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Thornton Northern Properties  
Steering Committee Meeting #3 
Meeting Summary  
April 7th, 2022 | 10AM - Noon 
Hybrid Meeting  
Location: Zoom; Eaton Area Community Center 1675 3rd St.  Eaton, CO 80615  
Meeting Purpose:  

● Identify Conservation Objectives, Opportunities, and Challenges  
 

Context 
The City of Thornton owns approximately 18,000 acres of agricultural properties in Larimer and Weld counties, 
which Thornton purchased for the water rights in the mid-1980s. Thornton is responsible for the management 
and eventual divestiture of its Northern Properties and is embarking on a process to gather community and 
stakeholder input into Thornton’s land use decisions. Thornton’s vision is to be an engaged landowner, 
respecting the needs and interests of the Northern Communities as it works to secure its decreed water rights. 
Through a community-driven land use planning effort and a future-oriented lens, Thornton seeks to identify 
the highest and best land uses for its properties and work collaboratively to ensure a positive impact for the 
communities. This effort led to a Steering Committee built of key voices in the region to help identify potential 
future  land uses, development, and water use, allocation, and optimization within the region for Thornton’s 
properties, and to assess whether or not pathways to achieve them exist. Between 2021 - 2023 the City of 
Thornton is engaging this Steering Committee through 10 meetings, funded through a series of grants.  
 
The first four meetings focus on establishing the committee as one unified group and setting them with 
contextual knowledge. Throughout these meetings Steering Committee members are asked to present on 
relevant topics, to which they are considered subject matter experts. This meeting focused on uncovering 
conservation objectives from the perspectives of several Steering Committee members as well as a 
presentation from the consultant team of studies related to the landscape assessment; this assessment is a 
series of land use objectives developed in part by consultants and by stakeholders. 
 

Agenda 

10:00 AM -  
10:10 AM 

 Intro | Agenda Overview 

1. Summary of Meeting #2 

2. Steering Committee 
Process Overview 

3. Review Landscape 
Assessment Report 

4. Panel Discussion 

5. Work Plan Introduction 

6. Next Steps 
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10:10 AM - 
10:25 AM 

Summary of Meeting #2 | Steering Committee Process Overview 

● Vision Statement + Success Metrics + Operating Protocols 
● Previous presentations on Economic Development Pressures  
● Steering Committee to decide external communication 
● Steering Committee to decide in person meeting location 

     Objective: Recap previously presented content, address communication methods and 
content with other interested parties outside of  the Steering Committee. 

10:25 AM - 
10:40 AM 

 Review Landscape Assessment Report 

● Review Landscape Assessment Report presented by Scott Campbell  
● Show conservation land priorities map(s) 

 
Objective: Set a baseline understanding of various conservation possibilities  

10:45 AM - 
11:30 AM 

Panelist Discussion 

● Topic: Conservation—Objectives, Opportunities, Challenges  
● Panelists:  

○ Meegan Flenniken,  Larimer Co. Natural Areas Department  
○ Drew Rayburn,  The Nature Conservancy 
○ Brendan Boepple, Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust 
○ Carmen Farmer, CO Open Lands 

 
● Discussion Q&A 

○ What are your conservation priorities in your area?  
Are there habitat priorities? 
What agricultural conservation priorities or agricultural priorities? 
What is the importance of public open space in this area? 
What types of public open space use is needed/ anticipated? 

 
○ What obstacles exist in achieving this conservation priority?  
○ How do we overcome these obstacles? What strategies, resources or partners 

do you think of? 
       Do networks or coalitions already exist?  
      What are the resources that they already use? 

○ How do we incorporate these strategies into this Stewardship Plan effort? 
○ Conclusion question: What considerations haven’t we talked about with the 

panel? 

     Objective: facilitate a mutual understanding of conservation priorities, challenges and 
opportunities across the region.  
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11:30 AM - 
12:00 PM 

Next Steps and Action Items  

Next Meeting: First Thursday of June, 2nd  from 10:00 AM - 12:00 PM, Site Visits 

 

Introductions 

The Committee members went around the room to introduce themselves. Four new participants to 
the Steering Committee introduced themselves: Trent Verquer, Mark Reifenrath, Pat Larson and 
Kristina Duran.  

