
The Windy Gap Firming Project 
and the Environment
THE WINDY GAP FIRMING PROJECT IS A 
COLLABORATION BETWEEN 12 GROWING 
NORTHEASTERN WATER PROVIDERS
to improve the reliability of water supplies from the Windy 
Gap Project, which started delivering water in 1985 and is 
operated by Northern Water’s Municipal Subdistrict. The 
firming project proposes to build a new reservoir called 
Chimney Hollow to provide dedicated storage that would 
help supply a reliable 30,000 acre-feet of water a year for 
future generations.

The Windy Gap Firming Project was reviewed under the 
federal National Environmental Policy Act. This review 
started in 2003. NEPA and Colorado’s requirement for 
a plan focused on fish and wildlife are among several 
processes in place to identify mitigation measures that ad-
dressed the project’s impacts.

But the 12 municipal providers who are paying for and 
would benefit from the project offered measures far beyond 
what’s required. These proponents stand behind a decade of 
discussions that led to agreements detailing voluntary envi-
ronmental benefits, or enhancements, they will provide.

These benefits, coupled with mitigation, will improve 
conditions on the Colorado River. State biologists, Grand 
County officials, Trout Unlimited experts and others agree: 
The firming project will lead to a healthier river than we 
see today.

Improve streamflow & aquatic habitat
MITIGATION FOR IMPACTS
 Stream temperature for fish health
 • Reduce or curtail diversions when stream temperature 
  standards are exceeded
 • Install real-time temperature monitoring devices 

 Flushing flows to move sediment and improve habitat 
 • Provide for flushing flows of 600 cubic feet per second   
  (150 cfs more than original Windy Gap mitigation provides)
 • Provide 1,200 cfs every six years under certain
  conditions, by curtailing pumping and/or making reservoir  
  releases 

VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 Stream restoration for habitat
 • Provide $4 million for aquatic habitat restoration in the  
  Colorado River from Windy Gap to the Kemp-Breeze   
  State Wildlife Area
 • Engage in a cooperative, ongoing process to maintain,   
  restore and/or enhance the aquatic environment in areas  
  of the Colorado, Fraser and Williams Fork river basins

 Bypass to benefit stream below Windy Gap diversion
 • Fund a $250,000 third-party study to determine the potential 
  benefits of building a bypass for water around or through 
  Windy Gap Reservoir 
 • Provide $2 million toward construction of a Windy Gap  
  Reservoir bypass, if the study recommends one
 • Provide $2 million toward aquatic habitat restoration efforts  
  in the Colorado River, if a Windy Gap bypass is not built

Address water quality issues
MITIGATION FOR IMPACTS 
 Nutrient mitigation to offset water quality impacts
 • Provide $4.3 million to neutralize firming project impacts on  
  Grand Lake’s clarity and water quality for the Three Lakes  
  (Grand Lake, Shadow Mountain Reservoir and Lake Granby) 
 • Funding will provide wastewater treatment facility  
  improvements and non-point source nutrient reduction

VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 • Fund and participate in the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s 
  study process for Three Lakes water quality improvement
 • Provide a commitment from Northern Water to work with 
  Reclamation and Grand County on Grand Lake’s clarity 
 • Support Northern Water’s water quality programs, which 
  include more than $1 million in funding each year for   
  monitoring and studies related to the Colorado-Big   
  Thompson and Windy Gap projects

Provide West Slope water supplies
VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 For the Middle Park Water Conservancy District 
 • Provide a reliable water supply of 2,300 acre-feet per year 
 • Provide 700 acre-feet per year on average through additional 
  pumping 
 • Allow for 3,000 acre-feet of carryover capacity

 For Grand County 
 • Offer ability to use to up to 2,300 acre-feet per year of unused 
  Middle Park supplies 
 • Provide 500 acre-feet per year on average of pumped water 
 • Provide the ability to pump up to 3,000 acre-feet per year of 
  additional Windy Gap water, when it is available
 • Allow for 4,500 acre-feet of carryover capacity 

