Doris Beaver’s

EYE ON GILPIN COUNTY  . . .  
Four Feet and Counting – April 27, 2009.  On March 17th, 2003, Gilpin County had its “snow of the century,” that 7 footer snowstorm many of us remember all to well.  
No one would argue with how much we needed this most recent moisture.  Depending on where in the County you were measuring, this 4-foot plus snow qualifies up there pretty close to the 2003 snowstorm.  But in that 2003 is not that many years ago, the lessons learned should not have dimmed as they apparently have, judging from the lack of snow plowing of roads once this recent storm got fully under way, and the forecasts by the experts down below changed the predictions from, 1-3 feet to 3-4 feet.  
Living out in the county gives one a little different perspective than living down in the “banana belt” (a/k/a Black Hawk, Central City and southern Gilpin County.)    Talk to just about any resident out in the County, and roads/road maintenance will be at or near the top of their pet peeve list.  
What follows are two perspectives on the County’s handling of the snowstorm and snowplowing/removal.
The County’s perspective:  Gilpin County has two rear-wheel drive snow plows, one 4-wheel drive snow plow and three 6-wheel drive snow plows, plus the familiar road graders.

Spring snows are notoriously wet/slick as are some in early winter, and this one was no exception.  Driving on wet/slick snow turns it into ice preventing even the plows from having proper traction, whereas the dry snows allow for traction and plowing efficiently with the 4-wheel drive plows.

The amount of snow in that 48-hour period coupled with it being wet snow compounded drastically county efforts to plow and keep the roads clear.  The 4-wheel drive vehicles were actually sliding off the road in some areas.

County road crews worked 15-hour shifts throughout the snowstorm and were prevented from plowing in some areas by downed power lines which they could not cross.  The reader must keep in mind, Gilpin County has 155 lane miles to grade and plow, and due to the magnitude and widespread area of the storm (Boulder, Jeffco and Clear Creek Counties), Gilpin’s crew found it necessary to plow through another jurisdiction in some places just to be able to get to county roads.  Over a 72-hour period, 500 man hours were worked during this storm.  Working longer shifts than 15 hours would be pushing the limits for safe operations.   

When they found cars stuck in the snow, Road & Bridge could not contact the drivers, even after providing license tag numbers to the Sheriff, to notify the drivers their car(s) could be moved.  Privacy rules sometimes go too far.  
The Road & Bridge Department suggested that residents call if they have a complaint or questions (303) 582-5004), and information just may get relayed not otherwise available to the crews.    

This writer’s perspective (written before talking to Road & Bridge):   It goes without saying – it’s always a good idea to get both sides of the story before putting pen to paper.  

Obviously, with the amount of dollars spent on the new Road and Bridge building, Gilpin’s County Commissioners believed or ranked county roads as important in the services it is required to provide to county citizens.  Hopefully, it was built for a greater purpose than just getting an award.  It was a sorely needed facility – but maybe just not as grand a scale as it was done.  

The old facility was a disaster waiting to happen to our county employees.  It was inadequate 20 years ago, and as the need for services expanded, it became more unsafe and inefficient.  It lacked space and equipment to safely conduct proper maintenance of the massive heavy equipment, and lack of proper maintenance shortens the life of what is always VERY expensive equipment to buy or replace.  Keep in mind as you read on, the County Commissioners decide what is to be done; county employees, and yes, that includes the county manager, Roger Baker, are the ones who implement.  
What this ordinary citizen and many I have talked to had was high hopes of   what would come from this facility would have been state of the art snow plowing/removal in the first really big storm since the new facility opened for business.  Silly us!

The “amusing” quip outside the County is,”Gilpin County has the finest road equipment in the state of Colorado – it just doesn’t like to get it dirty and muddy in a snowstorm.”  
If given a choice, most ordinary citizens, would opt for funding adequate personnel and equipment to keep the roads clear and safe DURING a snowstorm over funding a recreation/community center that provides a place to swim, play basketball and exercise.  The safety of county citizens should be given priority over non-essential services.  These commissioners believe this choice is theirs and theirs alone to make, 
which maybe legally they can make a case for, but on this choice, few will disagree, it is not the wisest, safest or best for county residents.   

Once the depth of snow on a road reaches 8-10 inches, it is difficult if not impossible to drive safely, even for the most skilled driver with four-wheel drive.  Problems arise when a vehicle gets stuck and the driver has no choice but to abandon their vehicle or stay with it and freeze to death.  Most will agree, that is a no-brainer.  
By keeping roads plowed as the snow falls, as the standard used to call for every 4 inches or more, drivers are not as likely to get stuck, blocking the county snow plow.  I doubt that anyone would want to see a car pushed off the road by those large snowplows, but yet, if the snowplow cannot safely get by an abandoned vehicle, no one wins such a catch 22, everyone ends up angry, and the road does not get plowed.  These commissioners seem to forget that Gilpin citizens do not have the option of choosing when they need emergency services for say a heart attack or an accident.

Those drivers who have no flexibility in staying home or must return home during a snowstorm have a right to expect the road to be plowed during a snowstorm.  Waiting until the storm is over to plow is not an intelligent option.  Snowplowing during a snowstorm should be ranked under the heading of “emergency services” and provided 24 hours a day, 7 days a week – it is not an 8 to 5 department as the assessor, treasurer, clerk and recorder’s offices are.  

This most recent storm did not bring blowing, whiteout conditions, but falling, steady snow of medium intensity, and acceptable visibility.  Yet, South Beaver Creek Road was a disaster with one “path” cut down the middle – meeting anyone meant someone was in real trouble.  


County commissioners believe infinite wisdom comes with being elected, but a lot of ordinary citizens on the heels of this storm, are voicing an opinion more like, “they have lost their minds!”  


It will take an enormous effort to get this “wait till after the storm” policy changed.  Citizens of Gilpin must be willing to let Commissioners know (and loudly), this policy is not acceptable.  The infinite wisdom philosophy has failed Gilpin citizens yet again!  Will it take a heart attack victim dieing while waiting to get the road cleared so an ambulance can reach their home to get the commissioners to wake up and listen?
Fiscal responsibility to Gilpin taxpayers should include planning that allows citizens to count on essential services being provided on a continuous basis, year-to-year.  Part of the fiscal responsibility to taxpayers includes not spending every penny of revenue received on building facilities or things such as the recreation center which will always require huge amounts of money to operate, especially where the facility or thing will NEVER be self-supporting, is not an essential service, and serves only a segment of the population.  Now Gilpin County is being taken down the same path for a transportation system, a FREE transportation system that will NEVER be self-supporting and serve only a segment of the population.  Grants cannot be counted on as operating funds!    

It goes without saying – always a good idea to get both side of the story before putting pen to paper.
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect, in all matters of opinion, our adversaries are insane.”
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