Boulder
goes for
greenbelts

How to
finance a $400,000
acquisition program—
every year

Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. was a chip off the old
block. He liked to think big. Where the father had
had the foresight to reserve 600 acres of Manhat-
tan for a Central Park, the son looked west and
saw a greenbelt in the Rockies. “In the great tract
of unspoiled foot-hill scenery,” he wrote in 1910
in his commissioned report to the Boulder, Colo.,
City Improvement Assn., “Boulder has a priceless
possession.” o
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But no one listened—until a few years ago. To-
day, Boulder is making up for all the lost years by
taxing itself to claim possession of its mountain
backdroy.

In Olmsted’s day, Boulder was a town of 10,000
residents, a “city of homes” in which he could not
imagine the presence of manufacturing interests
other than those that would make the city a self-
sufficient community. If Olmsted could see Boulder
today, he would call it quits as an industrial prog-
nosticator. How, for example, would he reconcile
the new multi-million dollar IBM plant with the
brickmaking and swill collection operations he en-
visioned as the last word in Boulder industry ? And
IBEM wasn't first on the scene; it was partly at-
tracted to the area by the presence of such new
scientific establishments as the National Center for
Atmospheric Research and the Environmental Sci-
ence Services Administration,

As more and more employees and their families
began to settle in Boulder, boosting the census to
60,000 by 1967, more land was bulldozed for de-
velopment. The choice sites were nestled in the

- foothills. But Boulder citizens weren't about to

stand by with folded arms while their city’s green
backdrop was gradually, but surely, turning into a
cluttered backyard.

One more penny

Last year, these same citizens did something that
had never before been done in this countrv. They
voted to tax themselves to acquire open space~—
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and not necessarily for park purposes. What the
voters did, in effect, was fo approve the imposition
of an additional one percent sales tax over a levy
already four cents to the dollar. The new one-cent
tax 1s expected to generate upwards of 81 million
a year. Forty percent of these revenues, or about
$400,000, will go toward the acquisition of “green-
belt” property. The rest is earmarvked for high-
ways.

The greenbelt concept had been evolving in
Boulder for a number of years while citizens
sought a long-range solution to isolated crises that
arose as the landscape was pressed into service for
development. As far back as 1958, residents moved
to restrict subdivision of Boulder’s foothills by
passing a “Blue Line Amendnent” to the City
Charter. This established an elevation above which
the Gity would not furnish water,

Far from securing Boulder's foothills f01 ever,
the Blue Line Amendment was a time-buying de-
vice, Those citizens who had proposed the bill de-
cided to organize an action group known as PLAN:
Boulder to use that time to best advantage. They
induced the city to set up a park and recreation
department and soon expanded their interests to
the county level.

But the group’s strength wasn't really tested
until several years ago when Enchanted Mesa, a
160-acre tract of beautiful foothill country, was
threatened with development. Mrs. Ruth Wright,

ow chairman of PLAN-Boulder, helped raily the
<roup’s forces and campaigned successfully for the

passag-e of a $120,000 bond issue s0 the city could
acquire the land. Citizen support was clearly
aligned behind tlie issue.

“Citizens for Greenbelts”

A significant feature of the plan to save Enchanted
Mesa was that the land was not to be developed as
a park, but preserved purely for its aesthetic value
as part of Boulder’s scenic backdrop. James
Bowers, city planning director, and Dwain Miller,
parks and recreation director in Boulder, began to
explore the possibility of a comprehensive plan for
maintaining the town's landscape for its own sake.
What they had in mind was a greenbeli, semi-
cireniar in shape, roughly three and a half to six
miles wide, that would adjoin the present eity lim-
its on the south, east and north. The city counecil
gave the plan tentative approval, but raised the
point that Boulder citizens would have to endorse
a tax increase at the November, 1967, election to
finance the project.

Mrs. Wright and her co-workers initiated a pub-
lic education campaign to insure approval of the
tax. First, they conducted 2 Greenbelt Conference
at whieh state representatives, park commissioners
and others explained what acquisition priorities
should be established, what kinds of land were in-
volved and what kind of financial help was avail-
able. Before long a volunteer unit known as the
“Citizens for Greenbelts Committee” began bom-
barding city residents with leaflets, posters, radio
advertising, a telephone campaign and even car
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bumper stickers bearing the slogan
“GREENBELTS—-YES.” ‘ :
One key guestion haunted PLAN-
Boulder. How did the new city man-
ager, Ted Tedesco (who had arrived
in Boulder jusi three weeks before
the Conference), feel about open
space? As it turned out, Tedesco
didn’t need convincing.- He already

“realized that something had to be

done to protect Boulder’s unigue en-
vironment. But he was faced with
what at first seemed to be two con-
flicting interests. Though the time
was indeed ripe to implement the
greenbelt concept, the city alse
needed a total transportation sys-
tem and street improvements.

After analyzing the two projects,
Tedesco concluded that z one-cent
increase in the sales tax could pos-
sibly finance both projects. Putting
his palitical nose to the wind, he
figured that if the revenue was split
so that 60 percerit went to public
works and 40 percent was used for
open space, the tax might pick up
votes from those practical citizens
who might not have approved the
greenbeit on its own merits.

His intuition proved right. The
city council approved the plan and
appointed a three-man steering
committee to lead the administra-
tion's campaign. During the next
two months, committeemen present-
ed 75 slide-lectures to civic groups.
When election day rolled around, 60
percent of the voters approved the
new tax.

Meanwhile, the city began beat-
ing developers to the punch. It ob-
tained options from private land-
owners on 1,000 acres of foothill
country. Over the next 10 years,
Tedesco hopes to acquire outright
some 13,000 acres {worth about 315
million at today's prices). to add to
the 5,000 acres of land the city has
already preserved. The long-range
plan is te acquire the foothill prop-
erty first, then move to preserve all
watercourse land, including stream-
beds and seven lakes,

But the concept underiving Boul-
der's greenbell is that none of the
land will be developed for intensive
recreation. It will be left in its natu-
ral state except for trails for hikers
and occasional picnic areas. The
point, Tedesco explains, “is to pro-
vide an environmental quality of
openness.” The citizens of Boulder,
apparently, are willing to settle for
nothing less, - |





