
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The City of Durango Parks and Recreation Department in collaboration with the Bureau of Reclamation 

prepared this conceptual plan for recreation facilities and management at Lake Nighthorse.  As follows 

are several documents which provided the foundation for the development of the Lake Nighthorse 

Conceptual Recreation Plan: 

¶ Draft Lake Nighthorse Recreation Master Plan prepared by the Animas-La Plata Water 

Conservancy District (May 2011); 

¶ Preliminary Draft Environmental Assessment for Lake Nighthorse Recreation Master Plan 

prepared by the Bureau of Reclamation (October 2012); 

¶ Animas-La Plata (ALP) Project Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (FSEIS) 

prepared by the Bureau of Reclamation (2000); 

¶ Recreation Market Assessment, Lake Nighthorse, Durango, Colorado Prepared by RPI Consulting 

for the Animas-La Plata Water Conservancy District (June 2010); 

¶ Draft Lease Agreement between United States of America and City of Durango, Colorado, for 

Administration of Recreation at Lake Nighthorse (In progress, available upon completion 2014);  

¶ Draft Lake Nighthorse Annexation Agreement (In progress, available upon completion 2014); and  

¶ Draft Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) among Animas La-Plata Operation, Maintenance, and 

Replacement Association and City of Durango and Ute Mountain Ute Tribe and Southern Ute 

Indian Tribe and Bureau of Reclamation for Recreation Planning and Development at Lake 

Nighthorse for Animas-La Plata Project, Colorado and New Mexico (In progress, available upon 

completion 2014). 

 

 

Ridges Basin Dam and Lake Nighthorse were constructed by the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) as 

a component of the Animas-La Plata (ALP) Project.   The ALP Project was built to fulfill the water rights 

settlement of the Ute Mountain Ute and the Southern Ute Indian Tribes of southwestern Colorado 

(Colorado Ute Tribes) and to provide a municipal and industrial water supply to various entities in the 

region.  Reclamation prepared a Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement in 2000, and 

subsequently signed a Record of Decision which envisioned development and management of recreation 

by a nonfederal entity.  The reservoir area encompasses approximately 5,500 acres, and the water surface 

area is 1,500 acres at normal high water elevation and 750 acres at minimum pool. 

In 2004, Ridges Basin Reservoir was renamed Lake Nighthorse, in honor of Ben Nighthorse Campbell, the 

former U.S. senator from Colorado who served as the primary author for the Settlement Act and its 

amendments.  Construction of the dam and reservoir started in May 2003 and the initial reservoir filling 

was completed in June 2011. 

In 2008, Colorado State Parks declined to accept the development and management of recreation at Lake 

Nighthorse and agreed to allow Reclamation to seek other nonfederal partners.  The State gave 

Reclamation a $3 million Motorboat Access grant for construction of a boat ramp, a parking area, a vault 

restroom, and an access road.  Construction of the boat ramp project was completed in June 2013. 

 

Background 
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Recognizing the potential of the reservoir to serve as an important recreational amenity, the Animas-La 

Plata Water Conservancy District initiated public meetings in 2009 and contracted for the preparation of 

a recreation master plan in 2010 for development and management of recreation at Lake Nighthorse.  The 

final Draft Lake Nighthorse Recreation Master Plan was completed in May 2011.  Since then, considerable 

discussion has been ongoing with individual members of the Animas La-Plata Operation, Maintenance, 

and Replacement Association and Reclamation regarding recreation at Lake Nighthorse in an effort to 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 

purpose. 

The City of Durango recognized that a nonfederal recreation manager for Lake Nighthorse has not been 

found by the Bureau of Reclamation.  Several nonfederal agencies were approached by Reclamation and 

all entities declined to accept the management and development of recreation at Lake Nighthorse.  In 

2012, the City of Durango Parks and Recreation Department received the National Gold Medal Award for 

Excellence in the Field of Park and Recreation Management, granted by the American Academy for Park 

and Recreation Administration in partnership with the National Recreation and Park Association.  This 

most prestigious award is given to only one Parks and Recreation agency in the entire nation each year by 

population.  Durango Parks and Recreation received the award for cities less than 25,000.  The Durango 

Parks and Recreation Department has the expertise to manage Lake Nighthorse and there is significant 

community interest in opening the facility to the public for recreation. 

