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FRUITA - Greg Gnesios fell in love with slickrock as a Canyonlands National Park ranger 30 years ago.

It was something about the warmth of the redrock, he said, "and the sensuousness, and the curves and the
color of the sandstone."

He loved it so much that 23 years after his Canyonlands stint, he returned to redrock territory to take charge of
the newly formed McInnis Canyons National Conservation Area. That's when he discovered an overlooked
jewel of the National Park Service - Colorado National Monument, right next door.

Now retired, Gnesios is the chairman of the board for the Colorado National Monument Association, a group
of about 450 people who help financially support the monument each year.

What's great about the monument, Gnesios said, is that you can wake up in the chaos of the city, and after a
20-minute drive, you can be ensconced in a rarely visited canyon, just a minute and a world away from the
tourists' path.

But Colorado National Monument is hardly immune from the pressures and problems forcing other national
parks in the region to slash their staff, struggle with environmental problems and scrape the bottom of the
money pot to try to maintain visitor centers and pit toilets.

The monument must deal with development encroaching upon its boundaries as it struggles with the spread
of invasive species. The budget has kept the Saddlehorn Campground's third campsite loop closed until the
monument has money to repair restrooms there. Visitors see fewer rangers in the field who can answer
questions.

But compared to other parks in the region, the monument is doing well: It's well-loved among Grand Valley
residents, and the number of people taking in its views isn't dropping like in other parks across the country.
Most of its facilities are in good shape. It's rare among small National Park Service sites because it has an
active and supportive association that helps pay for some park improvements.

And, even though there's much development around its borders, much of the monument remains wild.

The wonder and joy of the serenity and solitude Gnesios experiences so close to the city is why monument
Superintendent Bruce Noble wants Congress to designate roughly three-fourths of the monument as
wilderness, which would essentially be a continuation of the nearby Black Ridge Canyons Wilderness to the
west.

The National Park Service officially recommended most of the monument for wilderness protection in the
1970s, but a bill creating the wilderness fizzled in Congress in 1978 and again in 1982.

The 1978 wilderness proposal remains the monument's official recommendation to Congress, which includes
permanent protection for most of No Thoroughfare Canyon and nearly all the monument's land below Rimrock
Drive south of the visitor center.

That area is already managed as wilderness, Noble said, but an official designation would protect it indefinitely
and bring more visibility to the park, which Gnesios said is often overlooked among tourists heading west to
Arches and other national parks.

If Congress were to permanently protect the monument, it would be the closest wilderness area to Grand
Junction and, Noble said, it would attract more people to the area.

"Preserving those features is good news for everybody," said Steve Smith, assistant regional director for the
Wilderness Society. "I think there's a good chance for that one. We definitely would support it."

It would take a great amount of local interest to encourage Congress to create wilderness in the monument,
Noble said, but the political will may not yet be there to make that happen.

"This is the first I've heard of it," said Mesa County Commissioner Craig Meis, owner of an oil and gas services
company. "I don't quite fully understand the reason why you'd need the wilderness designation."

Support for the wilderness among Colorado's congressional delegation is mixed.



Both Sen. Ken Salazar, D-Colo., and Sen. Wayne Allard, R-Colo., said in statements that a wilderness
proposal for the monument would need local support before either would consider sponsoring a bill in
Congress. Neither would say if they supported a wilderness designation for the monument.

No longer remote

As the National Park Service and conservationists contemplate wilderness, Noble wonders how development
along the monument's boundaries may change the landscape around the park, which was considered isolated
and remote when President William Howard Taft used the Antiquities Act to create it in 1911 - five years before
the National Park Service was formed.

Such close development encourages the spread of invasive species, and, Noble said, the potential for wildfires
on the monument to spread to nearby homes.

There's no buffer zone around the monument protecting it and its expansive views of the valley from
encroaching development. Just to get to the mouth Monument Canyon, which features the park's most
spectacular redrock spires, hikers have to trek along a fence separating backyards from the rocky wildland
beyond.

There's little the National Park Service can do about surrounding development now that it's there. But Mesa
County affords monument staff the chance to comment on all development proposals within a mile of the
park's boundary, and monument officials do so "religiously," Noble said.

"The monument is not anti-development," Noble said. "We are in favor of managed growth around the
monument."

Noble has expressed his opposition to some development proposals along the monument's boundary to the
Mesa County Commission, and "that's something we've agreed to disagree on," Meis said.

