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The Colorado Wildlands Project commissioned Conservation 
Science Partners to conduct an analysis of biodiversity values 
across the unprotected public lands in Colorado. The purpose of 
this analysis is to identify the largest and most biodiverse areas 
of unprotected public lands in Colorado, providing policy-leaders 
with new information to help inform and prioritize public land 
conservation efforts in the state.

The analysis found 71 areas on unprotected federal public 
lands in Colorado containing high biodiversity values; of those 
71 areas, the public lands within the Dolores River Canyon 
Country represent the largest and most biologically diverse 
unprotected publicly-owned landscape in Colorado.  

INTRODUCTION

[i] https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-
decline-unprecedented-report/

Biodiversity is a measurement of the variety of life across a land-
scape, encompassing the array of plants and animals present. Beyond its 
intrinsic values, preserving biodiversity is critically important for 
the health and well-being of communities and economies, providing crit-
ical services like pollination for agriculture and water purification.

For decades the scientific community has raised alarm bells about the 
crisis facing the planet’s biodiversity as humans have heavily modi-
fied landscapes, paving over natural areas and dislocating migration 
corridors with roads, mines, and pipelines. A recent global assessment 
identified over a million plants and animals at risk of going extinct, 
many within decades.[i]

WHAT IS BIODIVERSITY AND 
WHY IS IT SO IMPORTANT?

There is a growing interest, backed by 
strong public support, in designing land-
scape-scale conservation proposals that 
are informed by best-available science. 
And while there are many values that 
are worth protecting on our public lands 
— including cultural resources, scenic 
beauty, and outdoor recreation poten-
tial, among others — this report analyzes 
Colorado’s unprotected public lands 
through the lens of biodiversity values. 

The results show that, though there are 
many parts of the state featuring high 
biodiversity worthy of conservation, no 
region contains an equal combination 
of size and biodiversity richness as the 
Dolores River Canyon Country in western 
Colorado. In fact, as detailed in the report, 
the Dolores River Canyon Country rep-
resents the largest and most biologically 
diverse conglomeration of unprotected 
public lands in the state. 
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BIODIVERSITY 
ASSESSMENT

Dolores River Canyon Country spans 
part of five counties on Colorado’s West 
Slope—Montezuma, Dolores, San Miguel, 
Montrose, and Mesa County. Originating 
high in the San Juan Mountains, the 
Dolores River cuts an impressive path 
through western Colorado, traveling down 
from the forested peaks of the San Juan 
Mountains, through ponderosa gorges and 
slickrock canyons for nearly 230 miles to 
its confluence with the Colorado River.

At over a half-million acres of public lands, 
the Dolores River Canyon Country contains 
a wide variety of terrestrial and aquatic 
habitat types. The region is home to iconic 
big game species like bighorn sheep, elk, 
and mule deer; and several important 
migration corridors travel through the 
region between the La Sal Mountains and 
the Uncompahgre Plateau. In addition, 
a number of rare or imperiled plant and 
animal species are found in the landscape 
including Gunnison sage-grouse, silver-
spot butterfly, and three warmwater fish 
species: the roundtail chub, flannelmouth 
sucker, and bluehead sucker.

For five decades, Coloradans have been 
working to permanently protect the Dolores 

FIGURE 1. 
Map of the region Bo

tt
om
 p

ho
to

: 
Ri

g 
To

 F
li

p



The analysis identified five intact, high-bio-
diversity landscape over 100,000 acres in 
size, including three in western Colorado, 
one to the north of Boulder, and one lying 
to the northwest of Colorado Springs. 

Of these five large landscapes, the public 
lands surrounding the Dolores River south-

west of Grand Junction (identified as #1 in 
Figure 2) features the highest biodiversity 
values of any landscape in the state. The 
largest biodiversity hotspot in the state is 
on public lands south of Gunnison; these 
lands, however, feature lower biodiver-
sity values than those found around the 
Dolores Canyons.

Federal lands within the Dolores River Canyon Country are the 
largest, most biologically diverse unprotected publicly-owned 
lands in Colorado.

KEY FINDING #1

FIGURE 2.  
Colorado’s largest 
biodiversity hotspots

Dolores River Canyon Country, and leg-
islation has been recently introduced 
to conserve a portion of the landscape. 
However, the majority of the landscape 
lacks durable and meaningful protec-
tions, leaving one of Colorado’s most 
spectacular landscapes vulnerable to 
industrial development and abuse. The 
findings of this report provide yet more 
evidence that this unique region deserves 
permanent protections such as those 
that would be afforded through its des-
ignation as a national monument. 

