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An Astonishing Oasis: Transforming a Munitions Facility into Open Prairie
THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN ARSENAL SUPERFUND SITE IN ADAMS COUNTY, COLORADO

Introduction
Just outside of Denver, Colorado, Rocky Mountain Arsenal 
was established in 1942 to produce incendiary munitions and 
chemical warfare agents during World War II. Following the 
war, weapons production continued and a succession of other 
private and military facility uses included pesticide and rocket 
fuel production. In the early 1980s, the primary liquid waste 
and munitions disposal area was one of the most polluted 
sites in America. Today, the site has been transformed into a 
valuable wildlife refuge and community asset. This case study 
tells the remarkable story of the cleanup and reuse of the Rocky 
Mountain Arsenal Superfund site.

When manufacturing activities ceased and sampling identified 
potential groundwater contamination in the 1980s, the future 
of this 26.6-square-mile site was unclear. The discovery of 
bald eagles roosting on site highlighted the area’s potential as 
a valuable part of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) 
National Wildlife Refuge system. Collaboration among EPA, 
the U.S. Army, Shell Oil Co., FWS, the Colorado Department 
of Public Health & Environment (CDPHE), the Tri-County 
Health Department, the city of Commerce City, and many 
more public and private organizations, as well as local, state 
and national elected officials, over several decades resulted in 
the site’s successful cleanup and reuse. “This transformation 
shows how agencies working together and with communities 
on Superfund cleanups can make a lasting and powerful 
difference,” said EPA Region 8 Superfund Redevelopment 
Coordinator Fran Costanzi.

Today, over 340,000 annual visitors enjoy fishing, hiking and 
bird watching at the refuge, which has become one of the most 
visited wildlife refuges in the country. It supports hundreds of 
species of wildlife, including bison, prairie dogs, bald eagles 
and black-footed ferrets. A 917-acre area on the south and west 
end of the property, known as the Western Tier Parcel, was 
deleted from the National Priorities List (NPL) in 2003 and 
sold to Commerce City. Today, this land supports a high school, 
the Commerce City Civic Center, 400 acres of community 

parks and soccer fields, a 25,000-seat stadium, and room for 
commercial development. Most cleanup activities finished 
in 2010. The U.S. Army continues to treat contaminated 
groundwater and retain control of areas where capped waste 
has been left in place. 

This case study explores the tools and partnerships that have led 
to the successful cleanup and transformation of Rocky Mountain 
Arsenal. The following pages trace the evolution of cleanup 
and reuse efforts, highlighting innovative redevelopment 
tools, project partnerships, and coordination of remedy and 
reuse considerations. The case study provides information and 
lessons learned for parties interested in Superfund site reuse, 
habitat conservation, and the adaptation of federal facility and 
military sites for public use.

The site is part of a highly developed area just outside Denver, to the 
west of Denver International Airport. 

During planning, FWS contrasted images of shuttered manufacturing facilities with renderings of the future refuge (left and center). Today, 
the restored land provides valuable wildlife habitat as well as recreation opportunities (right). Images used with permission of FWS.
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The 1996 Comprehensive Management Plan mapped out a vision for refuge development. Image used with permission of FWS.

involving local stakeholders such as civic and business leaders, 
environmental organizations, public agencies and the scientific 
community helped gather input and ideas and identify potential 
issues. In September 1995, FWS presented a preliminary 
vision for the refuge at three public meetings and facilitated 
small discussion groups to generate ideas and feedback. 

Feedback from the public showed that opinions on the 
appropriate level of public access to the refuge varied, so 
FWS focused its alternatives development on varying levels of 
access. After gathering input on its presentation strategy from 
its focus groups, FWS held another series of public meetings 
to present the alternatives; the preferred alternative allowed for 
moderate public access. In June 1995, FWS presented its draft 
Environmental Impact Statement for the preferred alternative. 
The focus groups convened one more time to help develop the 
final plan. The final 1996 Comprehensive Management Plan 
outlined six overarching goals for the refuge (see text box) 
and called for three phases of implementation – a period of 
development from 1996 to 2000, a second phase of major 
development, and a future development phase following 
cleanup.  

1996 Comprehensive Management Plan Goals
1.	 Manage wildlife and habitat to contribute to ecosystem 

management using strategies that recognize the 
refuge’s different resource types and the varying 
purposes specified in the enabling legislation.

2.	 Interact with communities and organizations through 
outreach and cooperative agreements to create 
mutually beneficial partnerships.

3.	 Develop environmental education and outreach 
programs for urban communities to nurture an 
appreciation of nature that ultimately results in 
fostering an environmental consciousness that 
promotes conservation of our natural resources. 

4.	 Provide opportunities for wildlife-oriented recreation 
activities.

5.	 Use the refuge for research opportunities compatible 
with refuge management.

6.	 Develop a program support system to provide 
facilities, funding and resources necessary to 
accomplish refuge purposes.
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Putting the Pieces in Place

As cleanup proceeded, EPA, the Army and FWS began a 
series of partial deletions and land transfers (removing parcels 
of property from the NPL site) to create the refuge. Cleaning 
up parts of the site and taking them off the NPL addressed 
contamination concerns and enabled the areas to be returned to 
use while cleanup continued in other areas. The process began 
in 2003. EPA deleted 917 acres of land on the southern and 
western sides of the facility – the Western Tier Parcel – from the 
NPL. The Army transferred this land to the General Services 
Aministration for eventual sale to Commerce City in exchange 
for funds that would later be used to build the refuge visitor 
center. At that time, Commerce City envisioned development 
of the Western Tier parcel in a manner that would capitalize 

on the city’s proximity to the refuge to create a tourism 
resource for the community. The agreement with FWS placed 
the sole refuge entrance on the property, bringing hundreds of 
thousands of future refuge visitors through the core of the city, 
a huge economic development win. 

