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Leanne Veldhuis, Eagle-Holy Cross District Ranger

PO Box 190 

Minturn, Colorado 81645

 

Re: Plans for exploratory drilling in Homestake Valley in preparation for construction of proposed Whitney

Reservoir within the Homestake Valley

(Whitney Creek Geotechnical Investigations)

 

Dear Ms. Veldhuis:

 

In my letter of January 30, 2020 to White River National Forest Supervisor Scott Fitzwilliams, I expressed my

appreciation of his concern for the fens and other wetlands that exist in the Homestake Valley.  Mr. Fitzwilliams

stated correctly that they are results of processes that began over 10,000 years ago and that they are

irreplaceable.  They are collectively a unique ecological treasure that must be protected for the study and

enjoyment of all future generations.   They have profound intrinsic value quite aside from any human enjoyment.

They play vital roles in the preservation of the wilderness ecosystem. 

 

In 1982, I was the organizer and co-founder of the Holy Cross Wilderness Defense Fund.  We opposed the

Homestake II project planned by Aurora and Colorado Springs, and it has not been built.  We continue to oppose

this project in any form, and it appears to be unlikely that the Cities can resurrect this destructive project.  We will

oppose any project that would modify the boundaries of the Holy Cross Wilderness.  We will use any 

legal means available and necessary to prevent this infringement on the Holy Cross Wilderness, and we will alert

the public throughout Colorado to this threat to the integrity of the Wilderness.  The people of Colorado love this

wilderness and have supported our efforts for over forty years to establish it and preserve it.  You should not

underestimate the intensity of these feelings and the attitudes of the public in this matter.

 

Since 1948, I have camped in, fished, photographed and enjoyed the Holy Cross area long before it was

designated as a federally protected wilderness, and that includes the Homestake Valley, which was grievously

and irreversibly damaged by the construction of the Homestake Reservoir.  

 

Enough. 

 

The Homestake Dam would never have been approved under conditions by which Homestake II was rejected.  It

would have never passed an Environmental Impact Assessment even 40 years ago   It was built at a time when



being an environmentalist meant that you mowed your bluegrass lawn twice a week and put out your cigarette in

an ashtray instead of throwing it into the dry weeds by the road.  I know.  I helped build the Dillon Dam in 1960

running heavy equipment. 

We strongly oppose the issuance of any drilling permit to determine the geologic conditions in anticipation of the

proposed Whitney Reservoir.    The drilling activity, which is described in the comments I read in published

articles and in the application submitted by the Homestake Partners on 25 June 2019, is an unacceptably

destructive process.  It is madness.  

 

Thoroughly documented geologic faults through the proposed dam sites prohibit the construction of any dam in

the Homestake Valley and make any test drillings pointless and unnecessary.  

We strongly urge that you deny the permit for this drilling, which is predicated on the lunatic possibility of

constructing this reservoir. 

 

We oppose the construction of the Whitney Reservoir or anything like it in the Homestake Valley.   It is madness. 

 

Seismic activity, active and potential, along the Rio Grande Rift, Sawatch Range and Homestake Valley

 

The Homestake Valley and surrounding mountains in the Sawatch Range lie at the northern end of the Sawatch

Range Fault Zone (Kellogg, et al, 2017).  The entire region is seismically active and any dam - including the

existing Homestake Reservoir - is a potentially catastrophic, fatal hazard to the downstream communities of

Minturn, Red Cliff and others along the Eagle River.   A geologic map prepared in 1974 by Ogden Tweto for the

US Geological Survey on the basis of thirty years of research appears to show swarms of faults along and

crossing the course of Homestake Creek within the Homestake Valley.  The Holy Cross Quadrangle geologic

map is at https://pubs.usgs.gov/imap/830/,  https://pubs.usgs.gov/imap/830/downloads/I-830_map.pdf  (main

geologic map) and the text is at https://pubs.usgs.gov/imap/830/downloads/I-830textonly_508.pdf  

The authors note: " Down-to-valley normal faults define the margins of the Arkansas and upper Eagle River

valleys."

