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Gore Creek cleanup:  The Town of Vail’s plan to clean up pollution in Gore Creek has been slated to be up for public 
discussion in December.  The State of Colorado declared the creek “impaired” after studies indicated that the aquatic bug 
life was not healthy because of the polluting effects from urban runoff.  

The Vail Homeowners Association conducted research into the Stormwater Management Program for the City of Aspen. 
The program is the most advanced in the mountain resort region of Colorado.  The City of Aspen has an urban runoff 
problem with the Roaring Fork River which it has been working to bring under control since 2007.  The circumstances are 
similar to that of Vail’s Gore Creek.  Aspen’s goal is to improve the quality and quantity of water that enters the ground 
water and stream system from both public and private property.  The system is designed to prevent untreated urban runoff 
from draining directly into waterways.   

Aspen is installing storm drain pipelines that empty runoff to be passively treated into retention ponds that include 
artificially created wetlands.  Wetlands’ biological processes are effective in neutralizing certain polluting dissolved 
chemicals.  Retention ponds are designed to filter out sediments and solid waste as the runoff is absorbed into the ground.  
Groundwater levels are replenished when urban runoff is filtered through the soil.  The process also removes some 
dissolved polluting chemicals.  Groundwater finds its way into rivers and streams supplementing water levels during 
periods of low flow.   

Regulations have been adopted that require urban runoff that is collected from impervious surfaces, like asphalt parking 
lots, concrete sidewalks and the like to have some degree of treatment.  However, the commercial downtown area was 
recently exempted from compliance with on-site retention and pay-in-lieu regulations because of the effects of runoff 
from Aspen Mountain, which is adjacent to the downtown area.  

Portions of the Aspen urban runoff system are in the installation phase, particularly pipelines used to convey stormwater 
to centralized retention ponds.  There has, as yet, been no indication that pollution levels are dropping.  Regulators believe 
it will be a number of years before the effectiveness of the system can be determined.   

What Aspen is doing to contain urban runoff problems, provides a template for Vail, but not necessarily the same 
solutions.  Vail officials have said that retention ponds are not effective in removing all dissolved polluting chemicals 
from urban runoff.  Locations are limited on which to build retention ponds.  There remain questions as to how much 
pollution soils, wetlands and riparian stream banks can absorb before they, too, are overwhelmed.   

The Aspen 10 person stormwater department and program has been in ramp-up mode since its beginning.  Its annual 
budget is expected to remain at present levels over the next few years at $1.33 million per year ($530 K operating and 
$800 K in capital investment).  

The Aspen system is dependent upon passive natural processes, rather than active processing in a treatment plant similar 
to those that are used to treat domestic sewage.   The State of Colorado has not, as yet, directed Aspen to prepare a plan 
for installation of an urban runoff treatment plant to remove dissolved chemical pollutants.  Such a requirement could be 
costly.   

Based upon the City of Aspen’s experience, the following steps are advised to be included in the effort to clean up Gore 
Creek pollution.  

• Reduce runoff by encouraging/requiring decreases in impervious areas like asphalt parking lots, driveways and 
the like.  

• Increase absorption of surface runoff into the soil through severing interconnected large impervious areas to 
reduce cumulative volume and redirect drainage flow onto green spaces, using green treatment and infrastructure, 
which will increase groundwater recharge that supplements in-stream water levels in the dryer months.  

• Put a strong focus on the largest source of pollution contributors from urban runoff, streets and highways, by 
using the right-of-ways as retention treatment areas. 

• Use every possible piece of available land for treatment.  



• Restore riparian stream bank areas to their native condition.   
• Treat the remaining runoff in regional retention treatment areas.  
• Keep a strong public education effort in the forefront at all times by making the correlation between depolluting 

both ground water and stream water as the purpose of the urban runoff /stormwater management regulatory 
program.  Do not assume people know the two are directly interconnected.   

 

 


