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Take it slow or get 'er done

By BOBBY MAGILL

BobbyMagill@coloradoan.com

As a draft of a bill that would merge Colorado State Parks with the Colorado Division of Wildlife circulates
around the state, some Fort Collins lawmakers and sportsmen's groups are saying it's wise for the state to look
before it leaps.

But one of the bill's chief sponsors, Rep. Jerry Sonnenberg, a Republican from Sterling, had one thing to say
to cautious skeptics about the merger: "Get 'er done."

Gov. John Hickenlooper, a Democrat, announced the proposed merger earlier this month as a way to cut costs
and create efficiencies in two Department of Natural Resources, or DNR, agencies that state officials say
have similar enough missions to be combined into a single agency.

Both the DOW and State Parks have a significant presence in Larimer County, which is home to more state
wildlife areas than any other county in Colorado, a regional DOW service center, two state parks and parts of
Colorado State Forest State Park below Cameron Pass.

A March 24 draft of the bill names the proposed agency the "Division of Parks and Wildlife," which would
be governed by a 16−member Parks and Wildlife Board.

The bill defines no specific ways the merged agencies would cut costs or a specific cost−cutting goal.
Instead, the bill would mandate that over the next year, the new board would formulate a plan to merge the
agencies and to "identify increased efficiencies and cost savings" from the merger. All details about how the
new agency would be structured would be ironed out after the merger is finalized.

DNR Executive Director Mike King would be required to recommend new legislation that would make the
merger more effective and report any problems with the merger to the Legislature by the end of February
2012.

Sonnenberg said Friday the merger is a "no brainer."

There are many overlaps in land and water management between the DOW and State Parks, he said, and
when those redundancies are eliminated, "you have efficiencies," he said.

"I don't know how much (efficiency) it will produce," he said. "I know that it has to be more efficient than it
is now."

Sonnenberg said he's so confident in the bill that "I expect by Monday, you will have half the legislators in
the state signed onto this. I believe there is that kind of support."
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Two Fort Collins lawmakers won't be among them, however.

"I think it would be better, frankly, to do the opposite," said Rep. John Kefalas, D−Fort Collins. "That is,
bring the two (state wildlife and state parks) boards together and consider all the issues and evaluate what
kinds of efficiencies and savings and benefits would occur by merging the two divisions."

He said he's concerned the DNR may be rushing the merger, "and it's important we get buy−in from the
people who use state parks and people who pay for hunting licenses and fishing licenses."

Rep. Randy Fischer, D−Fort Collins, said he is "keeping an open mind" about the bill, but he has been
hearing a lot of opposition to it, particularly among sportsmen's groups.

"I need to hear the testimony and see what evidence there is for supporting this merger," he said, adding that
it may be better for the state to figure out the benefits of the merger before making it happen.

But Sonnenberg countered: "I see no need to study it and prolong it for a year or two years. Let's just step up
and get 'er done."

Fischer said he is most concerned about any penalties the state may incur if the merged agency were to divert
to state parks some federal funds the DOW currently receives.

"I need to see more evidence as to how they plan to endure the separation of those two budgets and making
sure we're not at risk of being in diversion," he said.

Colorado Wildlife Federation President John Smeltzer of Fort Collins said the draft currently circulating
offers few surprises, but it's unclear exactly what the bill will do and how it will affect state parks and
wildlife areas in Larimer County.

"That's one of the big questions," he said. "I can't tell you because we're actually doing this before we're
having discussions about what it's going to do.

"There's a big question mark as to what's truly in it for wildlife and what's truly in it for parks," he said.
"That's why I would suggest an alternate model for this before you take the pretty dramatic step of merging
these two agencies."

The merger proposal has bipartisan support, with Democratic Sens. Gayle Schwartz of Snowmass Village,
Mary Hodge of Adams County and Pat Steadman of Denver expected to sponsor the bill in the Senate and
Republican Reps.

Sonnenberg and Cheri Gerou of Jefferson County expected to sponsor the bill in the House.

DNR spokesman Todd Hartman said he expects the bill to be introduced in the Legislature sometime next
week.
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