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Have you ever thought about 
how much land we have in 
Colorado? Millions of acres, 
over 66 million, actually! Colora-
do is the eighth largest state in 
the United States, with lands in 
mountains, forests, prairies, 
deserts, rivers and canyons. 
While the largest landowner in 
Colorado is the federal govern-
ment, you might be surprised to 
learn that the State of 
Colorado is the second 
largest landowner!

State trust lands were granted 
to the State of Colorado by the 
federal government when we 
became a state in 1876. These 
lands were granted with the 
purpose of generating money to 
support Colorado’s schools and 
other state institutions. State 
trust lands are managed by the 

Colorado State Board of Land 
Commissioners, also known as 
the State Land Board.

Colorado’s state trust lands now 
total about 3 million of surface 
acres and 4 million acres of 
mineral rights, as well as things 
like buildings, equipment and 
water rights. 

The State Land Board leases 
the majority of its trust lands 
through agricultural leases, for 
grazing or growing crops, or 
through minerals leases, for 
developing oil and natural gas 
resources. In recent years, the 
State Land Board has focused 
on generating additional reve-
nue through leasing lands for 
recreational use, renewable 
energy development projects, 
and commercial real estate 

buildings. In this issue you’ll 
learn more about the ways state 
lands generate money and how 
they are managed.   

Almost all of the money that 
is raised through leasing state 
trust lands supports K-12 Public 
Education in Colorado. Last 
year, the State Land Board 
made $173 million, which was 
the highest amount of money 
ever generated! 50% of these 
funds went to support the BEST 
Program – Building Excellent 
Schools Today – which reno-
vates and builds new schools all 
over Colorado. The State Land 
Board has provided over $350 
million to BEST, helping more 
than 325 schools across 
Colorado. That’s state trust 
lands at work!
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The history of trusts goes back to 
England in the 12th Century. When 
an Englishman left England to fight 
in the Crusades, he would have a 
temporary manager manage his 
estate on his behalf, with the un-
derstanding that the lands would 
be returned to the owner when he 
returned. Unfortunately, returning 

Crusaders or their surviving family 
members, were often met at home 
with the response, “Sir, who?” – 
meaning that the temporary man-
ager decided not to give the lands 
back, or even worse, someone else 
had taken their lands.  

Eventually, the law recognized that 
the temporary manager would hold 
the land for the benefit of the land 
owner, and would have to give it 
back when requested. The tem-
porary manager became known in 
legal terms as the “trustee” and the 
Crusader, or the original land own-
er, became known as the “bene-
ficiary.” These are the two main 
components of what we now call a 
“trust.” The development of “trusts” 
was considered the most innova-
tive contribution to the English legal 
system. 

To manage a trust, our legal sys-
tem recognizes that trustees have 
to use the highest standard of care, 
which is called a “Fiduciary Duty.”  
Fiduciary (sounds like: fih-doo-
SHE-air-y) defines the trustee’s 
responsibility as to how he or she 
will manage the trust’s assets on 
behalf of and for the best interests 
of the beneficiary.

The trustee’s Fiduciary Duty to the 
beneficiary has responsibilities 
which include:
• The trustee must operate in 

good faith, loyalty, and trust
• The trustee must not put their 

personal interests before their 
duty 

• The trustee must not profit from 
their position as a fiduciary

What Exactly is a Trust? 
     How and Why Trusts Were Created

Working Lands
About the types of leases on state trust 
lands
There are many different types of uses on state 
trust lands, but we’re going to review a handful 
of the uses which are most commonly seen in 
leases on trust lands:  agriculture, commercial real 
estate, rights-of-way, oil and gas, recreation, solid 
minerals, and renewable energy. Oil and gas leases 
generate the most revenue, followed by agricul-
tural leases and then commercial leases. 

Agriculture
The two most common 
types of agricultural leases 
are grazing leases and crop 
leases. Most of the grazing 
leases involve cattle, but 
there are also leases for 
horses and sheep on state 
trust lands. Crop leases are 
typically for wheat, corn and 
alfalfa hay.
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Commercial Real Estate
The State Land Board also owns build-
ings, which are typically used for com-
mercial office space. Companies and 
people who need a place to work lease 
these buildings, which generates mon-
ey for the trusts. Trust lands are also 
leased by mobile phone companies, 
who lease land to build towers all over 
the state for cell phones.

Rights-of-Way
A company which builds roads or 
power lines and pipelines for water 
or natural gas often needs to cross 
over state trust lands. The companies 
enter into a type of lease agreement 
in which they pay for the right to 
run the lines across trust lands.  The 
agreement is simply called a “right-of-
way.”

