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Hidden Treasure or Hidden Risk? Risk Management in a Unique Dam Safety Emergency 

Jason Ward, Ph.D., P.E, Colorado Division of Water Resources 

Bill McCormick, P.E., P.G., Colorado Division of Water Resources 

During the winter of 2019, Hinsdale County, Colorado experienced above average snowpack and 
unprecedented avalanche activity along Henson Creek and the Lake Fork of the Gunnison River.  Many 
of these avalanches occurred in the Henson Creek basin located just west of the Town of Lake City.  As a 
result of these avalanches, massive amounts of debris were deposited in the Henson Creek waterway 
creating a flooding and debris flow risk to the Town.  Of particular concern were two historic mining-era 
dams with existing breaches at the base of the dams that could become blocked with debris and 
exacerbate the flood hazards.  On May 2, 2019, Hinsdale County declared a local state of emergency and 
requested technical assistance from the state Office of Emergency Management.  On May 6, 2019, 
Colorado Governor Jared Polis issued a verbal Emergency Declaration and authorized funding for the 
Hinsdale County Flooding Mitigation and Preparedness efforts.  The Dam Safety Branch of the Colorado 
State Engineer’s Office was tasked with evaluating and ensuring the safety of the two dams.  Decision 
making between mitigation alternatives was accomplished using a Semi-Quantitative Risk Assessment 
(SQRA) tool for data gathering, analysis, and risk-informed decision making.  With the participation of 
Private, Local, State, and Federal partners, it was determined that the Ute-Ulay dam did not pose a 
significant risk.  However, the Hidden Treasure dam was judged to have the potential to become 
blocked, impound water, and then fail, creating an unacceptable flood hazard to the public.  As a result, 
it was recommended that the dam be removed.  A funding partnership was quickly established between 
the county, state and NRCS to utilize a NRCS Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP) cost sharing grant 
that allowed contractors to begin deconstruction immediately.  As work progressed, the SQRA process 
was used with new information to determine that risk to the community could be effectively mitigated 
while preserving a portion of the historic Hidden Treasure dam for future generations. 