Steering Committee Meeting Process Overview 
At the start of the meeting the Steering Committee was asked if they felt that this process has 
meaning to them to gauge their level of interest and effectiveness of the Steering Committee 
process. The first comment asked about what the “final product” of these meetings will look like. 
There will be two final products produced with  Steering Committee guidance: (1) the Land Use 
Assessment; (2) the Water Optimization Study.  These documents will be used to inform the final 
NPSP, which will be developed in a subsequent phase of effort.  They will likely be appendices to the 
NPSP.  Ultimately, these are not documents for county commissioners or other local land use 
authorities to vote on. 

Work Plan 

A draft Work Plan was developed by CDR Associates based on Committee member input. This 
document outlines the Committee meeting schedule between December 2021 to June 2023, covering 
topics of discussion, meeting objectives and desired outcomes in 3 phases.  

● Phase 1: Organizing and Context Setting 
● Phase 2: Land Use, Water Optimization and Area Specific Issues 
● Phase 3: Developing, Refining and Prioritizing Alternatives  

 The Work Plan document is accessible on the City of Thornton’s website.  

Committee members were asked if thinking about this stewardship planning process in phases was 
helpful, after they looked over the work plan. A comment was made about the importance of being 
proactive instead of reactive, especially in a place with a high concentration of Ag. industries like the 
project study area. They furthermore stressed the importance of adapting and understanding impacts 
to water share owners who might be impacted by the changes in water running through the shared 
ditch systems as well as water availability for Thornton tenants. A question was asked: When does 
public engagement begin in our work plan? The rough estimate was that smaller group meetings will 
begin in the winter between phase 2 and phase 3 (December 2022 and February 2023). There was 
additional reassurance from the City of Thornton, that there’s flexibility in the process with 
opportunities of change over time. 
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Work Plan thematic takeaways: UNDERSTANDING IMPLICATIONS OF ACTIONS PROACTIVELY; MEANINGFUL 
PROCESS 

Summary of Meeting #2 
● No comments were made regarding the summary 

 

External Communication 
Steering committee members were asked to reflect on external communication  with individuals who 
are not a part of the Steering Committee. Thornton staff indicated that they’ve received requests to 
participate and for information.     

Comments included:  
● Incorporating outreach to municipalities (e.g., Ault, Pierce) and impacted residents, 

specifically those living in un/incorporated areas 
● It’s early in the process to involve community members but at some point there will be a time 

to incorporate in-person involvement with community members 
● The Town of Pierce needs to discuss this project more with their town board 
● Thornton offered to speak to project area City Councils about the project scope 
●  Share materials (e.g., slide deck and work plan) on Thornton website 
● Suggestion that at some point the Steering Committee summarizes and shares content, but at 

the appropriate time as determined by the Steering Committee 
● Future recommendation to create an open comment Steering Committee meeting 
● Hybrid engagement, including PowerPoint slides and meeting summaries in the interim and 

then provide public input opportunities 
● Committee members stated  that they want to be informed about public input that Thornton 

receives from the community 
● Proponents of smaller area/issue specific meetings that include affected community members 

(ideas, challenges, overcoming obstacles) 
 

Review of the Landscape Assessment Report  
Scott Campbell, one of the consultants, presented a selection of six maps from the preliminary 
Landscape Analysis conducted in 2020; this analysis produced about 60 maps/analyses in total.  The 
purpose was to orient the group into trends, opportunities and challenges for conservation such as 
identified clusters, conservation contiguity, lands that are already protected and so forth.  

    

Comments included:  
● Let’s see maps that identify prime soils 
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● Let’s see maps that identify lands that rank high in biodiversity 
● Advocating for multiple datasets that overlay  
● Future data sets on renewable energy opportunities 

 
A Committee member asked: What’s your definition of conservation? This prompted the beginning of 
the panelist discussion. 
 