The City of Durango is a member on the Animas-La Plata Operation, Maintenance and Replacement 

Association (Association) and has an interest in the future of recreation at Lake Nighthorse.  Other 

representatives on the Association include the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Southern Ute Indian Tribe, La 

Plata Conservancy District, Navajo Nation, Animas-La Plata Water Conservancy District, San Juan Water 

Commission, and the Colorado Water Conservation Board.  The members of the Association represent the 

project beneficiaries for whom the project was constructed.  

In 1874, Congress approved an agreement between the United States and certain Ute Indians in Colorado, 

known as the Brunot Agreement, pursuant to which the Utes ceded certain land to the United States and 

reserved a right to hunt on the land.  The Brunot Agreement enables members of the Ute Indians to hunt, 

fish and gather, by which the Utes supported themselves in the region for centuries.  Almost all of the 

federal property encompassing Lake Nighthorse is located within the Brunot area and subject to the 

Brunot Agreement rights.  Reclamation, the Tribes, and the City area are having ongoing discussions 

regarding implementation of these rights. 

 

 

Discussions regarding the City of Durango exploring the feasibility of accepting the responsibility for 

management and development of recreation at Lake Nighthorse were initiated with Reclamation in 2011.  

The management and development of recreation at Lake Nighthorse is a complex negotiation process 

involving multiple stakeholders.  Consensus has been reached to establish the framework for proceeding 

with recreation at Lake Nighthorse in a cautious and respectful manner.  The management and 

development of recreation at Lake Nighthorse is intended to occur in manner consistent with the primary 

purpose of the project, and will be managed in accordance with the following guiding principles:  

Recreation Management and Development 
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Guiding Principles 

¶ Protection of cultural resources. 

¶ Ensure compliance with all applicable local, state, and federal development standards and 

environmental regulations and requirements. 

¶ Monitor and protect water quality. 

¶ Honor Brunot Agreement/Treaty rights. 

¶ Promote ecological sustainability and preserve wildlife habitat. 

¶ Provide ongoing care, stewardship, law enforcement, and patrol the property consistent with City 

parks and open space areas. 

¶ Provide improvements within the development area to enable public access to recreational 

amenities. 

¶ Ensure that recreation management and development does not adversely impact the primary 

purpose of the ALP Project for municipal and industrial water supply. 

Pursuant to the draft MOA and ongoing discussions, the Recreation Planning and Development 

Committee (Committee) will include representation from the Animas-La Plata Operation, Maintenance 

and Replacement Association, City of Durango, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Southern Ute Indian Tribe, and 

Reclamation.  The purpose of the Committee is to review and discuss recreation planning and 

development at Lake Nighthorse to ensure compatibility with the primary purpose of the ALP Project for 

municipal and industrial water supply, including initial development and any future development of 

recreation facilities. Lake Nighthorse is currently outside the jurisdictional boundaries of the City of 

Durango.  In order for the City to undertake the administration of recreation at Lake Nighthorse in 

accordance with the terms of the Lease Agreement between Reclamation and the City of Durango, 

annexation of the property into the City is necessary to facilitate the provision of municipal services and, 

in particular, law enforcement.  The annexation of federal land encompassing Lake Nighthorse is limited 

to the recreation area and facilities to be managed by the City of Durango. 

 

 

The development of recreational improvements at Lake Nighthorse will be phased to ensure compatibility 

with the primary purpose of the ALP Project, subject to the availability of funding, and consistent with the 

decisions of the Committee.  Initially, Lake Nighthorse will be open for day use only, including minimum 

facilities necessary for public health and safety, law enforcement, and protection of the environment.   

The map below illustrates the current and future recreation area, highlighted in green.  

Initial Recreation Development 
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The initial phase of recreation development to enable Lake Nighthorse to be open to the public has been 

funded by a variety of sources to Reclamation ($3,350,000), City of Durango ($285,000), and La Plata 

County road improvements involving the CR 210 turn lane into Lake Nighthorse ($350,000). 

Below is an overview of the basic necessary improvements to open Lake Nighthorse to the public: 

Aquatic Nuisance Species Inspection Station and Decontamination Area 

Reclamation will coordinate with the Committee to plan and develop at the entry to Lake Nighthorse an 

aquatic nuisance species (ANS) inspection station and decontamination area.  Near the existing access to 

CR 210, the Lake Nighthorse entrance will be located to ensure that all vehicular traffic will pass through 

the entrance and all motorized boats will be inspected for potential presence of ANS on vessels.  The 

decontamination area will capture and contain all fluids associated with the treatment for ANS. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Proposed Recreation Footprint 

 

4 



 

Water Quality 

Reclamation will continue its ongoing water quality activities for monitoring and protection purposes.  The 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŜŎƭŀƳŀǘƛƻƴΩs water quality activities associated with the Animas-La 

Plata Project and Lake Nighthorse.   

