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Wedding and Monument canyons glow in the
sunset above Colorado National Monument

in April. Photo by Bobby Magill.

NEW WEST FEATURE

Could a Name Change Put A Colorado Landmark on the National
Radar?
Locals cherish it. Tourists ignore it. Will Colorado National Monument ever get the attention, and
traffic, it deserves?

By Bobby Magill, 11-25-10

It’s easy to miss Colorado National Monument when you’re
driving Interstate 70 from Denver to the canyon country of
southern Utah. Signs on the freeway point the way to the
monument, but the name hardly conjures images of what’s
found there.

“Visitors and locals think they’re going to a stone monument,”
or a historic site — hardly a reason to inspire a detour off the
freeway, monument Superintendent Joan Anzelmo says.

The geological and historical wonders there — unique hanging
canyons, the 23-mile Rim Rock Drive built by the Civilian
Conservation Corps, newly-discovered paleontological sites
and precipitous red rock cliffs and canyons — are reasons
Anzelmo, U.S. Sen. Mark Udall, D-Colo., and the local
visitor’s bureau want Congress to re-designate it “Colorado Canyons National Park.”

The monument’s red sandstone cliffs and “hanging” canyons suspended atop a bench of volcanic rock form
Grand Junction’s southern skyline. Supporters say the 20,000-acre monument and its sweeping scenery are of
the caliber of Utah’s Canyonlands or Capitol Reef national parks, both dramatic examples of the layered and
colorful geology of the Colorado Plateau.

In the early 1900s, Grand Junction iconoclast John Otto spent years living in the rugged canyons above the city
and stumping for them to be declared a national park. Though the park idea had much local support, President
William Howard Taft used the Antiquities Act to create Colorado National Monument in 1911, naming it in
part after the Colorado River flowing beneath the cliffs. Congress has done little with it since then.

If the monument were upgraded to a national park, it would be the fourth smallest in the U.S. It would likely
exclude the natural wonders of the Bureau of Land Management’s adjacent Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness,
home to the sandstone arches of Rattlesnake Canyon — the highest concentration of natural arches in the world
outside of Utah’s Arches National Park — and Mee Canyon, which features one of the largest canyon alcoves
in the Southwest, nearly big enough to park a 747 inside.

A proposal to create a national park out of Colorado National Monument and the Black Ridge area was
derailed in the 1990s over a concern about the new park potentially banning grazing and hunting. Instead,
Congress created McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area, preserving those uses and protecting much of
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it as wilderness.

But Anzelmo said the monument’s scenery alone makes it worthy of being a national park.

MORE TOURIST TRAFFIC?

For all the monument’s natural wonder, however, boosters for national park status see more than just a name
change. They’re hoping for a windfall of tourism dollars flowing in from park-hopping sightseers lured there
because of two words: “national park.”

Calling the monument a “mini-Grand Canyon,” the Grand Junction Visitor and Convention Bureau manager
Barbara Bowman and its board wrote members of Colorado’s congressional delegation in October urging them
to support the re-designation effort mostly because of its economic potential.

“National park designation would give this region of western Colorado (and) eastern Utah the highest
concentration of national parks in the U.S., creating a marketing advantage that could increase visitation,
resulting in economic benefit to the region,” they wrote.

But attaching “national park” to the name of an old monument doesn’t necessarily increase the number of
people who visit it, as the city of Montrose, about an hour south of Grand Junction, discovered after Black
Canyon of the Gunnison National Monument became a national park in 1999.

National Park Service visitor use data show that Black Canyon’s visitation declined dramatically after the
name change.

More than 373,000 people visited Black Canyon when visitation peaked in 1976. In 2000, the first full year
after the name change, visitation had fallen to 191,000 and has exceeded that number only once since then.

