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Dark Skies, Inc., Westcliffe & Silver Cliff, Colorado 
International Dark Sky Community Annual Report 

October, 2016 — September, 2017 
Our certification efforts continue to attract area, state, and international 
attention with requests for information to include in publications and other 
media. More individuals have come forward to join our group and commit to our 
projects. The Smokey Jack Observatory on the western edge of Westcliffe has 
proven to be a major public outreach tool with more than five dozen public and 
privately reserved star parties hosted. The two towns worked together to erect a 
two-sided “Welcome” sign that features our dark skies. We received national 
media coverage from multiple sources to widely promote the light pollution 
message. We have initiated a “Speaker Series” of public presentations by local 
experts.  Finally, the Sky Quality Monitoring Program results show that our 
extremely dark readings are being maintained — within the margin of error for 
readings taken during the towns’ power outage last February! 

Summary of Activities 
• Annual advertisement campaign in the local weekly newspaper, total: 24. 
• Annual dark sky themed art contest at elementary school, ninth year. 
• Continuous weekly astronomy column, Celestial Exploring, in the local 

weekly newspaper, total: 52. 
• Newspaper articles involving the Dark Skies organization, total: 8. 
• Newspaper and magazine Letters to the Editor, total: 6. 
• Tourist publications: articles and calendars in print and Internet, total: 4. 
• On-site presentations to other groups and the public: 3. 
• Public star parties hosted by Dark Skies: 6. 
• Observatory available to the public by reservation: 63 groups hosted. 
• HNK TV World, Japan’s public TV channel media coverage.  
• Local civic groups erect dual-town limits sign with the tag line of: 

“a dark sky community.” 
• The first of the new “Speaker Series” occurred for the solar eclipse. 
• Sky Quality Monitoring quarterly readings remained at excellent levels. 
• Email distribution list developed to keep interested parties informed. 
• Dark Skies included as an event for Wet Mountain Western Pilgrimage.  
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Descriptions and Documentation in Chronological Order 
Annually: advertisement campaign in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
Our ad contract includes 15 small 4” x 4” black & white ads that feature dark sky 
education facts or event announcements, 3 half-page full color ads featuring the 
art from the annual elementary school contest, 5 medium 5” x 4” full color ads 
announcing star parties, and 1 small black & white ad in the annual Builder’s 
Guide special edition for a total of 24. Sample advertisements: 
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Annually: school art contest (winner’s art used in half-page ads) 
A dark skies themed art contest at the local elementary school has been 
conducted since 2009. The art is then used in three half-page color ads during 
the year in The Wet Mountain Tribune and other publications, as needed. 2016 
winners are Audrey Heckmann, first place, and Ethan Dulohery, second place. 

 
 

Continuously: 
The weekly astronomy column, Celestial Exploring, by Dark Skies’ members Jim 
and Charlene Rohr in The Wet Mountain Tribune is a feature column. 

 
And we have changed over from expensive postal mail to an email system to 
maintain more timely and responsive contact with our supporters. Currently we 
have 168 enrolled. Only 3 have unsubscribed in the one year the system has been 
in operation. The list is also used for one annual fundraising campaign. 
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September, 2016 and May, 2017:  
Star parties articles in The Wet Mountain Tribune. 

 

First of six scheduled for the summer 2017 season at the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
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November, 2016: Graphic insert for Dark Skies in the Wet Mountain 
Valley Community Foundation’s (WMVCF) Guide to Local Non-
Profits, a special edition publication to The Wet Mountain Tribune. 

The WMVCF is an important means of financial support to many non-profit organizations in 
Custer County as they organize an annual inclusive fund drive, the Spirit Campaign. The allure 
of matching funds from the WMVCF encourages more of the public to donate and at a higher 
level than if each non-profit was dependent on running their own separate fund drives. The 
Guide to Local Non-Profits comes out several weeks prior to the announcement for the 
opening of the Spirit Campaign. 
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December, 2016: HNK TV World, Japan’s public TV channel visit. 

 
The 3-man NHK World crew recorded the observatory roof opening before recording 
interviews with Dark Skies members operating the telescope and computer system. 