Lake Nighthorse 

Since 2009, Reclamation has periodically conducted water quality sampling at Lake Nighthorse which 

includes a petroleum product monitoring element.  The data gathered will provide a baseline to compare 

future monitoring.  A regular water quality sampling program will start when the reservoir opens for public 

use.  The sampling will include monitoring for potential pollutants such as benzene, toluene, ethyl 

benzene, and xylenes which are some of the volatile organic compounds found in petroleum derivatives 

such as gasoline.   

Reclamation does not believe there will be adverse impacts on water quality due to the use of motor 

boats on the reservoir.  However, if applicable water quality parameters are exceeded, Reclamation will 

work with the appropriate entity/entities to resolve the issue(s) while involving the recreation manager 

and project stakeholders.  

In order to establish a baseline for E. coli, initial sampling occurred on the reservoir in late September 

2014 and will be conducted again in October and November, weather permitting.  After the E. coli data is 

gathered, the next step will be to analyze all the collected data and provide the information to project 

stakeholders. 

After the reservoir opens for public use, appropriate sampling will be conducted for E. coli and additional 

sampling will include monitoring for invasive species such as quagga and zebra mussels.  Water sampling 

for larval mussel detection will include lab analyses to ascertain the potential for mussel survival in the 

reservoir with emphasis on key parameters including calcium, pH, temperature, dissolved oxygen, and 

nutrients.  The data gathered from the sampling will be analyzed and provided to project stakeholders. 

Animas River   

Reclamation developed and implemented a program to monitor water quality in the Animas River from 

the Durango Pumping Plant (DPP) to the confluence with the San Juan River for five years after the DPP 

began operation in 2011.  This sampling includes monitoring general water quality (major constituents, 

heavy metals, nutrients, and total organic carbon) and radiochemistry (radioactive materials).  Weather 

permitting; sampling is done year round on a monthly basis.  Two sites are located upstream from the 

Durango Pumping Plant (DPP); one is located behind the Doubletree Hotel and the other is near the DPP.  

The third site is located about ½ a mile downstream from the DPP.   

Reclamation also samples the Animas River at two other locations on a quarterly basis; one site is located 

upstream from the DPP at East 32nd Street and the other site is located near Farmington, New Mexico, 

upstream from confluence of the Animas and San Juan Rivers. 

 

After Lake Nighthorse opens for public use, sampling on the Animas River will also include larval mussel 

detection and lab analyses to ascertain the potential for mussel survival in the river with emphasis on key 
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parameters including calcium, pH, temperature, dissolved oxygen, and nutrients.  The data gathered from 

the river sampling will be analyzed and provided to project stakeholders.  In the event larval mussels are 

found in the river, Reclamation will work with the appropriate entity/entities to address potential 

introduction in the reservoir. 

Cultural Resources 

The City of Durango will work with Reclamation and the Tribes to ensure protection of cultural resources 

pursuant to the Ridges Basin Cultural Resource Management Plan.  Below is a schematic overview of the 

Section 106 Process that is required by the Bureau of Reclamation.   
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Figure 2: Cultural Resources Section 106 ς National Historic Preservation Act 

 



 

In general, the goal for future development of recreation amenities at Lake Nighthorse would be to 

avoid disturbance of existing cultural resources to the extent feasible. 

Entrance Area 

The City of Durango will coordinate with the Committee to plan and develop an entrance station to include 

a temporary building(s) for staff to greet visitors to Lake Nighthorse, collect fees, conduct ANS boat 

inspections, equipment storage, etc.  The entrance area will also provide a designated space for fueling 

motorized boats by the public with their personal portable gas containers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Entry Station 
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Overflow Parking 

The City of Durango will coordinate with the Committee to plan and develop an overflow parking area to 

accommodate the parking demands for the site and eliminate the potential of parking congestion on the 

primary boat ramp access road.  There will be a non-motorized trail adjacent to the road linking the 

overflow parking lot to the existing paved parking lot at the boat ramp. 
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Figure 4: Overflow Parking Area  

 