The numbers are similar at southern Colorado’s Great Sand Dunes, which officially became a national park in
2004. There, visitation peaked in 1997 at nearly 310,000 visitors and had dropped to about 267,000 in 2004 —
four years after the law eventually creating the park was signed by President Bill Clinton. Visitation hit
289,000 in 2009.

Two other national parks created in the last 20 years, Ohio’s Cuyahoga Valley and California’s Death Valley
national parks, have also seen overall declines since their names were changed.

“The name change by itself is not the draw,” said Dave Roberts, longtime management assistant at Black
Canyon, where the National Park Service plans to add to the park’s tiny trail system in an attempt to get the
canyon’s few visitors to stay longer.

“That doesn’t necessarily increase the (visitation) numbers, though,” he said.

Anzelmo says she believes a name change will lure more visitors to the monument because it’s so close to the
freeway and borders the largest city on Colorado’s Western Slope.

So far, the national park proposal for the monument has the support of the National Parks Conservation
Association and, tentatively, Mesa County.

AIR QUALITY QUESTIONS
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Some conditions have to be met before Colorado Canyons National Park gets the county’s full blessing,
however.

“Some locals have raised the issue that if those lands become a national park, Mesa County may have new
more strict air standards to deal with,” Mesa County Commissioner Steve Acquafresca said. “The lower valley
here in Mesa County is plagued by winter inversions, and we have some pretty serious air pollution during
those inversion events. It’s not easy to manage. What’s the cost of that?”

Many national parks, including Arizona’s Saguaro National Park, which abuts Tucson’s urban sprawl, are
EPA Class I areas, which require states and land managers to work together to reduce regional haze around
national parks and wilderness areas.

But not all national parks are Class I areas, and this month Mesa County and the local chamber of commerce
began studying the potential park’s implications for the region.

National park status also shouldn’t hinder locals’ current level of access to the monument and the frequency
of cycling events held there, Acquafresca said.

Udall said he plans to host several public meetings about the proposal in the coming months, but no dates have
been set.

“I think a case can be made that the monument qualifies for national park status,” Udall said via email. “But
we need to study this issue. There may be hurdles we’re unaware of that would impact that argument.”

The monument’s friends group, the Colorado National Monument Association, has turned its website into a
call for action to urge Congress to make Colorado Canyons National Park a reality.

“I think its time is now,” said Jack Neckels, a former Grand Teton National Park superintendent who lives
near the monument’s east entrance. “I found it so intriguing that John Otto’s very early efforts were that it
should have been a national park at the time, and just a mere 100 years have passed, and we’re once again
recognizing that he was right.”

Like this story? Get more! Sign up for our free newsletters.

By Bobby Magill, 11-25-10 | comments (16) | email story | print story
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Comments

By big sky, 11-25-10
Worst thing you could do is have the govt. declare it a national park. Bad enough as a monument now...just a
drain on taxes.
By Jeremy Nichols, 11-25-10
Designating Colorado National Monument as a National Park would not automatically make it a Class I area
under the Clean Air Act. Under the Clean Air Act, only National Parks designated as of 1977 are
automatically Class I areas. If Colorado National Monument is designated a National Park, it will not
become a Class I area. 

It's unfortunate that this false argument is being reported as a genuine concern. It's even more unfortunate that
Commissioner Acquafresca won't shoot down these falsities and keep this debate focused on facts
By Alan Kania, 11-25-10
It's interesting to note two things. There are several quotations about sticking around to see the area become a
national park that John Otto allegedly said. In over 30 years of research and three books about John Otto, I
have never found anything that indicates that John Otto ever said those words.
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However, John Otto did want to establish a national park with a much larger scope than is being proposed. As
I describe in my book "Colorado National Monument", published by Arcadia Publishing, Otto wanted the
national park to include Grand Mesa, Riggs Hill, the existing Colorado National Monument area and the
lands west to the Utah state line to be included into one large national park. 

This raises the hunting controversy for the scenic lands in the McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area.
Instead of having the National Park Service, US Forest Service, and the Bureau of Land Management each
manage John Otto's National Park concept, wouldn't it make more sense to combine them?

