Div. 🡪 Water Source 🡪 All

https://dwr.state.co.us/Tools/ISF


StreamStats 
Can be accessed at 
https://streamstats.usgs.gov/ss/

StreamStats can be useful for several 
purposes: 
- To get an idea for basin hydrology 

where unprotected streams exist
- To compare existing new instream 

flow protections with potential 
increases in instream flow 
appropriations 

Stream gages nearby or on the reach 
are another great resource. 

https://streamstats.usgs.gov/ss/


Go for a hike! 
- Look for suitable R2Cross sites 

(GPS and take photos) 
- Special things to note: 

- Loosing gaining streams 
- Representative characteristics 

of the natural environment
- Braiding (seek single channel 

condition riffles 
- Steep streams are tricky (slope)
- Is it a stream? Make sure it’s not 

a ditch…



Charismatic Stream 
Features & 
Potential 
Development



Evaluating the Difficulty of a Potential Proposal 
Factors Increasing Difficulty 
• Uses- High density of diversions 
• Access 
• Cost 
• Stream characteristics 

• Severely braided channels /extremely steep channels  
• Density of diversions (more stakeholders & challenging availability)
• Overly built/manipulated channel 

 
Factors Facilitating Proposals
• Changes in water use 
• Agreement in Stream Management Plan 
• No existing protection 
• Gage on channel 



What Do I Need to Get Started? 

•Water availability 
information 
•Cross-section data
•Biological data



Water Availability 

- Assess diversions on stream 
segment of interest

- Look at relevant gage data or 
compare with StreamStats 
modeling 

- Tip- Chat with your Water 
Commissioner/Landowners/Wat
er District 



Cross Section Data 
It’s time to get out in the field:
Tips: 
•Scout first, map location & photos 
•Look for data in SMPs, etc. 
•Equipment may be available for loan 
from the CWCB or local District
•Can repeat at the same location
•Make sure to GPS and take plenty of 
photos 



Biological Data 
Data Request from Colorado Parks & Wildlife 
Instream flow protections lead to improved water quality in 
rivers and streams, benefiting both ecosystems and human 
health.

Colorado Natural Heritage Program
These protections help enhance fish populations by providing 
necessary habitats and maintaining ecological balance in 
aquatic environments.

Wild & Scenic Eligible? Outstanding Waters? 
Instream flow protections create recreational opportunities 
for local communities, promoting sustainable tourism and 
outdoor activities

Relevant Field Observations 
What do you see while you’re out there? Describe it! 



Outreach & Stakeholder Input

-A lot of stakeholder work is 
education 

-You can collaborate with the 
CWCB on outreach 

-This can lead to improved 
proposals  and interesting 
conversations! 



I’m stuck. Who can I reach out to? 
Questions about water uses? Try 
landowners, local Water Commissioner, 
water districts. 

Questions about biological assets? Try 
local agency staff (CPW, USFS, BLM, 
universities) 

Need help with field work? 
Reach out to CWCB, ask for input from 
land management agencies, use 
resources like this flow cohort to find 
folks. In a pinch you can find a 
consultant! 



Questions? 

JulieNania@gmail.com 

mailto:JulieNania@gmail.com


Outstanding Waters 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Viewer/index.html?appid=03b24116b8fd43cfa83999365ce56ab3



CPW Data Request 

Will need to define 
the scope of the data 
requested and 
provide specificity…  



Colorado Natural Heritage Program- 
                      CODEX & Potential Conservation Areas 

• https://codex.cnhp.colostate.edu/

https://codex.cnhp.colostate.edu/