This commercial building is owned 
by the State Land Board and gener-
ates money for trust beneficiaries 

through leasing space to businesses. 
The power lines crossing state trust 
lands also pay a fee for the right to 

cross state trust lands. 

Oil & Gas 
Minerals, such as oil and natural 
gas, are leased to companies who 
develop the resources and share 
the revenue, called royalties, with 
the State Land Board.  Companies 
compete through an auction to 
win the right to lease minerals, 
which also generates revenue.

Renewable Energy 
State trust lands are leased to companies 
who build solar stations to generate en-
ergy from the sun, or to set up turbines 
which create energy from wind. Energy 
generated from these sources is called 
“renewable energy” because it is natu-
rally replaced quickly and cleanly.

Solid Minerals
Colorado is rich in solid mineral 
resources and companies mine solid 
minerals such as coal, clay, sand and 
gravel, limestone, cement, gypsum, 
scoria, dimension stone, crushed 
stone, and alabaster on state trust 
lands. Can you guess what scoria is? 
(It’s a dark-colored volcanic rock, 
with lots of little holes in it!)

Recreation
Colorado is a great place to play and some trust lands 
are leased for recreational purposes.  Recreational uses 
include hunting, fishing, horseback riding, snowmobile 
riding and guest ranches operations. These activities only 
occur on lands leased for recreation, as state trust lands 
are not open to the public.
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On the next page, you will see a map of Colorado.  All 
those little blue squares on the map are equal to a 
section of land – which is a square mile. Each square 
mile has 640 acres in it.  If you look closely in some 
counties on the eastern part of the state, you’ll see 
what is called a “checkerboard pattern.” Does that 
mean the decision for which lands Colorado would 
receive was based on playing a game of checkers? 

Fortunately, no. There was a very good reason as to 
why Colorado was given two sections in each town-
ship – sections 16 and sections 36. Early surveys 
created “townships,” which are 36-square mile areas 
of land, across the western states. Each township is 
made up of square mile portions, called “sections.” At 
statehood, it was thought that small agricultural-based 
towns would be built within townships and the section 
which is almost in the center of the township, sec-
tion 16, would be the ideal location to build a school 
in each small town. This is why many people in rural 
parts of Colorado still refer to each section 16 as the 
“School Section.” 

If you look closely at the map, you’ll see some coun-
ties don’t have any blue sections in them and that 
some areas have many blue sections. There are two 
main reasons why.  

The first reason is because not all of the land in the 
Colorado Territory was under control of the Federal 
Government in 1876. Costilla County was a Spanish 
land grant, and the majority of the western slope was 
part of the Ute Territory. This meant that the Federal 
Government couldn’t grant lands within those areas to 
the state, so they had to give additional lands in other 
counties instead.  

The second reason is because some trust lands with-
in those areas which were granted at statehood have 
either been traded or disposed of over time. 

Locations of State Trust Lands
Why are the trust lands scattered across Colorado like that?

REVIEW

1. Why are there no state trust lands in western Colorado?

2. How many acres are in a section of land?

3. Which section in a township is often called the “School     

Section”? 

Research project! This picture is of an Ammonite, found outside 
of Kremmling in northwest Colorado on state trust lands. Use 
a dictionary then write the answer to the following question: 
What is an Ammonite?”

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________
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Lands shown in blue are 
state trust lands. Green 
areas are federal lands.
Remaining areas are 
private property, other 
state land or land owned 
by local and county 
governments or not for 
profits organizations.

Geography Activities
1. Find your county on the map. Label it. 
2. Areas with no blue spots were once part of the Ute territory. Draw a circle around 

this area of the map. Label it as Ute.
3. All the major roads meet up at one spot on the map. Circle this spot. What large city is 

located at this spot? _________________________
4. Who owns the areas on the map that are not blue or green? __________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________
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What is Stewardship?
Stewardship is a very important part of the State 
Land Board’s mission and is part of almost every 
decision made about state trust lands. Steward-
ship means that when you are given something to 
take care of, you do so carefully and responsibly. 
As trustees, the State Land Board has to think 
about providing benefits from state trust lands for 
years to come and also about how current de-
cisions might impact future opportunities. If ev-
erything is used for one generation, there won’t 
be anything for the next one. Sound stewardship 
principles are necessary in making good choices 
to manage trust lands.

One of the most important reasons for steward-
ship revolves around money. If you take care of 
land, you will be able to use it for years. If you do 
not, the land cannot be used or no one will pay to 
use it. Because the State Land Board has to earn

 

money for the trust beneficiaries, it is very import-
ant that trust lands are in good condition and can 
be consistently leased to generate money.  

