
GUEST OPINION

Tax dollars shouldn’t fund growth beyond

carrying capacity limits

As a Boulder native, I have spent much of my life watching our once-idyllic community

change.

Some changes have been positive, including cultural and educational opportunities,

thriving businesses and a diverse economy.

Yet alongside these benefits, I have watched environmental challenges emerge that simply

were not part of daily life before Boulder’s population exceeded 100,000 residents.

Now? Concerns over extended, unprecedented drought conditions are increasing. Water

restriction advisories are increasing. Declining snowpack is threatening the ski industry.

Shrinking Colorado River supplies dominate headlines across the West. Wildfire seasons are

growing longer, more widespread, more expensive and more dangerous.

Climate change adaptation is needed. But what does that actually involve?

Greenhouse gas emissions are only part of the story.

Here’s another part of the story that rarely receives adequate attention: The role public

policy has played in encouraging growth and development in Colorado without adequately

evaluating its cumulative environmental consequences.

For decades, taxpayers have funded state and local economic development programs whose

primary mission has been to attract more businesses, more jobs and more residents.

Yet remarkably little attention has been given to whether taxpayer-subsidized growth

remains within non-negotiable environmental carrying capacity limits.

This should concern everyone.

When public funds are used to recruit employers, incentivize development, subsidize

infrastructure and/or stimulate housing expansion, taxpayers effectively become investors

in those growth strategies.

Any prudent investor would ask a simple question: What are the risks?

Unfortunately, Colorado’s current economic development framework measures “success”

through jobs created, capital investment attracted and tax revenues generated.
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Environmental costs are treated as secondary considerations rather than fundamental

constraints.

That approach is untenable.

Colorado faces increasing uncertainty regarding snowpack and future water supplies. The

Colorado River Basin remains under extraordinary stress. Reservoir levels continue to drop.

Competition among Upper and Lower Basin states for limited water resources isn’t going

away.

Meanwhile, growing populations require additional housing, roads, schools, utilities, public

services and water supplies.

Every new job recruited through public incentives creates additional demand for housing.

Every housing unit supports additional population growth.

Every additional resident increases demands on finite water supplies and public

infrastructure.

Higher urban housing density does not eliminate aggregate, externalized environmental

impacts. More people still consume more water. More development still creates additional

urban heat islands. More impervious surfaces still reduce desperately-needed natural

groundwater recharge.

More population concentrated near wildfire-prone areas increases evacuation complexity

and public safety risk during emergencies.

These realities require significant policy changes. What kind?

Colorado must adopt a statewide requirement prohibiting the use of taxpayer funds to

incentivize growth unless required, annual, independent environmental impact audits

demonstrate that the proposed growth can occur within sustainable environmental carrying

capacity limits.

These independent audits must evaluate water availability, drought vulnerability, wildfire

risk, ecosystem impacts, infrastructure demands, energy consumption and long-term

environmental carrying capacity limits under the most high-risk scenarios.

More importantly, taxpayer funds must not be used to support projects, industries, housing

initiatives, or economic development programs when independent evaluations identify

significant negative impacts resulting from environmental carrying capacity overshoot.

This requirement is hardly radical.
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Governments routinely require environmental reviews for individual projects. Financial

institutions conduct due diligence before making investments. Businesses evaluate risks

before allocating capital.

Why should taxpayer-funded economic development incentives be held to a lower standard?

The purpose of economic development should not be growth for growth’s sake.

Its purpose should be guaranteeing long-term environmental and community well-being.

If publicly-funded growth contributes to increased water shortages, increased wildfire

vulnerability, accelerated environmental degradation and/or the imposition of long-term

costs onto future generations, taxpayers deserve to understand this before any public

money is committed.

The Front Range is entering an era defined by environmental constraints rather than

environmental abundance.

The question facing Colorado is not how quickly we can grow.

The question is whether public policies should continue subsidizing growth that pushes

communities beyond environmental carrying capacity limits.

My take? Taxpayer dollars must never be used to incentivize environmental carrying

capacity overshoot. If required independent environmental audits reveal that proposed

growth cannot be sustained within the current and/or projected limits of available water,

healthy ecosystems and long-term public safety, then growth incentives at taxpayer expense

must end.

Cosima Krueger-Cunningham is a Boulder native.
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