A more recent map of the Homestake Valley dated April 17,2020 is at

https://pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/sim3451 (Ruleman, et al, 2020) and at

https://pubs.usgs.gov/sim/3451/sim3451.pdf.  

 

These faults are an integral part of the Rio Grande Rift that extends from northern Mexico and New Mexico south

of the San Luis Valley to Northern Colorado almost to the Wyoming border.   The Rio Grande Rift is well known

among geologists as one of the only divergent plate boundary continental rift zones, and it plays an important

role in Colorado's geology and geography. (Nakai, et al, 2017; Veatch, 2012; Hicks, 2019).   The rift remains

seismically active (Berglund, et al, 2012).  "The Rio Grande Rift is actively deforming in an evolving tectonic

environment" (Murray, et al, 2018).   Nakai, et al (2017) recorded over 900 earthquakes in the Rio Grande Rift

system exclusive of induced earthquakes and mine blasts, and found that "…the rift is actively deforming both

broadly and in distinct regions."  "Neogene faults in the northern rift in north central Colorado are seismically

active in the North Park Basin and in northwestern Colorado."  The Homestake Valley lies between this specific

northern zone and the San Luis Valley to the south, which is the most seismically active region (Ruleman, et al,

2016; Ruleman, et al, 2019).   

In a memo issued by Vincent Matthews III, former director of Colorado Geological Survey, the author states "It is

important in this discussion to remember that Colorado is an active tectonic province that is essentially being

pulled apart where the Rio Grande Rift cuts north/south across the mountainous, central part of the state. The

high mountains in the state are a result of uplift on faults (with associated earthquakes) that are part of the rift

system. Three faults in the state have received sufficient study to be included in the USGS National Seismic

(Earthquake) Hazard Map and are listed as being capable of generating earthquakes of 7.0 magnitude, or

greater. There are many more faults in the state that could probably generate significant earthquakes, but have

not received sufficient study, or documentation, to be included in the hazard map. With our current state of

knowledge, it is not possible to predict when or where, the next large earthquake might occur in Colorado"



(Matthews, 2020).  

 

A little over 4,000 years ago, the Dotsero volcano erupted less than 40 miles from the Homestake Valley.  In

geologic time, that was an instant ago. In terms of the complex fault systems along the corridor of the Rio Grande

Rift, it's next door.  Just north of Dotsero, there is widespread evidence of recent volcanic activity easily visible

from the highway. 

Professor Joseph Allen, Chairman of the Department of Geology at Concord University in West Virginia, has

conducted geological research in the Homestake Valley for many years.  He has identified outcrops of a rare

mineral deposit, pseudotachylyte, in the Homestake Shear Zone, within the Homestake Valley and within and

immediately adjacent to the Homestake Creek streambed.  This mineral reflects surface exposure of extremely

deep tectonic shear zone activity that has been brought to the surface and illustrates the degree of uplift within

the zone and tectonic boundaries.  Not only does this indicate powerful seismic activity right where the proposed

Whitney Dam would be located, it is so rare that Professor Allen regularly brings scientific colleagues and

students from around the world to view this extraordinary geological phenomenon.  He thinks it should be

declared a World Heritage Site because of its scientific importance.   These rare outcrops would be destroyed

and obliterated by moving the Homestake Road in order to build the Whitney Reservoir.   

 

In his research, Allen finds clusters of faults running right down the middle of the Homestake Creek streambed

(Allen, 2005; Allen and Shaw, 2013, Fig. 3).    The Whitney Reservoir Dam would be built right over these faults.

The Homestake Reservoir John Elliot Dam is built right over this same system of faults.  A geologic map of

Homestake Reservoir shows a fault (The Homestake Shear Zone) underlying the reservoir and running through

underneath the dam structure.  

https://pubs.usgs.gov/sim/3451/sim3451_georeferenced.pdf

 

Aside from the innate earthquake potential, dams and reservoirs holding millions of tons of water cause

earthquakes by both the pressure of the weight of the water and by "pore pressure," the infiltration of water into

the rock under the reservoir which permits pre-existing fault lines to become active.  An earthquake happens, the

dam breaks and fails, and a catastrophic release of water occurs.  This is a well-known phenomenon

(Seismology Research Center) called "reservoir-induced seismicity" (RIS) (Schwartz, et al, 1996).  In a study of

the seismic effects of reservoirs, Mickey (1972) concluded that "..before a reservoir is built, the surrounding area

be mapped geologically to detect possible presence of faults, and if they are found, an alternate site should be

selected."  

