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Budget still tight but additional funds will make a difference

SNOWMASS VILLAGE—Ballot measures in
support of the Snowmass Wildcat Fire Protection
District have a history of victory in this resort
community and last week’s affirmative decision
on a mill levy increase was no exception.

Yet instead of feeling overly positive about the
yes vote, which about 55.4 percent of the
electorate supported, Fire Chief Steve Sowles
isn’t exactly jumping up and down about the
community’s response.

“Look, I’m pleased that it passed,” he said
recently from the firehouse offices on Owl Creek

Road. “But with a little over a hundred votes (deciding the election), that’s a narrow margin.”

Never mind that Aspen voters shot down both the library and hydro-plant proposals, at least in part because
of the tax implications. Fire districts are often immune from swings in the economy because of the critical
services they provide. That should especially be true in 2012, the state’s worst year for wildfire loss.

But these are different times and a district that just a few years ago was dreaming about building a new
station, one that could cost as much as $15 million in today’s market, must instead settle for a small income
bump in order to maintain current services. The measure allows district taxes to be increased by up to
$800,000 in 2013 through the imposition of an additional mill levy not to exceed 3 mills.

Both Sowles and Fire Marshal John Mele are hearing from locals variations of the same question: “What
are you going to do now that you have all that money?” Both laugh quietly at the misperception that the
decision will provide either a windfall to fund anything more than basic operating expenses.

Instead, given the drop in Snowmass Village property valuations and the forecast that further declines are
projected during the 2013, the mill levy increase is really little more than a temporary lifeline. That’s
evidenced by the fire district board’s decision to approve an annual budget that includes a shortfall. Mele,
who has decades of service in  the Village, said “I can’t remember when we’ve dipped into reserves.”

The picture may improve in 2014, when taxes from the soon-to-open Westin and refurbished Wildwood
hotels can be assessed and collected. The Viceroy Hotel lost its valuation challenge which will provide
some needed income, but the Snowmass Club’s challenge is still pending.

“Those big players represent a lot of money,” said Sowles, who is marking seven years as fire chief.

In the meantime, he has paid firefighters who haven’t received a raise in two years and may not see a boost
for another two years. “We’re back in the bottom third of departments in Colorado,” he noted, which
especially hurts given the high cost of living in this area.



The near future for the SWFPD could see both the fire chief and the fire marshal reaching out a bit more
into the community in order to engender additional support. One way they’ll try and raise more awareness
is by partnering with an organization called “Portraits of Hope” which will literally bring more color to the
district (for more information, go to portraitsofhope.org).

Since 1995, Portraits of Hope has brought together seriously ill and disabled children and adults to produce
temporary artwork that bedazzles everything from NASCAR vehicles to New York taxis, blimps, airplanes
and hospitals. Its symbols are flowers in arrays of wild colors.

Next spring, flower-power style decals will be applied to fire vehicles, ambulances and even department
shirts in Snowmass Village. “It’s a way to enhance” the look of the fire department, said Mele. At the same
time, the project raises awareness of the organization’s goals which are to “merge the production of
dynamic public art works with creative therapy for hospitalized children and civic education for students of
all ages,” according to the web site.

Not only will the project bring a more lively feel to a serious subject (fire is no laughing matter, after all),
there’s hope that the next time there’s a fire district issue on the ballot in Snowmass Village, it will receive
better than a 100-margin victory.
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