The county, Meis said, carefully considers development's effects on the monument's scenery.

The monument's general management plan, adopted in 2005, includes a letter from the city of Fruita saying it
anticipated new subdivisions along the monument's boundary, but "we will look for access corridors and trail
head opportunities as well as buffer strips as the development gets closer to the monument."

When you go to a national park or monument, Gnesios said, urban development should fall away gradually
as you get closer.

"There should be a period of decompression, leaving more and more of that junk behind," he said. "You can't
really decompress when there's drill rigs near by - or houses."

Despite that encroaching development detracts from the views and the sense of remoteness monument
founder John Otto felt there a century ago, there's an upshot to new residents living so close to the park, Noble
said.

"People who have purchased houses near the monument become some of he biggest supporters of the
monument," he said. "They take protection of the monument personally."

Noble said he hopes the Park Service will acquire about 140 acres of Bureau of Land Management land near
some of those residential areas at the Liberty Cap and Monument Canyon trailheads in the Redlands near
Grand Junction. That would give the monument jurisdiction over its own trailheads there, and may allow
parking lots there to be expanded, he said.

Short on cash

It's wartime in America, and that means Colorado National Monument has to figure out how to survive with
less money, Gnesios said. And that's where his organization comes in.

The Colorado National Monument Association, which runs the visitor center bookstore and helps educate
visitors to alleviate the need for rangers the park can't pay for, helps pay for the monument's interpretive
services.

The monument needs the association partly because ranger programs so common in national parks and
monuments in previous years have been cut for lack of money. And, it needs help paying for interpretive signs
all throughout the monument.

The association hopes to help the monument replace its aging visitor center, which was built in 1963 as part of
the National Park Service's Mission 66 program, an Eisenhower-era initiative that built visitor centers and
other facilities in national parks nation wide, Gnesios said.

Despite the visitor center's age, Noble said he's proud of it. The building is in good condition and on the
National Register of Historic Places.

The pricetag for a new center, Gnesios said: $1 million.

This year, the association donated $52,000 to the monument for park brochures, a summertime resident
volunteer program, special campground lights that don't reflect into the night sky, visitor center staffers, a junior
ranger program and campground ranger programs, among other things.

This year, Noble said, the monument is down two interpretive rangers, meaning park staff have much less
face-time with visitors than in the past.



That's a tragedy, Gnesios said. "There's no substitute for that interchange between rangers and park visitors.
That kind of stuff doesn't happen anymore."

That's because the federal government has starved many federal agencies of money so the United States can
pay for the war on terror, Gnesios said. What's left are bare-bones park staffs and stripped-down programs.

"Parks are considered frills," he said.

Monument association volunteers and staff often pick up where the monument's budget for interpretive
programs leave off.

In 2001, the monument operated with a $977,000 budget, which in the last five years has increased by just
$100,000.

If budget trends continue, Noble said, "by 2011, we're projecting a budget deficit of $170,000."

But the monument's faring pretty well, nonetheless, Noble said.

"Our visitor satisfaction rating is 98 percent," he said, citing a visitor survey the monument conducted in July.

Noble wouldn't say how much it will take to complete all the projects on the monument's maintenance
backlog, many of which are paid for with money from the park entrance fee. The monument increased the fee
this year from $5 to $7, netting the park an additional $60,000 over previous years.

The cost of the monument's annual pass will remain $20, Noble said, despite the federal government
abandoning the $50 National Parks Pass in favor of the "America the Beautiful Pass," which could cost as
much as $100. The pass will be available Jan. 1.

If you're wondering when the 60s-era visitor center exhibits will be updated for the 21st century, Noble said
that's one of the biggest projects on his maintenance list. It's a goal for the park's 2011 centennial carrying a
$750,000 price tag.

Other projects on the list include the $8 million Rim Rock Drive pavement project, now underway; a $250,000
sewage lift station refurbishment; and a new $150,000 sprinkler system for the monument's historical
buildings.

While monument officials work to keep visitors happy, what's most important, Gnesios said, is that the
monument preserve its landscape and meet the challenges of population growth and the public's need for
open space.

"The monument's going to become increasingly important," he said. "As the population grows in the Grand
Valley, there's going to be a lot of people who discover this place because it's a National Park Service area."

But while the monument becomes more important, it also needs more defenders, he said.

"It's iconic, right?" he said. "How many businesses in town have 'monument' attached to them?"

?

Bobby Magill can be reached via e-mail at bmagill@gjds.com.
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