 

Was this done before the Homestake Reservoir was built in the early 1960's?  Or was Ogden Tweto's

conscientious geological mapping over the previous twenty years ignored?    

 

Should it be a surprise that the Homestake tunnels collapsed in 1974 (Aurora WPR, 2010)?   Earthquakes

happen.  

 

It is not difficult to imagine, with the increasing amplitude and severity of weather events caused by global

warming, a 500-year or 1,000-year precipitation flood event that would overwhelm either the Homestake

Reservoir Dam or the Whitney Dam or both that could result in a catastrophic flood that would destroy lives and

property in Minturn and communities downstream on the Eagle River.  An event like this happened in Boulder,

Colorado in 2013.   This potential hazard, which would be serious enough without these two dams, cannot be

ignored. 

 

The other unpredictable manifestation of rapid global warming is drought. Global warming makes the assumption

that there will be enough water in Homestake Creek to fill a new dam highly questionable.

 

Wetlands and Fens in Homestake Creek

 



It is obvious that that the wetlands in the lower Homestake Valley and the volume of water flowing through them

affect the availability and quality of water for downstream communities in the Eagle River drainage such as

Minturn and Avon.  

A study of the many wetlands in the White River National Forest by Colorado State University and the Colorado

Natural Heritage Program conducted a wetland mapping and fen field survey in 2011 (Malone, et al, 2011).  This

program studied two fens in the valley walls adjacent to the Homestake Creek streambed but did not study the

numerous wetlands and fens within the immediate flood plain of Homestake Creek.  Of the 25 selected wetlands

within the 2.3 million acres of the WRNR, 39 fens were identified and selected for study.  These numbers indicate

the rarity of fens with high altitude ecosystems and wetlands.  

 

In a memo concerning the 1999 release of a regional US Fish and Wildlife Service Region 6 study and policy on

the protection of peatland mitigation, the regional director stated that fens perform "important hydrological and

water quality functions, especially with regard to native trout populations."   Because of their importance,

sensitivity and unique qualities, fens were placed in the Resource Category 1 as requiring "no loss of existing

habitat value."  "In other words, because of the irreplaceability of the type of habitat, every reasonable effort

should be made to avoid impacting [sic; read "destroying"] that habitat type."  Since "…many of the fens of

Colorado are over 10,000 years old…,"  "…such wetlands cannot seriously be considered a renewable

resource."  "…there are no known reliable methods to create a new, fully functional fen or to restore a severely

degraded fen."  "Because of their vulnerability, protection of all fens are a priority in this Region"  (Hartman,

1999). 

 

In other words, destroying a fen is like taking a sledgehammer, blowtorch and chain saw to irreplaceable works of

art, except that in this case, there is no possibility of re-creating the conditions of the late Pleistocene and the

past 10,000 years that created the fens (Brugger, et al, 2019; McAlpin, J.P., 2010).   They are a world heritage to

be protected.  These conditions will not happen again.  

 

The White River National Forest Supervisor, Scott Fitzwilliams, has made public statements that reinforce this

view and appreciation of wetlands.  "This is one of the finest wetlands we can find in our forest - it's

unbelievable," he said.  "From an environmental impact standpoint, this would not be a project that we would be

favorable to." (Gardner-Smith, 2019) "You can mitigate," Fitzwilliams said, "but you can't replace 10,000 years of

work." "It's really hard to replace a wetland in these high elevations," said Fitzwilliams (Tory, 2019).  Mr.