METHODOLOGY
To perform this analysis, Conservation 
Science Partners employed a biodiver-
sity index that measures landscape 
intactness, the capacity of a landscape to 
support existing plant and animal diversity, 

and its ability to facilitate the movement 
and migration of different plants and ani-
mals. High biodiversity value landscapes 
possess a significant capacity to support 
current and future species diversity, espe-
cially for imperiled species.

Researchers isolated the most biodi-
verse, intact, and large landscapes in 
Colorado by identifying large pockets 
of unprotected public lands (over 5,000 
acres) that fall within the highest 15 per-
cent of the biodiversity index relative to 
all unprotected public lands. 

The analysis found 71 areas on unpro-
tected federal public lands in Colorado, 
which are larger than 5,000 acres in size 
and contain high biodiversity values. No 
area in the state stood out more than 
Dolores River Canyon Country.
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KEY FINDING #2
Of the ten largest unprotected 
biodiversity hotspots in Colorado, 
two of them are found in the 
Dolores River Canyon Country.

Of the 71 large, unprotected biodiversity 
hotspots identified by the analysis, two 
of the ten largest by size are contained 
within the Dolores River Canyon Country 
(Figure 3). 

The 2nd largest high biodiversity hotspot 
in the state (discussed in the previous 
finding) is centered around the can-
yons and mesas of the Dolores River 
between Naturita and Gateway in Mesa 
and Montrose counties. 

The Dolores River Canyon Country 
also hosts a second large biodiversity 
hotspot—the 7th largest in Colorado—
composed primarily of public lands 
around Slickrock and the Dolores River 
Canyons Wilderness Study Area.

FIGURE 3.  
Biodiversity hotspots 
in the Dolores River 
Canyon Country
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SOURCE: Suraci, J., Farwell, L., Littlefield, C., Freeman, P., Zachmann, L., Landau, V., Anderson, J., Dickson, B. 2023. Achieving 
conservation targets by jointly addressing climate change and biodiversity loss. Ecosphere. https://doi.org/10.1002/ecs2.4490

https://doi.org/10.1002/ecs2.4490


KEY FINDING #3
A current legislative proposal would conserve some high 
biodiversity lands, but additional actions are needed to protect 
remaining lands in Mesa and Montrose counties. 

Colorado Senators Michael Bennet and 
John Hickenlooper and Representative 
Lauren Boebert have introduced leg-
islation in the United States Congress 
— “Dolores River National Conservation 
Area and Special Management Area 
Act” — which would conserve about 
68,000 acres of the Dolores River 
Canyon Country in Montezuma, Dolores, 

and San Miguel counties. Approximately 
28 percent of the proposal, which is 
outlined in Figure 4, coincides with 
high biodiversity value lands (i.e., lands 
in the top 15% across all unprotected 
public lands in the state). The remain-
ing high biodiversity value lands in Mesa 
and Montrose counties would remain 
unprotected.

A NATIONAL MONUMENT FOR 
THE DOLORES CANYONS
This analysis underscores the need for comprehensive, landscape-scale conserva-
tion action to protect the Dolores River Canyon Country. While legislation has been 
proposed to protect portions of the region, it is critically important for Colorado’s 
elected leaders to also work towards conserving the area’s most significant wildlife- 
and plant-rich lands. 

To protect the rich array of biodiversity found on public lands in Mesa and Montrose 
counties, communities across western Colorado are coalescing around a vision 
for the Dolores Canyons National Monument.

A national monument designation would ensure that these public lands are managed 
in a manner that prioritizes the conservation of biodiversity, balances the needs of 
protecting nature and sustaining local economies, and preserves public access to 
this incredible place.

FIGURE 4.  
Biodiversity impact of 
the 2023 legislative 
proposal
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SOURCE: Suraci, J., Farwell, L., Littlefield, C., Freeman, P., Zachmann, L., Landau, V., Anderson, J., Dickson, B. 2023. Achieving 
conservation targets by jointly addressing climate change and biodiversity loss. Ecosphere. https://doi.org/10.1002/ecs2.4490
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