Some of the ways to care for trust lands include:
• Responsibly drilling for oil and natural gas. 
• Creating a grazing plan for the amount of      

animals allowed on the property.
• Creating a management plan to control plants 

which are weeds and can damage the property.

Here is an example of a stewardship decision.  
You have a grazing lease on state trust lands 
which allows you to graze 120 AUMs (animal unit 
months) during a single calendar year. Which 
decision is better?

a) To divide the number of allowed animals up 
over the 12 months of the year, and have 10 
cows grazing each month on those lands.

b) To take all 120 cows and put them on the   
property for one month. 

Let’s discuss the two choices. If you divide the 
number of cows over the entire year, you can 
graze your cows on the land you’ve paid to use. 
If you take the maximum amount of cows allowed 
and put them on the property the first month of the 
year, you won’t be able to use the property any-
more for the rest of the year. Where will your cows 
graze now? What other factors might change how 
you run cattle on your lease?
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About the State Land Board
The money earned on state trust lands supports eight 
different trusts with separate beneficiaries. The trust 
which has the most land and generates the most 
revenue is the School Trust. The beneficiary of the 
School Trust is K-12 Public Education in Colorado, 
meaning … it’s you!  

The beneficiaries of the remaining trusts managed by 
the State Land Board are Colorado State University, 
the University of Colorado, Fort Lewis College, Col-
orado Department of Corrections (for state prisons), 
Colorado public buildings, and Colorado Division of 
Parks and Wildlife. If you read closely, you noticed 
there are only seven beneficiaries for eight trusts.  
Good catch! That’s because Colorado Parks & Wild-
life is technically the beneficiary for two separate 
trusts.
 
There are five different people, called Commission-
ers, who are appointed by the Governor of Colorado 
to serve as trustees and to work with the staff of the 
State Land Board in managing Colorado’s trust lands 
with sound stewardship and to generate revenue for 
the beneficiaries.  

Last year, state trust lands earned $173 million.  
Can you draw a line to match the type of use to the 
amount of money earned by that sector last year? 

Mineral Development     $5 million
Surface Uses    $155 million 
Commercial and other uses  $13 million

The picture below shows how School Trust revenues 
are distributed. About $5 million, or 3%, of revenue 
is used to support the operations of the State Land 
Board. The rest is divided between supporting the 
BEST Program, which builds and renovates schools 
in Colorado, and the Public School Permanent Fund, 
which is managed by the State Treasurer’s Office.  
The interest from the Permanent Fund also supports 
schools.

ACTIVITY
Write $155 million as numerals only:

________________________________________

Write $13 million as numerals only:

________________________________________

Write $5 million as numerals only:

________________________________________
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REVIEW
1.  What are State Trust 

Lands?
a. Lands which are open 

to the public
b. Lands which are man-

aged for specific ben-
eficiaries

c. Lands which are held 
by a bank for trust 
companies

2.  State Trust Lands are 
public lands and can 
be used by anyone.  
True or False?

a. True
b. False

3.  How many surface 
acres and mineral 
rights does Colora-
do currently hold in 
trust?

a. 4 million surface acres 
and 4 million acres of 
mineral rights 

b. 10 million surface 
acres and 20 million 
acres of mineral estate 

c. Almost 3 million sur-
face acres and 4 mil-
lion acres of mineral 
estate

d. None. All the trust 
lands have been sold.

4.  In what year did 
Colorado become a 
state?

a. 1776
b. 1786
c. 1806
d. 1876

5.  How many Land 
Board Commission-
ers are there?

a. 3
b. 5
c. 10

6.  Name five different 
types of solid min-
erals found on state 
trust lands. 

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

______________________

7.  What are different 
kinds of leases on 
state trust lands?

a. Agriculture
b. Oil & Gas
c. Commercial Real     

Estate
d. Renewable Energy
e. All of the Above

8.  What are the two 
main components of 
a trust?

a. A trustee and a     
landowner

b. A trustee and a      
beneficiary

c. A King and a Knight

9.  Where does the    
money from trust 
lands go?

a. For trips to Disneyland
b. To the beneficiaries of 

each trust
c. To be used for building 

schools in Colorado
d. Both B & C

10. Making money from 
      state trust lands is 
      important, but so is 
a. Having fun
b. Working hard
c. Good stewardship

Let’s Review

Pictures are of a 
gypsum quarry 

and Weld County 
oil well. 