Fitzwilliams' statements appear to reflect an understanding and sincere concern for the preservation and

protection of these unique and indispensable components of a sensitive ecosystem.  We want to believe that

most of the professionals in the US Forest Service in this region such as yourself have this perspective and

would prefer to protect the environment rather than destroy it. 

 

In a subsequent conflicting statement that appears to be an example of inexplicable cognitive dissonance,

Fitzwilliams is quoted as saying that the use of heavy machinery over newly constructed roads into the

Homestake wetlands to conduct the "fatal-flaw" study requiring the boring of 13 holes in the four potential sites of

the dam is "pretty straightforward and not overly impactive [sic- a neologism probably meaning "destructive"]

(Blevins, 2019). The project includes taking a "track-mounted drill rig or a buggy-mounted drill rig," a "utility

vehicle pulling a small trailer" and a "track-mounted skid steer" onto public lands along a 10-foot-wide "temporary

access routes."  The drill rigs are about 8 feet wide, 22 feet long and 8 feet high.  To get the rigs to the drilling

sites, some wetlands may need to be crossed and trees will be cut as necessary. (Gardner-Smith 2019)   

 

In other words, Fitzwilliams somehow believes that putting roads through the wetlands and driving tractors and

drilling rigs around in them would not destroy them.  It boggles the mind.  This denial of reality in Fitzwilliams'

statement is an example of bureaucratic euphemism concealing colossal and indefensible destruction.   It is an

enemy of truth, that, in this case, would result in the permanent loss of something that is beautiful, precious,

irreplaceable, and a vital part of the natural ecosystem that took tens of thousands of years of ice, biology, and

weather to create.   These irreplaceable wetlands in the natural ecosystem have spiritual value.  They have a



beauty, solitude and essence that humans cannot create.  Humans can only destroy them.   Let's not.  

 

Even if the Whitney Reservoir dam is not built, and you may be sure we will do everything possible to see that it

is not built, the proposed drilling operation would permanently and irreparably damage the wetlands and fens of

the section of the Homestake Creek area that is "studied."  There would be no recovery.  It would be a pointless

and indefensible loss.  

 

Nearly 200 acres of these irreplaceable wetlands in the Homestake Valley could be destroyed by the Whitney

Reservoir or a similar project (Gardner-Smith, 2019).  This estimate, which has high variability, does not account

for wetlands downstream from the reservoir that would be deprived of the critical high-water flooding that occurs

annually in the natural hydrological cycle.  I have personally witnessed the degradation of wetlands in the

Homestake Valley since they were functioning in their natural state in 1950 and subsequently deprived of water

following construction of the John Elliot Dam for the Homestake Reservoir in 1964.  I know what it is like to fish in

these streams, to watch and listen to them, and they have been devastated by the Homestake project. 

 

The fact that the cities bought the property that is the site for the proposed reservoir project for $4 million does

not give them the untrammeled right to destroy this key part of the ecosystem in which the public has an

important interest.  The cities should not only abandon this ill-considered project but consider giving the property

to the Nature Conservancy as a good will gesture so it can be protected for future generations.   With this, the

cities might mitigate somewhat their bad reputation for having destroyed one of the most beautiful places in

Colorado and in the world. 

 

Considering the well-documented seismicity of this region, with a major rift zone and fault system running right

through the sites under consideration for a reservoir, it is quite obviously foolhardy to consider constructing a

dam in this place.  The risk of a catastrophic dam failure and hazard to human life is indefensible.  

 

 Construction of the Whitney Reservoir requires changing the boundaries of the Holy Cross Wilderness and loss

of 500 acres from the Wilderness (Stringer, 2020; Blevins, 2019).  This requires an Act of Congress, and aside

from the fact that the Congress has a lot of other important things to do, we will oppose this legislation and make

certain that every member of Congress knows it and that they will know why we oppose it. 