Protect the Colorado River
VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 • Participate in a stakeholder plan for management in lieu of  
  federal wild and scenic designation in stretches of the river   
 • Provide, through Northern Water and its Subdistrict, up to  
  $250,000 for the wild and scenic process endowment fund 
 • Support a Colorado Water Conservation Board instream flow 
  on the Colorado River between the Blue and Eagle rivers
 • Agree not to acquire new or existing water rights or construct 
  new water supply facilities in Grand County without consent

Support endangered species & recreation
MITIGATION FOR IMPACTS
 • Provide $405,000 for the Upper Colorado River Endangered 
  Species Recovery Program 
 • Modify initial C-BT Project operations to maintain higher 
  water levels in Lake Granby to benefit aquatic resources and 
  area recreation 
 • Curtail pumping during the Gore Canyon Race if flows are 
  below 1,250 cfs at Kremmling

VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 • Arrange public access to stretches of Willow Creek for activity 
  such as fishing   
 • Protect open space through deed restrictions on the sale of  
  certain parcels of land within Grand County
 • Agree not to oppose Grand County’s recreational in-channel 
  diversion water right application 

Chimney Hollow site, with Flatiron Reservoir in the foreground



The original Windy Gap Project, which was built in the 1980s, 
went through its own federal process to determine mitigation 
measures for direct project impacts, in addition to negotiations 
for voluntary enhancements. The resulting environmental 
and other measures included minimum streamflows, stream 
gauging, salinity studies and water for the West Slope. 

ADDITIONAL MITIGATION
• $550,000 for endangered fish species 
• $420,000 for water and wastewater treatment facilities 
• Minimum streamflows in the Colorado River from Windy  
 Gap to the Blue River
• $500,000 for archaeological work
• $10,000 to EPA to construct wildlife islands

VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
• $10.2 million payment the West Slope used toward   
  construction of Wolford Mountain Reservoir (in lieu of   
 building Azure Reservoir)  
• $500,000 to upgrade new pumps and provide for   
 downstream rancher diversions
• 3,000 acre feet of water per year for the Middle Park Water  

Engage in cooperative agreements
VOLUNTARY ENHANCEMENTS
 • Provide (through cooperation with other Colorado  
  River water users) a permanent source of 5,412.5 acre   
    feet a year from Lake Granby for the Upper Colorado River  
  Endangered Species Recovery Program
 • Agree not to oppose the Colorado River Cooperative   
  Agreement between Denver Water and West Slope entities
 • Participate, through the Windy Gap Project, in the   
  Shoshone Outage Protocol to benefit streamflows

Enhance the Chimney Hollow area
MITIGATION FOR IMPACTS
 • Provide revegetation and weed control in construction   
        area
 • Contribute $105,000 to a wetland mitigation bank
 • Minimize air quality and noise impacts to wildlife
 • Restore habitat affected during construction
 • Enhance habitat per Larimer County recommendations
 • Establish hunting access on property per state and   
  Larimer County recommendations
 • Provide education to minimize human impacts to wildlife
 • Implement a migratory bird plan during construction
 • Implement seasonal restrictions and buffer zones during  
  construction
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Looking Back: Mitigation for 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
220 Water Avenue, Berthoud, CO, www.chimneyhollow.org 
bwerner@northernwater.org, 800-369-7246

THE WINDY GAP FIRMING PROJECT 

WILL PROVIDE WATER SUPPLY FOR 

FUTURE GENERATIONS WHILE 

IMPROVING CONDITIONS ON

THE COLORADO RIVER

Chimney Hollow site, with Carter Lake to the right

“The Subdistrict and project participants are to be 
commended for their efforts to address our concerns and do 
the right thing for the Colorado River.” 
– Mely Whiting, counsel for Trout Unlimited