Commerce City has since used the land to develop community 
resources, including the 25,000-seat Dicks’ Sporting Goods 
Park and adjacent soccer complex, Adams City High School, 
Commerce City Civic Center, South Adams County Fire 
District headquarters, and the 190-acre Prairie Gateway open 
space and trail, and still has room for commercial development. 
Building the new city hall on the property was an effort to show 
faith in the cleanup and build public support. “That showed 
people that we feel comfortable spending our work days there 
- we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t think it was safe,” said 
Commerce City Mayor Sean Ford.  

In 2004, the EPA deleted over 5,000 acres of the site known 
as the Select Perimeter Area and the Surface Deletion Area 
from the NPL. The Army transferred 5,000 acres of the deleted 
area to FWS to establish the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National 
Wildlife Refuge, and another 126 acres to municipalities for 

An artist’s rendering of the future refuge illustrates the goals in the 1996 Comprehensive Management Plan. Image used with permission of FWS.

CERCLA 
The Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) is the law 
passed by Congress on December 11, 1980, that is commonly 
known as Superfund.
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roads. In 2007, EPA recognized the deletion and transfer  effort 
with its Land Revitalization Award. 

Additional deletions and transfers of On-Post lands in 2006 
and 2010 brought the refuge to its current size of 15,000 
acres. In 2009, EPA issued a Ready for Reuse determination 
for a 349-acre Off-Post portion of the site owned by Shell 
and deleted this area from the NPL in 2010. The Army retains 
approximately 1,000 acres of the On-Post portion of the site 
which has not been deleted from the NPL. 

Integrating Cleanup and Reuse

Throughout the cleanup process, agencies collaborated to 
ensure that future use goals were incorporated in the cleanup 
approach and to make sure cleanup activities were compatible 
with visitor access and wildlife activities. To protect bald 
eagle roosting areas, cleanup activities were scheduled 
during periods when the birds had migrated off site. When 
the birds were on site, cleanup was planned to minimize 
their disturbance. Preserving cottonwood trees, an important 
component of bald eagle habitat, involved tailoring surface soil 

cleanup to preserve the area around the dripline of the trees. 
Visitors enjoyed controlled access to some areas of the refuge 
during cleanup. The Army, Shell, EPA and CDPHE worked 
together to manage visitor access and safety during cleanup 
work, monitoring air quality and using day-to-day information 
about site activities to determine appropriate levels of access. 

Building trust with the community was crucial at this stage, 
and involved several layers of engagement efforts. Early 
cleanup actions had created strong odors in the surrounding 
area, which had increased local fears about the site and the 
safety of the cleanup. After building community trust through 
its community groundwater monitoring program, the Tri-
County Health Department had staff trained in the operation 
of remedial equipment. They performed daily oversight and 
then shared information and their observations with the public. 
With support from an EPA technical assistance grant, the site-
specific Advisory Board also reviewed data and provided 
feedback to the community. The Restoration Advisory Board 
also reviewed designs and operational plans as part of the 
community’s oversight of the cleanup program. CDPHE 
administered a community health monitoring program and 

Munitions debris recovered from a former munitions testing area during 
cleanup.

Throughout the planning process, local, state and federal agencies have focused on community outreach. Images used permission of the Tri-County 
Health Department and the Army.

Natural Resources Damage Assessment
To compensate for damages done to environmental 
resources at the Arsenal, which are accounted for as part 
of the Natural Resources Damages Assessment process, 
a $27.4 million award in 2008 provided funding for 
the acquisition, enhancement and restoration of natural 
resources in and around the Denver metropolitan area. 
With an additional $25 million in matching funds from 
local project sponsors, projects funded by the award 
have expanded the region’s integrated greenway and 
open space network.
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Images and maps for this case study are provided courtesy of EPA Region 8, FWS and the Army.

Resources

AN ASTONISHING OASIS: TRANSFORMING A MUNITIONS FACILITY INTO OPEN PRAIRIE
THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN ARSENAL SUPERFUND SITE IN ADAMS COUNTY, COLORADO

EPA site profile page: 
https://www.epa.gov/superfund/rocky-mountain-arsenal

EPA Superfund Redevelopment Initiative:
https://www.epa.gov/superfund-redevelopment-initiative 

US Army public outreach website: 
http://www.rma.army.mil

FWS Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge: 
https://www.fws.gov/refuge/rocky_mountain_arsenal  

Colorado Department of Public Health & Environment: 
https://www.colorado.gov/cdphe

Tri-County Health Department: 
http://www.tchd.org

Commerce City:
http://www.c3gov.com

https://www.epa.gov/superfund-redevelopment-initiative
http://www.tchd.org

