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

March, 2015 — October, 2016 
When the towns were certified, our efforts received a major increase in public 
responses. Organizations charged with promoting the area’s tourist attractions 
wanted information to add to their print and web publications. More individuals 
came forward to join our group and commit to our projects. Our largest project 
was the design, construction, and operation of a public observatory on the 
western edge of Westcliffe. To make the observatory widely available required 
recruiting and training several dozen citizen “Star Guides” in astronomy and 
observatory operation. A 15-year effort came to fruition when we financially 
assisted the Town of Silver Cliff in changing out all their 50+ light polluting 
streetlights to dark sky friendly LED fixtures. Finally, we received national media 
coverage from multiple sources to widely promote the light pollution message. 

Summary of Activities 
• Annual advertisement campaign in the local weekly newspaper, total: 24. 
• Annual dark sky themed art contest at elementary school, seventh year. 
• New, dark sky themed t-shirt design contest, first year. 
• Continuous weekly astronomy column, Celestial Exploring, in the local 

weekly newspaper, total: 52. 
• Newspaper articles involving the Dark Skies organization, total: 21. 
• Newspaper Letters to the Editor, total: 4. 
• Tourist publications: articles and calendars in print and Internet, total: 5. 
• Publication of a Dark Skies’ web article on “how to” for community 

certification efforts and/or to start a light pollution group.  
• On-site presentations of the “how to” web article to other groups: 2 
• Public star parties hosted by Dark Skies members: 10, by Star Guides: 4. 
• Financial assistance of $10,000 to the town of Silver Cliff for the conversion 

of all 50+ streetlights to dark sky friendly, 3,000K  LED fixtures. 
• Construction of an observatory available to the public by reservation. 
• Training by Dark Skies members of two dozen volunteer citizen “Star 

Guides” to host star parties at the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
• NY Times and CNN’s Great Big Story division national media coverage. 
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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. The 
image below comes from a posting to the Custer County Community Facebook 
page, a resource we use often to announce our public outreach events. 
Visit: https://www.facebook.com/groups/281203125286965/  
and search on: Dark Skies. 
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Continuously: A weekly astronomy column, Celestial Exploring: 
The weekly astronomy column, Celestial Exploring, by Dark Skies’ members Jim 
and Charlene Rohr in The Wet Mountain Tribune has been a feature column for 
over a decade. 
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March, 2015: Dark Sky Community certification announcements in 
the Pueblo Chieftain and Sangre de Cristo Sentinel newspapers plus 
local television video stories. 

 

 
Video stories about the designation that ran on the Denver 9News NBC station on March 24, 
2015, and also on May 5, 2015, on KOAA News5 Colorado Springs: 
http://www.koaa.com/story/28986022/dark-skies-become-important-asset-for-westcliffe-
and-silver-cliff.  
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March, 2015: Letters to the Editor, star party advertisement, and 
article in The Wet Mountain Tribune. 
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March, 2015: Star Party article in The Wet Mountain Tribune. 
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April, 2015: Article about Dark Sky Community certification in 
Summer in the Valley special edition in The Wet Mountain Tribune. 
This special edition is distributed in bulk to area businesses and other locations that tourists 
frequent to inform them of summer activities in the Wet Mountain Valley. 

April, 2015 & 2016: Grant applications made to El Pomar Foundation. 
Twice the editor of the Wet Mountain Tribune has nominated Dark Skies for consideration. 
While not successful, we will continue to apply in the future. https://www.elpomar.org/ 
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April, 2015: Publication of “how-to” web article. 
This article describing how Dark Skies went about the successful campaign to become a 
certified Dark Sky Community was posted to our website and to the IDA website as a guide for 
individuals and groups to follow. Web address: http://bit.ly/FormDarkSkyGroup
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May, 2015: Letters to the Editor in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
This letter states that Dark Skies will help financially to replace unshielded lighting fixtures for 
individuals and businesses. 
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May, 2015: Article in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
This article is about Dark Skies beginning construction on the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
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June, 2015: Star Party ad and article in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
that also updates progress on the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
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July, 2015: Article in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
This article updates progress on the Smokey Jack Observatory. At this point in time, the 
observatory was unnamed, so was referred to as the Dark Skies’ observatory. 
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July, 2015: Article in The Wet Mountain Tribune 
This article is about Dark Skies providing funding support of $10,000 to the town of Silver Cliff 
for the conversion of their 50+ light polluting street lights to shielded 3,000K, LED fixtures. 
The town had signed a commitment letter to make this conversion in our original application. 
Thus that commitment has been successfully completed and closed a 15-year effort by Dark 
Skies, too. 
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October, 2015: Letters in Sky & Telescope magazine. 
Our web article gets national and international coverage in S&T’s Letters column. 
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November, 2015: Three articles in The Wet Mountain Tribune about 
the dedication ceremony of the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
The Smokey Jack Observatory was dedicated on November 13, 2015, in a public ceremony 
attended by nearly 100 supporters of the project and Dark Skies. 
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November, 2015: 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, 2015: Local resident spots possible mistake with sign while 
touring in France. 
They were unaware of the different categories of International Dark Sky Places, but shows the 
public pride in our area for our dark skies. 
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January, 2016: The Wet Mountain Tribune article announcing the 
results of the Spirit Campaign where Dark Skies almost doubled its 
previous average 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, our portion of the campaign was $11,280. These 
results indicate the high level of support as compared to the other non-profit organizations as 
we came in sixth out of 64.  http://www.wmvcf.org/Spirit-Campaign.aspx 
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January, 2016: The Wet Mountain Tribune article describing the 
seeking of volunteer “Star Guides” to staff the Smokey Jack 
Observatory public star parties. 
In order to offer a several dozen star party dates each month from May to October (the warmer 
months in our high mountain setting), Dark Skies recruited citizens to act as Star Guides to 
host the star parties. This required setting-up an online training program in astronomy 
followed by required attendance at presentations by Dark Skies members in how to conduct an 
interesting event, crowd control, and observatory operations plus an astronomy overview. 
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The hour long training session in astronomy and star party operation was recorded and placed 
on YouTube for those unable to attend or wanted to review the session. 

