
$2.00
Your community news source since 1893

INSIDE: 2 TEAMS QUALIFY FOR JUCO 6A

GJSentinel.com
HOME PAGE OF WESTERN COLORADO

High 78, Low 54
COMPLETE FORECAST ON 7A

Subscriptions: 800-332-5833
Main line: 970-242-5050

Vol. 130
No. 177INSIDE Sports ..............................6A 

Weather ...........................7A
Classifieds........................9A
Comics .............................8A

Monday
May 15, 2023

EXTRA E-EDITION

PLUST
H

ESUBSCRIBER
BONUS

FREE

20 PAGES OF
EXPANDED,
NATIONAL
COVERAGE

EVERY
DAY

1 8 9 3
-

2 02 3

By RAE ELLEN BICHELL and HELEN SANTORO
Kaiser Health News

‘I JUST NEED HELP’

New law aims to keep doors open at rural Colorado facility schools

GRETEL DAUGHERTY/Special to The Colorado Sun

A student works on a poster that will contain an inspirational quote during a group therapy session at the Hilltop Day 
Treatment school in Grand Junction.

RAE ELLEN BICHELL/KFF Health News

Riley George is dropped off at the J. Wilkins Opportunity 
School, a facility school in Colorado Springs.

GRETEL DAUGHERTY/Special to The Colorado Sun

Licensed therapist Stacy Archuleta walks students through 
several important points during the day’s group therapy 
session.

By DENNIS WEBB
Dennis.Webb@gjsentinel.com

Precautions 
the focus of 
spring burns

By JESSE BEDAYN 
The Associated Press/Report for America

DENVER — As Colo-
rado House lawmakers 
churned through final 
votes during the last night 
of  this year’s session, Re-
publicans stood up and 
marched out of  the cham-
ber before the Democrat-
ic speaker could gavel it 
to a close — a defiant act 
meant to show how side-
lined and silenced they 
felt.

The political theater 
this past week was the 
culmination of  a 120-day 
session that proved to be 
the latest illustration of  
the leftward shift in what 
was long a battleground 
state, leaving Republicans 

scrambling to adjust to 
their unfamiliarly weak 
position and surfacing 
internal rifts among Dem-
ocrats over just how pro-
gressive Colorado should 
be.

The shift has been part-
ly driven by migration to 
Colorado and the trans-
formation of  white, col-
lege-educated voters — a 
disproportionate share of  
the state’s electorate — 
into Democratic support-
ers during the Trump era. 
The last Republican pres-
idential candidate that 
Colorado voters backed 
was George W. Bush in 
2004. The current gover-
nor, both U.S. Senators 
and five of  the eight mem-
bers of  the U.S. House are 

Democratic.
With Democrats also in 

control of  two-thirds of  
seats in the state House 
and Senate, the largest 

majority for the party 
in decades, Republicans 
have often resorted to de-
lay tactics this session. 
One filibuster ran for 18 

hours and spilled into the 
next morning. Sometimes 
Republicans asked that 
bills be read at length, and 
an electronic voice would 
drone through byzantine 
language for hours.

Yet they were unable 
to stop Democrats from 
passing the state’s largest 
gun control package and 
codifying protections for 
abortion and transgender 
rights.

To help pass those bills, 
House Speaker Julie Mc-
Cluskie invoked a rare-
ly used rule curtailing 
filibusters, arguing that 
the debates had become 
unproductive and merely 
stall tactics. Republicans 
decried it as a gag mea-
sure.

“What we saw through 
this session is ... an over-
whelming amount of  pow-
er,” Minority Leader Rep. 
Mike Lynch said, calling 
Republicans’ position a 
“superminority.”

“It makes it really hard 
to find out how we can 
still contribute to our dis-
tricts,” he added, and said 
Monday’s walkout was 
necessary to send a state-
ment because “We were 
out of  tools.”

But even while Demo-
crats swung their weight 
around — passing four 
gun control bills includ-
ing one that raised the 
minimum purchasing age 

Legislative session reinforces state’s Democratic shift

PHILIP B. POSTON/Sentinel Colorado

Colorado House Minority Leader Mike Lynch, front center, 
makes a point during a press conference in the House 
Chambers of the Colorado State Capitol on Tuesday.
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At first glance, noth-
ing seems par-
ticularly unusu-

al about the four-room 
school in this western Col-
orado city. Inside, six stu-
dents are learning about 
radioactivity. The walls of  
their classroom are plas-
tered with motivational 
messages like “Determi-
nation” and “Courage” 
scribbled onto paper cut-
outs of  stars and moons.

A closer look reveals 
that Hilltop Day Treat-
ment is no ordinary 
school. There are no 
backpacks or lockers. 
Students are escorted to 
the restroom. Hugs ar-
en’t allowed, a precaution 
against inappropriate 
touching by students who 

do not yet understand 
physical boundaries. And 
before lunch, the students 
break from their regular 
lessons for group therapy.