Landscape Analysis thematic takeaways:   UNDERSTANDING INTERLINKED SYSTEMS; VISUALIZING CURRENT 
AND FUTURE LAND USE OPTIONS 
 
 

Panelist Discussion 
Panelists were asked to introduce themselves, offer their definition of conservation and their organization’s 
goals, objectives, opportunities and challenges, as well as specific conservation targets and topics not included 
in the current  analysis that should be considered moving forward. 
 

Meegan Flenniken Larimer Co. (LC)  Natural Areas Department  
● Identifying multi-use values in each parcel that we conserve such as: 

○ wildlife habitat landscape continuity 
○ community separators (e.g., Willington/Fort Collins) 
○ scenic and rec. values 

● Fortunately, LC has a sales tax that helps acquire lands 
 

● LC defines Ag. Conservation land as a broad use including some form of ag. production and 
competitive leases 

● LC Master Plan objectives include:  

○  landscape level continuity 
○  ag. lands next to each other for shared benefits 

(e.g., equipment, water sharing)   

○ buffers to existing land 
○ limiting fragmented landscape 

 

● LC values partnerships such as: CO Open Lands; Colorado Cattlemen's Agricultural Land Trust, City of 
Fort Collins to support same goals 

● Cost of water is high and LC typically doesn’t hold a water portfolio 

 

Drew Rayburn, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) 
● Prioritizing conservation and working landscapes, identifying ways to coexist 
● Conservation is defined by stakeholders [of this committee]  
● Conservation objectives include: 

○  Viable populations of species and certain habitat characteristics  
○ CO2 sequestration and monitoring 
○ Climate mitigation of working lands (showing the importance of private lands) 
○ Protect land that’s already protected and strategically repurpose land 

● Identified opportunities of the Infrastructure Bill funding for private land conservation 
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● Obstacles exist such as finding outcomes that work for the communities, getting people excited, 
showing tangible benefits, management and providing a sense of carbon benefits  

Cindy Lair Comments (Drew Rayburn asked for her input)  
● Consideration of incorporating 5-10 years to improve data sets 
● Necessity for better scientific data relating to the development of climate-smart agricultural practices 

on production lands - and the restoration of native vegetation and the rebuilding of soil carbon on 
formerly cultivated lands 

● Suggestion from Drew: consider a partnership between the City of Thornton and other interested 
parties (including TNC) that created a longitudinal study where partners could monitor and document 
the effects of these practices and test various hypotheses 

● Need to understand post-dry up outcomes to identify how successful this can be  
● Stressed the importance of continuing to water some of the areas instead of “shutting off the water 

completely” 
● These actions need to be supported by the communities impacted 
● Opportunity at CSU Extension and NRSC  

 

Brendan Boepple, Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust  
● The Land Trust does not solicit conservation easements, it responds to landowner interest/inquiry 
● Different priorities:  

○  supporting ag. groups 
○  producers and ag. economy 
○  identifying benefits of wildlife migrations, carbon, and restoration of range land 

● Importance of “connectivity” and ensuring a critical mass of ag. in certain areas 
● Anchoring an ag. based economy to the area 
● Using lands in a cooperative way and increasing ag. resilience (e.g., Grass Banks) 
● Asked How do we approach renewables + productive ag. lands? 

 

Carmen Farmer, Colorado Open Lands (COL) 
● COL has conserved 640,000 acres; the Northern Front Range is a priority area 
● Merged with Legacy Land Trust, a local land trust in this region, several years ago 
● Focus in this area is in agriculture; supporting rural communities; sharing water; Alternative Transfer 

Methods; water rights= economic building blocks of the area; water helps diversify economy viability.  
● Priorities:   

○ Landscape level conservation 
○ Maintaining historic agricultural use of properties 
○ Maintaining senior water rights 
○ Using state tax credit program 

● Conservation values: 80% of our work here is irrigated ag. 

