Rafting at
cleaned-up
rapids brings in
$10 million a
yearto area
businesses

BY CASSI CLARK
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You can raft on Clear Creek? Fourteen vears ago the question rang in John Rice's cars as the Golden
rafrer starred a company 1o rzke Denveriees and cherr friends down his frvorie rapids. Hsving overcome
smell-rown politics and numerous water pollutants, rafting has Gnally sertled in as @ summer rourise
draw bor Clear Creek County,

Like any change i asmall rown, vafting was gow re ke off. Yellow warer and steep hanks made

rafting Clear Crecle desirable anly 1o the truly dedicared, boasting a mere 600 to 800 user days per vear
from L9889t 1991, John Rice started raking people down the Seuth Maree ribarary in 1992, selling
hundreds of | 5-minue rrips through Lickery Splic, the mile-and-half long floar through Galden. He
quickly saw the need for longer rips of varyang difficuley.

Meanwhile Ed Rapp, then a counry commissioner, was working with Coors, the stare of Colorado,
and the U5, Environmenial Prowection Agency w clean up the 60-mike creck, The hope was that the
first project, capping the McClelland Specht mill siee. would be 2 demonstration of what could be done,

Rapp insisted the site not only be buried with wopsoil and vegeraton wo prevent pelluced warer
runott bur thar it also would allow public access ro the creck. Rice jumped on the opporumicy m ad-
vance rafting, and in 1993 he helped design the Dumone put-in, slightly upstream from the rodeo
apoumds,

And so it biegan. The Chicago Creck put-in was buils around 1997 at the intersecnon of Highway
103 and Ineerstate 7, and the dry of Idiha Springs began issuing nine annual permies wo ke our ar
City Park on Colorade Boulevasd, By 2003, the county was licensing 15 companies to use the Duman
and Lawson pur-ins each summer and enjoving nearly 25,000 user digs.

Concinued cleanup effors by the Clear Creek Wareshed Foundation, headed by Rapp, have sumcd
the creek ineo a favorite among fishermen and an economic source for the county.

“Clear Creek has had the most explosive groveth ourt of any (Colorado warerway),” Rice says. ¥
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Growing 10 percent to 60 percent a year, it is
now the fourth busiest river in the stae behind
the Arkansas, the Animas and the Colorado River
through Glenwood Canyon, bringing in an est-
mated 310 million to the businesses of Clear
Creck County.

Gloria and Marlk Leonard, owners of Your
Fishing Parrner, on hisroric Miner Streer in Idaha
Springs, have capitalized on their fellow creek recre-

ators by selling Teva Sandals, sunglasses and
Chums neck cords. Many businesses like Java
Mouncain Roasters and Beau Jo's pizea give dis-
counts o rafting patrons,

“The rafting companies are grear abour co-mar-
kening,” said Asta Locvlie, owner of Java.

The Buffale Restaurant and Bar, Skippers
lce Cream Parfor and Tommyknocker Brewery
and Pub offer discounes to guides a3 well ag
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rafting customers, enjoying the influx of sea-
sonal loeals,

Though acceprance came slow, many busi-
nesses are new paired up with Mile Hi Rafring o
offer package deals. Accommodation packages in-
clude 10 percent off rafting trips and rooms at the
Super § Motel, Rose Street Bed and Breakfast, His-
toric St James Vacarion Reneal and All Aboard Inn
in Georgerown, as well as The Miner's Pick in
Idsho Springs and The Peck House and Mad Creek
B&B in Empire. Even the ski shops cash in by
reniting their buildings to the raft compunies for the
SUITIMET.

Whether its rafting thar brings rourists to the
area, or mountain visitors wha discover they can
raft, too, the new industry s geod for business,
Lase year, nearly 37,000 rafrers came through Clear
Creek Counry,

“1 love secing (rafrers) come through,” saps Ala
Salter of the Columbine Inn.

And the future looks good. Clear Creck
County Open Space has hired Gary Lacey, a whire-
WALET Pa[k dﬂ\':lﬂp‘:!’ Fl'Dm BEIL'II:!I:E, 0o hl:lp d{s!gﬂ.
a new whitewater park in Lawson. In addition o
creating new water [eatures, the plan includes a
parking arex and restrooms, Open Space voluntesrs
also have been talking ro the county’s oad and
bridge deparrment abour replacing the culverts
under Alvarado Road with 2 bridge, allowing full
access 1o Clear Creck with out porsaging.

“Clear Creek is a rambuncrious nver that pro-
vides a lot of excitement per mile,” savs David
Costlow, owner of Mad River Adventures, “Ir’s
precry continueus whitewarer.”

The 75-feer-per-mile overall vertical drop
makes Clear Creek steep compared 1o the
Arkansas’s average of 35-fect-per-mile or the lower
Colorada River's B-feet-per-mile. But because the
creek is only fed by runoff, the season is shorr, from
Iay 1o the beginning of August in wer years,

Despite operating at the whim of Mother Na-
rure, raft companics are able to offer beginner, in-
termediate and half- and full-day advanced trips
r]1rm.1g|'|.nu|: the season, from Lawson to Clear
Creek Canvon, Visiters to the counry can also ex-
pand their experiences with adventure packages
thar combine a Mile Hi raft trip with a ride on the
Georgetown Loop nareow gauge railroad or a
horsehack rrip with AdcA Historical Trails Stables
in Idaho Springs.

Clear Creek does one-sinth the amount of busi-
ness a5 the six-times larger reservoic-fed Arkansas
River, but only 30 miles from Denver chis liccle
gem makes for fun day wips or weekend geraways.»