Hilltop is a facility 
school, Colorado’s term 
for specialized institu-
tions that serve students 
with severe behavioral, 
mental health, or special 
education needs when 
their public schools can’t. 
And this school, with 12 
students, is the last of  
its kind on the Western 
Slope, the vast territory 
west of  the Continental 
Divide home to 10% of the 
state’s population. The 
other 29 facility schools 
are in the more heavily 
populated Front Range 
corridor.

“It breaks our heart 
to have a waitlist,” said 
Hollie VanRoosendaal, 
director of  community 
programs at Hilltop Com-
munity Resources, the or-
ganization that runs the 
Hilltop Day Treatment 
school. “We really want to 
get those kids in and seen 
and getting their educa-
tion towards their grad-
uation as well as some 
really great therapeutic 
services.”

Disability rights and 
mental health advocates 
say facility schools are 
overused and can become 
dumping grounds for stu-
dents with disabilities. 
But in rural Colorado, 
when the local school dis-
trict can’t meet a student’s 

needs, the lack of  spots in 
facility schools can mean 
students end up at home 
learning online, languish-
ing in mental health facil-
ities, or attending a res-
idential school far from 
home.

Democratic Gov. Jared 
Polis signed a bill into law 
this spring that provides 
funds to prop up facility 
schools and strengthen 
services for students with 
severe needs in rural dis-
tricts. But the sparse pop-
ulation and vast distances 
of  the Western Slope and 
eastern plains mean serv-
ing these vulnerable stu-
dents will likely remain a 

The Grand Mesa, Un-
compahgre and Gunni-
son national forests have 
released their plans for 
prescribed fire work this 
spring, including ones 
in the Grand Mesa area 
and in the Delta and 
Norwood areas.

The plans follow a 
challenging year last 
year for the Forest Ser-
vice for conducting 
such work. Last May, 
a prescribed fire about 
15 miles from Montrose 
escaped control, spread 
and burned a home and 
other structures. Also 
last spring, a Forest Ser-
vice burn in New Mexi-
co went out of  control 
and burned hundreds of  
thousands of  acres and 
hundreds of  homes.

After the New Mexico 
fire, the Forest Service 
paused its prescribed 
burns nationally to re-
view its burn program, 
and it also conducted 
a review specifically 
aimed at learning les-
sons from the problem-
atic fire outside Mon-
trose.

In a news release, 
Chad Stewart, supervi-
sor of  the Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre and 
Gunnison forests, said 
that during the lengthy 
pause in burning actions 
last year, local forest of-
ficials worked through 
the actions outlined in 
the national review.

“These actions gave 
our fire managers and 
line officers improved 
processes such as en-
suring prescribed fire 
plans are validated and 
up to date with the most 
recent science and mod-
eling, to move forward 
in completing important 
hazardous fuels reduc-
tion work to help protect 
watersheds, infrastruc-
ture and communities,” 
Stewart said. “Public 
trust is vital to our abil-
ity to implement pre-
scribed fires and provide 
defensive zones around 
GMUG communities. 
We are moving forward 
thoughtfully to use fire 
successfully as a tool on 
the landscape.”

This year’s planned 
operations would oc-

cur anytime from May 
through July depend-
ing upon weather and 
ground and vegetation 
conditions. Earlier this 
month crews already 
conducted an operation 
west of  Delta, burning 
hundreds of  acres.

The burns are intend-
ed to reduce vegetation 
and other fuels to cut the 
risk of  larger wildfires, 
and for wildlife habitat 
improvement and eco-
system health. Crews 
manage the smoke from 
the fires with a goal of  
minimizing impact on 
neighboring communi-
ties, and the fires should 
help decrease longer-du-
ration, unpredictable 
and hazardous volumes 
of  smoke from wildfires, 
the Forest Service says.

GMUG officials cu-
mulatively have out-
lined plans for burning 
as much as about 42,000 
acres in 13 operations 
this spring, as conditions 
allow and firefighting re-
sources are available to 
support safe operations. 
Some planned projects 
can end up being de-
layed from one year to 
the next.

Locally, officials hope 
to burn about 1,100 acres 
along Lands End Road, 
which accesses the 
Grand Mesa.

Crews plan to burn 
about 15,000 acres over 
multiple days in the Cow 
Creek area nine miles 
east of  Gateway, the 
Forest Service says. An-
other burn could cover 
about 850 acres 15 miles 
east of  Gateway.

Several fires, ranging 
from 1,300 to 5,000 acres 
in size, are planned in 
various areas some 25 
miles west of  Delta.

A roughly 450-acre 
burn is planned north-
east of  Nucla. A number 
of  fires, ranging from 
160 to 650 acres in size, 
are planned outside Nor-
wood.

Other fires are 
planned outside Mon-
trose and Gunnison.

Updates on GMUG 
prescribed burn plans 
and operations may be 
found at www.facebook.
com/GMUGFireInfo.