Impromptu Discussion During Panel 
● Necessity for good analysis of properties which have highest conservation value 

○ Identify which properties can re-water and where to bring in irrigation from other suppliers 
○ Identify which sites have opportunities for renewables (wind, oil and gas) 
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○ Identify which sites have multiple attributes  
○ Identify opportunities for wildlife protection potential incorporated in agriculture  

 
● Need to better understand the property opportunities for:  

○ Mineral rights 
○ Installing renewables  
○ Compatibility of renewables with livestock raising (e.g., solar arrays)  

● Weld Co. recently rewrote their renewable codes 
○ Large solar farm bypassed the Weld Co. regulations as they annexed into the town of 

Severance 
● Suggestion to identify where utilities are expanding and use large transition lines to renewable’s 

benefit (e.g., Platte River extension) 
● Q: Where is the conversation about biodiesel? Is this an opportunity in the area and for the properties? 
● Finding balance between conservation and ranching  
● Weld Co. is filled with oil and gas sites 

○ We need to think about the future 
○ How do we spark balance between oil and gas and renewables in the area? 
○ Additionally, considerations to balance: Irrigated fields, ranches and meat packing plants 

● Reiterated point to identify the potential to add habitat on the agricultural margins (through datasets) 
● Suggestion to create datasets to identify:  

○ Current uses of land 
○ What happens to the land when we pull water 
○ What does the next generation of land use look like 

● Identify who decides the land uses or which people are going to be in the conversation 
● Suggestion for alternative future Landscape Analysis models and show alternative futures to “make 

the possibilities more real” 
 

Conclusion 

Upcoming Site Visit 
The upcoming Steering Committee meeting is June 2nd. This will be a site visit so the Committee members 
were asked to reserve the whole entire day. Thorntons properties are being considered and Committee 
members were encouraged to share potential sites with the planning team, as well as additional strategies 
that would help inform this stewardship effort. 

 

Action items:  
● Steering Committee members to share additional information (datasets) that are available to them 

with planning team 
● City of Thornton to publish meeting materials on their website 
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Participants 
Name & Organization Participated 

Amber Graves, Morning Fresh Dairy Y 

Brad Wind, Northern Water N 

Brendan Boepple, Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust Y 

Bryan Willson, CSU Energy Institute N 

Carmen Farmer, Colorado Open Lands Y 

Chris Schnorr, Thornton Tenant Farmer N 

Cindy Lair, Department of Agriculture Y 

David Primozich, Freshwater Trust N 

Drew Rayburn, The Nature Conservancy Y 

Eric Reckentine, North Weld County Water District N 

George Wallace, Larimer County Agricultural Advisory Board Y 

Jim Flesher, Weld County N 

Julie Lukela, Mayor of Pierce ( represented by Kristina Duran + Pat Larson) Y 

Keith Amen, Amen Farm Y 

Lynn / Ryan Fagerberg, Local farmers N 

Mark Reifenrath, Local area business man, farmer and CO-OP Board member Y 

Meegan Flenniken, Larimer County Natural Resources Y 

Nick Colglazier, Colorado Corn Administrative Committee N 

Richard Werner, Upstate Colorado Economic Development Y 

Sean Chambers, City of Greeley Y 

Sharon Sullivan, Town of Ault N 

Stacy Suniga, Latino Coalition of Weld County Y 

Trent Verquer, Colorado Parks & Wildlife Y 

Wade Podtburg, Longs Peak Dairy N 

Thornton Staff & Consultants Participated 

Andrew Boyd, ICS Consulting N 

Brian Foss, Thornton Ault Office Y 

Cari Bischoff, City of Thornton Y 

Dominique Ashe, CDR Associates Y 
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Ed Lanyon, City of Thornton N 

Emily Hunt, City of Thornton Y 

Ethan Cozzens, City of Thornton Y 

Jonathan Bartsch, CDR Associates Y 

Kevin Shanks, THK Y 

Pia Gerstle, City of Thornton Y 

Scott Campbell, ICS Consulting Y 
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