 
An interview was conducted of Dark Skies member, Ed Stewart, about his construction of a 
12.5” Dobsonian telescope and his decision to retire in Custer County.  
The planned 3-minute segment will air in March, 2017, as part of a documentary on Mars 
exploration in the weekly astronomy program Cosmic Front NEXT. 
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December, 2016: Letter of the Month in Trailer Life magazine. 
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January, 2017: The Wet Mountain Tribune article announcing the 
results of the Spirit Campaign results. 
Since 2009 when the Spirit Campaign first became available, Dark Skies averaged about 
$6,500, including WMVCF matching funds, usually at a rate of 20%-25% of donations. After 
being designated a Dark Sky Community in 2015, our portion of the 2016 campaign rose to 
$10,507. These results indicate the high level of support as compared to the other non-profit 
organizations as we came in eleventh out of 68.  
 http://www.wmvcf.org/Spirit-Campaign.aspx 

 

March 31, 2017: Special Event at Custer County Library 
Indoor Stargazing Event! Come enjoy the beautiful night sky from the warm comfort of the 
indoors. Dark Skies of the Wet Mountain Valley and the West Custer County Library present 
an evening of indoor stargazing to conclude the Adult Winter Reading program. This free 
presentation will take place at the Custer County Library on Main Street in Westcliffe on 
Friday, March 31 at 7:00 p.m. and is open to the public. Come see celestial images taken at the 
local Smokey Jack Observatory. Members of Dark Skies will be on hand to provide 
commentary and field questions for this unique presentation.  
    The dark night skies over the Valley are recognized by locals as a valuable natural resource. 
The towns of Westcliffe and Silver Cliff have worked side by side to ensure the preservation of 
the night skies for the benefit of future residents. As a result of these collaborative efforts, the 
towns have earned Colorado’s first International Dark Sky Community certification. 
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March, 2017: Letter published in March issue of Sky & Telescope 
magazine about the media coverage of Dark Skies. 
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May, 2017: The Wet Mountain Tribune front page article titled: 
"EcoDev Summit: Good, Bad and Ugly" 
A paragraph begins: "In addition, the EcoDev team and the county needs to develop branding 
and marketing opportunities to attract more visitors to the area. Potential opportunities 
include the great successes of the Dark Skies organization, the ranching heritage here,..." 

May, 2017: The Wet Mountain Tribune article in the "Summer in the 
Valley 2017" supplement that is placed in businesses thoughout 
Custer County for free distribution. 
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June, 2017: Letters in the Wet Mountain Tribune concerning our 
public star parties. 
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June, 2017: Dark Skies was featured in the Summer Getaways special 
edition insert to The Denver Post.  

Page describing Westcliffe/Silver Cliff on the following page: 
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June, 2017: Dark Skies’ board member gives talk at the Rotary Club. 
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July/August, 2017: Colorado Life Magazine includes our dark sky 
efforts in a sidebar comment. 
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July, 2017: A co-op of local civic organizations erected a two-sided 
sign marking the town limits’ adjoining boundary line. Both towns 
were given the tagline of: “a dark sky community.” The dedication 
ceremony was held on June 26 with about 50 local citizens attending. 

 

August 21: Approximately 200 attend solar eclipse viewing at the SJO. 

 
This was in conjunction with the first in the new “Speaker Series” of public presentations by 
local experts on light pollution and astronomy topics. 
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September: Dark Skies included in Western Heritage Days. 
For the first time this year, tours of the Smokey Jack Observatory to bring attention to our 
internationally known dark skies were included in the Wet Mountain Western Pilgrimage, a 
four-day event held in September where residents and visitors alike are invited to visit historic 
sites and other attractions to learn more about the spectacular Wet Mountain Valley. 
Ending event each day: http://www.wetmountainwesternpilgrimage.com/ 

2017 Sky Quality Monitoring (SQM) Program readings continue to be 
taken each quarter from ten locations within the two towns of 
Westcliffe and Silver Cliff. 
The extremely dark readings beginning February, 2014, demonstrate the successful efforts by 
Dark Skies in the 15 years from 2000 – 2015 prior to the certification effort and indicate that 
there has been no degradation of the conditions during our current annual review. In fact, the 
latest readings are within the margin of error during the towns’ power outage in February! 

 
 
 
* This annual report was compiled and produced by Dark Skies member Ed Stewart,  

<stargazer@skymtn.com> 