http://tinyurl.com/starguidetraining 
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March, 2016: Article in the annual Real Estate & Builder’s Guide 
special edition to The Wet Mountain Tribune that includes a 
description and photo of the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
Each spring, The Wet Mountain Tribune publishes this guide directed at those interested in 
locating in the Wet Mountain Valley and/or constructing a new home here. Bundles of the 
guide are distributed to area merchants and other locations where visitors frequent. Being 
featured in an article with a photograph, plus one of our ads on another page, targets new 
comers to the importance of maintaining the dark skies. 
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May, 2016: A half-page, full color ad and a Letter to the Editor in The 
Wet Mountain Tribune that announces the availability of the Smokey 
Jack Observatory for star parties by reservation. 
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June, 2016: Dark Skies was given a double-page spread in the summer 
visitor’s publication, Discover the ‘Cliffs, that is produced by the 
Custer County Chamber of Commerce.  
The description is titled: Big Sky Days — Colossal Nights and included our 2016 public star 
party schedule. This publication is distributed to locations frequented by visitors to the area. 
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The text gives a wonderful description of the Dark Skies organization, our accomplishments, 
the Smokey Jack Observatory, and the star party schedule. 
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June, 2016: Dark Skies’ 2016 public star party schedule is included in 
the Custer County Chamber of Commerce’s and The ‘Cliffs’ website 
calendars, plus timely articles in The Wet Mountain Tribune. 
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June, 2016: The Wet Mountain Tribune article describing the June 
star party and the Dark Sky Community certification. 

 

June, 2016: Community certification outreach efforts by Dark Skies. 
Also at this time, we were contacted by two communities seeking information about the 
process of getting certified. We referred them to our web article and offered follow-up advice. 
The Capital Area Astronomy Association in Michigan requested a presentation during their 
June meeting via Skype. The PowerPoint Presentation developed for the Rocky Mountain Star 
Stare (RMSS) invitation (see page 30) was successfully used by Dark Skies’ board member Sam 
Frostman to fill this request. 
The members of Dark Skies feel that assisting other groups in developing their certification 
efforts will go a long way in reducing light pollution and making the public aware of this issue. 
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June, 2016: Article in the annual Summer in the Valley 2016 special 
edition in The Wet Mountain Tribune that describes the Dark Skies 
organization, Dark Sky Community certification, star party schedule, 
and the Smokey Jack Observatory. 
This special edition is distributed in bulk to area businesses and other locations that tourists 
frequent to informed them of summer activities in the Wet Mountain Valley. 
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July, 2016: Dark Skies members were invited to the Rocky Mountain 
Star Stare (RMSS) to do a presentation on how we were successful in 
the Dark Sky Community certification process. 
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July, 2016: The Wet Mountain Tribune article and advertisement 
describing the public star party to be hosted by Dark Skies members. 
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July, 2016: The Wet Mountain Tribune article describing the Dark 
Skies t-shirt design competition. 
If we get sufficient interest in this competition, we will make it an annual event. 

 

 
Winning entry by Ashlee Sack of Cañon City, Colorado. 
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August, 2016: Newspaper articles and advertisement for star party 
and t-shirt design contest in the Wet Mountain Tribune. 
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August, 2016: Awarding of the t-shirt design contest first place prize 
to Ashlee Sack in conjunction with the Sangres Art Guild. 
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August, 2016: Article in New York Times titled “Colorado Towns 
Work to Preserve a Diminishing Resource: Darkness.” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/13/us/colorado-dark-sky-project-stars-perseid.html 
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August, 2016: Editorial in the Wet Mountain Tribune and reaction on 
Custer County Community Facebook page about NY Times article. 
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August, 2016: Wet Mountain Tribune article about NY Times article 
and a story about the August 27 star party. 

 
A community-wide dinner was held before the star party. Afterwards, all were invited to attend 
the star party featuring the conjunction of Venus and Jupiter — half-page full color ad below. 
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September, 2016: Article in The Colorado Independent newspaper 
titled “How a Colorado valley became the center of the Milky Way.” 

http://www.coloradoindependent.com/161131/dark-skies-light-pollution-westcliffe-silver-cliff 
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September, 2016: CNN’s Great Big Story video documentary. 
http://www.greatbigstory.com/stories/how-two-towns-in-colorado-became-meccas-for-stargazing 

 

Great Big Story producers, Sadie Bass and Andy Lampard, recording video at the SJO. 
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September, 2016: Creation of Email Newsletter, The Starry Night 
Messenger, to keep supporters informed of Dark Skies’ activities. 
Using the MailChimp email service, all physical mailings and their cost will be eliminated. 
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Miscellaneous, 2016: Various Dark Skies lighting projects. 
At Cliff Lanes, Dark Skies member, Bill Smith, designed and constructed this LED fixture that 
rides up and down with the flag to provide consistent illumination even at half staff. Dark Skies 
paid for the cost of a flag pole light at the courthouse and a Hubble shield at a flower shop.



Westcliffe & Silver Cliff, CO 2016 Annual Report  42 

September, 2016: 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 first annual review. In fact, the 
latest readings taken on September 9, 2016, are the best we’ve ever recorded with the 
combined average for the towns at 21.46! 

 