Alan Kania, author
"John Otto: Trials and Trails"
"Colorado National Monument"
"Grand Junction"
For more information, visit http://www.johnottobook.com
By jim, 11-26-10
Re: Big sky

There are some things that are more important than lower taxes. I wonder if Big Sky thinks that having an
military big enough to go around the world killing innocent civilians and overthrowing sovereign governments
is one of those things? I happen to think preserving the wonders of the natural world for our children is one of
them.
By Dave Skinner, 11-26-10
The real reason for making Colorado NM a national park is to eliminate hunting, eliminate modern recreation,
eliminate any possibility of subsurface mineral development, eliminate any existing grazing, et cetera.
It's all incremental. Sometimes the increments take longer.
And yes, the Class 1 airshed issue is real. Even if it is not designated, there remains the possibility that the
usual litigants will be right there with a lawsuit centered around the "purposes for which" the park may be
designated. The strategy there would be aimed at power plants, such as Bonanza. Or the Strangely and Bleaker
gas plays.
Then there is the "buffer" canard. Once a park, then the game shifts to buffering land use (eliminating) in the
surrounding areas to "protect the purposes and values" of the park.
Mesa County better brain up on this one.
By Chris L, 11-27-10
While some of the comments here are interesting and thoughtful in their own right, I can't help but agree that
the question of some kind name change is worth considering. I've only been to Colorado a few times in my life
and certainly would have thought something called Colorado National Monument was some large stone
structure of some kind -- the kind of stuff you see in Washington D.C.

Natural, beautiful places deserve all the attention and visitation they can get.
By Jedediah, 11-27-10
The sad thing about national park is the influx of the great unwashed fairly overwhelms anything natural about
them. They become magnets for the kinds of riff raff epitomized by folks like skinner...
By Dave Skinner, 11-27-10
In your patootie, Troller Jed.
But there is a point to NOT renaming or parking CNM. It's one means of keeping it from being "discovered"
and then trampled.
Used to live in Steamboat, the wilderniks got some pocket wildernesses designated in 1993 or so. From the
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year before, when they were pretty much local enclaves, to the next, was amazing.
Used to be the trailhead was a couple of cars with local letter codes, right? The next year, the trailheads were
plugged with Denverite units, the "Wilderness" bunch that collect "Wilderness" just like they collect
Fourteeners.
Never mind that well before then, the Zirkels wilderness was a real zoo. No firewood to be had for hundreds of
yards from any flat water, no stone unturned in the search for a virgin poop. I remember the first and only time
I overnighted there, once it got dark, you could see the Primus stoves twinkling in competition with the Milky
Way. I mean, it had seemed kind of crowded to me, but the reality was a massive turn-off.
"Unprotected" Wyoming and Colorado BLM ground turned out in the long run a much better experience.
By Alan Kania, 11-27-10
Like most internet "discussions" this has turned into rambling and peeing in the corners to mark out territory.
John Otto's intent was to bring the area of region for visitation. He didn't want to squirrel the land away as a
wilderness nor over-exploited. This is and to be enjoyed by all people. The article was about John Otto and the
Colorado National Monument. The discussion has wandered into the wilderness.
By jim, 11-28-10
Re: Alan's comment

I don't agree with all the comments, but they seem to address what people see as the affects of making this area
into a national park. As someone who loves the outdoors, I kind of flip flop between the opposite sides, do
make it, don't make it and like to hear the various views.
By John, 11-28-10
I lived right at the mouth of Monument Canyon at the base of the Colorado National Monument for four
years back in the mid-1980's, and enjoyed the stunning views each and every day. My wife and I would
frequently put our then only child in a kiddie backpack and hike into and about what was then a place of
relative solitude.