 

The statement by Marcia Gilles, Acting Eagle-Holy Cross District Ranger, that the USFS would consider only

comments about the impact of the proposed drilling is sophistry, it is deceptive, and it is dishonest.  It implies that

the impact of the drilling must be separated from the impact of the proposed Whitney Creek dam.  This amounts

to an official lie that does not withstand scrutiny.  The two issues cannot be separated. Without plans to build

dam, drilling is pointless destruction for the sake of destruction (to show we can do it).   Proof of human

destructiveness is not necessary

 

The drilling project must be abandoned.  It is based on the utterly false premise that the Whitney Reservoir or

some other monstrous edition of it will be built.   It will not be built.  We will do everything legally necessary and

possible to keep it from being built.  We will oppose it as long as necessary for the cities of Aurora and Colorado

Springs give up and decide to do something reasonable - like water conservation and the abolition of bluegrass

lawns, for example. 

 

Keep your drill rigs in the shed. 

 

We are ready to take legal action to stop this destructive drilling project now and we will do so if a permit is

granted.  We will join other groups in concerted legal action to stop this drilling.  We will mobilize public opinion

against this indefensible desecration of a treasured part of Colorado's natural beauty.  Because of our continuing

experience with the frightful momentum of stupid policies, of which Homestake I and now-abandoned Homestake

II are prime examples, we know that you are under extreme political pressure from the cities to issue a permit for



drilling.  We will begin preparing legal documents for an injunction against the implementation of this permit if you

issue it.    

 

Aurora and Colorado Springs made Homestake Lake and upper Homestake Creek, places of unique natural

beauty, into sacrifice zones for a drainage ditch to water blue grass lawns and golf courses in those cities.  The

cities spent millions of dollars on the ill-conceived Homestake II Project to make Cross Creek and its tributaries

another sacrifice zone before it was defeated by our grass-roots citizen organization, the Holy Cross Wilderness

Defense Fund (Noreen, 1994).  The cities now plan to make all of what's left of Homestake Creek into another

sacrifice zone for blue grass lawns and car washes in the Eastern Slope cities.   This is environmental rape and

pillage.   We won't stand for it.  Stop. 

 

There is no justification for the destruction of the Homestake Valley.   My colleague and Vice Chairman of the

Holy Cross Wilderness Defense Fund, Professor Jack Holmes, has clearly outlined less destructive alternatives

for Aurora and Colorado Springs to obtain the water they need for continued mindless uncontrolled growth

including the water rights they hold on water issuing from the Holy Cross Wilderness and Homestake Creek.

These alternatives are widely known, and they are described in Professor Holmes' "One solution to numerous

water projects" Valley Voices editorial in the Vail Daily published on August 8, 2019.  The various complexities

and alternatives are also described by Allen Best in the Aspen Daily News in 2016 (Best, 2016). 

 

There is no compromise possible on the issue of the Whitney Reservoir and its requirement to change the

boundaries of the Holy Cross Wilderness.   All the compromises have been made, and they have all been to the

detriment of the wilderness ecosystem, of which the Homestake Valley is a component.   

 

In announcing plans for this drilling in Homestake Valley, officials from the cities of Aurora and Colorado Springs

say that they are looking for the "fatal flaw."   The "fatal flaw" in this project has two forms: one of them,

apparently unknown to or deliberately ignored by the city officials, is shown in the geologic maps that illustrate

the major faults that traverse the Homestake Valley.  The second "fatal flaw" with the Whitney reservoir project

(Homestake III) can be summarized in two words: colossal stupidity. 

 

Sincerely,

 Warren M. Hern

Warren M. Hern, M.D., M.P.H., Ph.D.

Chairman, Holy Cross Wilderness Defense Fund

1130 Alpine Avenue, Boulder, Colorado 80304

303 447-1361

 

Cc: Hon. Kerry Donovan

       Hon. Dylan Roberts

       Hon. Joe Neguse

       Hon. Scott Tipton

       Hon. Doug Lamborn

       Hon. Diana DeGette

       Hon. Ed Perlmutter

       Hon. Jason Crow

       Hon. Cory Gardner

       Hon. Michael Bennet

       Scott Fitzwilliams, White River National Forest Supervisor

       Jennifer Eberlien, Acting Regional Forester

       Marcia Gilles, Former Acting Ranger, Eagle-Holy Cross District

 

 



      *Not all board members listed
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