
COLORADO DELTA CONSERVATION FUNDING FRAMEWORK

Executive Summary

Opportunity
The proposed Colorado Delta Conservation Funding Framework (Conservation Funding Framework) will enable the 
Delta Partnership to scale and achieve the long-term financial and institutional sustainability necessary to support 
conservation success throughout the Delta - including water, restoration and stewardship needs. The Conservation 
Funding Framework will enable the Delta Partnership to 1) coordinate restoration efforts and demonstrate project-scale 
accomplishments in reportable units that inspire investment from donors, and 2) raise and manage long-term stewardship 
funds such that today’s restoration projects do not become tomorrow’s financial liabilities. 

Over the last decade, the Colorado River Delta Restoration Partnership (Delta Partnership) has made significant policy 
and ecological strides in the Colorado River Delta region. The Delta Partnership aspires to establish and sustain a network 
of over 100,000 acres of functional habitat to support native biodiversity and human communities in the Delta. This 
will require both the long-term stewardship of thousands of acres of existing or remnant habitat, and implementing 
almost 50,000 new acres of restoration. To achieve this goal, the Delta Partnership needs new tools to scale fundraising, 
restoration, stewardship, and adaptive management capacity to manage a hundred thousand habitat acres for decades. 

*This graphic represents a hypothetical restoration project in the Delta to demonstrate the concept that without dedicated resources for long-term 
stewardship and water deliveries, Delta restoration sites risk having the habitat quality gained through restoration significantly degrade over time



Conservation Funding Framework Components
The Conservation Funding Framework defines three programmatic components that can help to achieve regional 

restoration goals, communicate restoration success, and attract donors to invest in the Delta – Performance Measures, 
Financial & Institutional Sustainability and Conservation Certificates. 

Financial & Institutional Sustainability 
Increased administrative capacity and local coordination among 
partners is necessary to effectively manage water and ecological 
performance information from multiple projects over time, 
create regional performance reports, support ongoing adaptive 
management, and administer long-term stewardship funds over 
decades. 

All restoration and long-term stewardship requires sufficient 
water and personnel to create and maintain habitat to support 
target species. While the Delta Partnership has succeeded in 
funding restoration on multiple project sites, securing funds for 
additional restoration and long-term stewardship is an identified 
need. Preliminary findings suggest that for a 30-year project in 
Delta, stewardship costs can range from 10% and 30% of total 
project costs. The combined cost of stewardship along with 
water purchase, delivery and management can reach almost 60% 
of the total project cost. Often, these stewardship and ongoing 
water costs are not included in project planning and restoration 
design. These numeric cost estimates are consistent with typical 
costs for conservation and mitigation projects in the United 
States. The Conservation Funding Framework addresses this 
by 1) providing a consistent method for analyzing restoration 
and long-term stewardship costs (the Stewardship Cost Analysis 
Tool), and 2) enabling restoration providers and partners to 
leverage that information in project planning and fundraising. 

See Appendix E for more cost findings and information on the 
Stewardship Cost Analysis Tool 

Functional & Meaningful 
Performance Measures
Functional and meaningful performance measures use 
practical methods to define high functioning habitat, 
and provide the evidence needed to link project-scale 
outcomes to regional restoration goals and increase 
restoration success over time. Performance measures 
reflect ecological success criteria for priority habitat 
types in the Delta, as defined by SMART Goal 2 in the 
Colorado River Delta Conservation Vision.  Performance 
measures can rally the restoration community, donors, 
and other interested stakeholders in a common definition 
of ecological success, setting the bar for projects to 
support species needs over time. Performance  measures 
also provide the basis for regional performance reports 
that demonstrate progress toward achieving regional 
restoration goals, providing donors and stakeholders an 
ongoing “score” to sustain interest and support for the 
Delta across decades. 

See Appendix D for more information on proposed Colorado 
Delta performance measures 

*Costs represent an average of the estimated costs for the Miguel 
Aleman and El Chausse projects



Conservation Certificates
Project-specific conservation certificates are a discrete 
fundraising product, analogous to an acre-foot of water, 
which provide assurance to donors and other stakeholders 
that resources and commitments are in place to create and 
maintain functioning habitat on a project site over time. 
Conservation certificates create incentives to ensure the long-
term performance of restoration projects, including the full 
costs associated with water, restoration and stewardship. 
Conservation certificates can be packaged and sold for the 
full cost of project restoration and stewardship over the 
entire project duration, or in smaller increments, such as an 
acre-year of stewardship work to target a diversity of donors. 

Funding Opportunities With Conservation Certificates
Conservation certificates provide the flexibility to attract a wide array of donors – large and small. The simplest way to use 
conservation certificates is to engage a donor to fund the entire cost of a project. In this traditional fundraising approach, 
conservation certificates provide a clear means of communicating that the funds, rights, and organizational commitments 
are all in place to deliver the necessary water, restoration and stewardship for a defined period of time. The figure below 

depicts this full funding approach. Acknowledging that different donors have unique funding needs, conservation 
certificates also allow for donors to fund the portions of conservation certificates most aligned with those specific needs. 

Joint fundraising can breakdown the cost of a project into smaller amounts, allowing for cost sharing opportunities around 
different portions of project implementation, geographic area (acres) or time (years).

*This mock conservation certificate represents a hypothetical restoration project. Costs represent an average of the estimated costs 
for the Miguel Aleman and El Chausse projects, normalized per 100 acres and applied to the hypothetical 200 acre site



Proposed Next Steps for Consideration
The first phase of Conservation Funding Framework development involved exploring, confirming and scoping specific 
needs and opportunities for Delta restoration and stewardship. The following next steps are proposed for consideration 
by the Delta Partnership in 2016.

Develop Performance Measures 
of Ecological Success

Design performance measures that 
reflect ecological success criteria for 
priority habitat types in the Delta, 

such that habitat function on project 
sites can be easily assessed and 

reported to communicate restoration 
and stewardship success

Discuss Administration & Design 
Products

Refine initial concept proposals 
around administrative roles and 

processes, and develop conservation 
certificates, performance reports, 

user templates, and guidance 
materials for implementing the 

Conservation Funding Framework
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Test & Improve

Testing the Conservation Funding 
Framework through initial projects, 

and updating tools and other 
features to be usable at appropriate 

scales given expected funding levels.
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