My first visit to the Monument was back in '73 on the way up the the higher reaches of Pinon Mesa, the
northern end of the Uncompaghre Plateau. I was headed up to a ranch with a long-time friend who I had known
since early childhood to his uncles ranch, composed of 33 sections or so of some of the most beautiful land I
had ever seen to that point. At the highest locations up there we could see the San Juans, Grand Mesa, the
Blues and Henry's, along with the Manti La Sals. We were lucky enough to spend 34 continuous days deep in
the recesses of that ranch, and the only other person we "communicated" with during the entire time was with a
Basque sheepherder who spoke no English.

The only way up to the ranch, at least the shortest route just happened to be through the Monument. "Little
Park Road" to the south was an option, but it added about six miles to the journey, and hell, it wasn't the
Monument. 

On our way through and up to the ranch we drove up past "Cold Shivers Point" and its 800 foot precipitous
drop-off as Monument Road coursed its way uphill, paralleling the old "Serpents Trail" worn in from both the
Ute Indians and the pioneering sheepherders that followed them. "Spectacular" and "Breathtaking" understates
the case. It was an exhilarating experience the first trip through and remained such through the dozens more
that followed.

Sometimes things should be just left as they are, and Colorado National Monument should remain just that -
a National Monument.
By big sky, 11-28-10
Sorry Jimmy, but shutting people out and creting another national park run by out of state people is not in the
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best interests of the area. It will be there years from now regardless of the useage. Using the excuste of "future
generations" is getting old. Utilize the land, don't abuse it. Taxes are important to the people who live ther also.
Nice take on the military. I take it you have never served?
By Jay Kay, 11-30-10
The only significant difference between a National Park and a National Monument is the perception that one
must be different from the other. In truth (and contrary to what Dave Skinner stated) the name itself does not
directly change the way the area is managed. Virtually the same law, regulations and policies apply to both. As
the article indicates, even the principle political reason for changing the name, namely increased visitors and
more $ coming into local communities does not always come to pass.

One interesting proposal I've heard and support would be one bill in Congress to rename all of the National
monuments, lakeshores, seashores, historic sites, rivers, etc as National Parks and be done with it. 

Folks like Big Sky would oppose designating any National Park, anywhere, any time.
By jim, 11-30-10
Big Sky; Lets see, how many people did Yellowstone park or Glacier park shut out last year, zero? yep, zero.
How many people who work at Mammoth are Montanans? Almost all of them - great source of income for
Gardiner by the way. Hopefully it will be there just like Glacier and Yellowstone for years to come, but it
sounds like it may not be the best designation for that area, we'll see. Yes, using the excuse of saving things for
the future is getting old for some people, so just disregard that argument, lets use up everything now. Utilize
the land don't abuse it, and i couldn't agree more, both Glacier and Yellowstone and probably many other
national parks are fantastic sources of income for the areas surrounding them. How in the heck would having a
national park in your backyard increase your taxes. I do have one in my backyard and tourism is flourishing
because of it, and paying taxes on all that income to support a federal government. See how that works? Didn't
think so. Dumb of me to bring up the military thing, had very little to do with this discussion. You on the other
hand, obviously have no idea what kind of service I have given to this country.
By big sky, 12-01-10
Jim, I have no problem with national parks. I do have a problem with the government coming in and making
new ones, however. An alful big gamble to take to create a park with the idea that because its a national park
"people will come". Maybe the locals don't want that many people to come and maybe that land can still be
utilized by local people as it is and still have "people coming". Once the government gets involved, bad things
can happen. Yes, no local taxes on govt. land. However you brought up a valid point. If people move in, then
your tax base expands. Makes sense. Jay, you are right on that one. Setting aside more land for the motorhome
crew is ridiculous and a waste of money. We have plenty of national parks now. Maybe try to see them all. If
you do, then come back and tell me we need more.....Aside from that, the land is there now, why change it?
By Cathy, 7-02-11
Okay I'm covncined. Let's put it to action.
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