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What this plan is
This plan in a guiding document.  It lays out, in simple and easy-to-understand language, the 
framework for creating and synchronizing new economic development opportunities that 
respect our individual community’s identities, our highly valued quality of life and our natural 
environment.

What this plan is not
This plan is not a “how to” manual.  Though it offers some direction on goals, organization and 
facilitation, this plan leaves it to local governments, chambers, community organizations and 
leading non-profits to design and implement their own strategies and tactics in improving both 
our multiple local and countywide economies.  

The plan goal
The goal of the plan is to promote economic diversification and rational growth.  What does 
rational growth mean?  We think rational growth means better, not necessarily more.  For 
example, we now know from experience that building homes to create construction jobs has 
not, in and of itself, proven to be economically sustainable.  However, creating good paying jobs 
that produce steady demand for housing products is.  Economic development policy should be 
weighed carefully in terms of short-term job creation versus long-term job creation.

The plan’s goals place great importance on preserving and improving our legacy industry of 
recreation and tourism while developing two new sectors: health/wellness and learning/
education.  Annually we recommend that the county, towns business organizations, and leading 
non-profits measure their actions and activities as related to the goals in the plan.  In doing so, 
over time, we believe that greater alignment and coordination will create  meaningful economic 
diversity and sustainability.

Three Pillars of a New Economy

Eagle County Economic Development Plan 2011 	
 Page 2 of 21



Economic Development at the Town Level

Each of our towns has its own unique economic drivers and circumstances.  Drawing from best 
practices of our various towns, governmental support could include:

• Strategic direction from town council on local economic issues that merit both focus and 
support. Council sets annual goals and reviews progress at least semi-annually if not 
quarterly.

• Formation of an economic advisory council that meets on a regular basis and reports to the 
town manager.

• Identification of a staff person, who on a full or part-time basis, is tasked with coordinating 
the promotion of economically beneficial programs.

• Cash and non-cash participation and support of larger valley-wide initiatives.

Economic Development at the County Level

Eagle County overlays both municipal and unincorporated areas and has multiple roles in 
providing economic development support and planning like a town (e.g., Edwards, Eagle Vail, 
Dotsero) and a commerce portal (airport) along with policies and programs that overlay and 
can benefit our incorporated towns.  The county can bring to bear multiple resources in the 
promotion of tourism and recreation and the support of the new economic sectors of health/
wellness and education:

• Eagle County Regional Airport
• Eagle County Web Site
• ECO TV18
• Welcome Centers (via partnerships)
• Conference and event recruiting (via partnerships)

Transportation:  Keeping an Economy Moving

While transportation in and of itself is not a true economic development initiative, it’s the 
connective tissue that links local, regional and international commerce to Eagle County.  A well 
functioning economy relies on efficient transportation.  Looking to the future these are short 
and long term investments that our towns and county will need to address.

Local Transportation
• Create manageable parking strategies that balance guest/tourist access and cost with local 

needs
• Budget for on-going local road repair
• Run an efficient and frequent commuter bus system from Dotsero to Vail and Leadville to 

Vail/Avon
• Connect local circulator bus systems to the ECO Transit commuter line
• Encourage transit oriented development where practical
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• Long term planning toward inter-county rail and connectivity to front range rail

I-70
• Replace Eagle freeway interchange
• Lobby for airport interchange
• Support long-term design changes for Dowd Junction to improve safety and uptime
• Continue to seek solutions for I-70 winter closures and truck traffic
• Find and fund sequential improvements in I-70 pinch points between Denver and Vail and 

arrest the decreasing trend in level of service

Airport
• Secure consistent level of year-round air service
• Add customs for international air charters
• Upgrade airport facilities for safety and passenger comfort

Eagle County Economic Development Plan 2011 	
 Page 4 of 21



Information Exchange
A low-cost, high impact approach to economic development

Synchronizing, planning and promoting economic activities requires external promotion 
(advertising, recruiting, marketing, public relations) to current and prospective visitors and 
businesses.  Many of these activities will need additional funding that can come from 
governments and business trade organizations.  However, the success of these activities can be 
greatly enhanced by building a cross-county network of stakeholders who meet and exchange 
information on a regular basis.

• Local Economic Advisory Councils focus on 
watching core metrics such as sales tax, and 
building permits.  They are comprised of business 
owners and non-governmental community 
leaders.

•Local and County Governments provide 
necessary data gathering and reporting services 
and are responsible for both statutory and policy 
guidance as it relates to community need and 
economic activity.

• The Chamber, Business and Economic 
Organizations are, more often than not, the 
delivery and implementation vehicles for external 
marketing, promotion and recruitment.

Steps in putting together a countywide information exchange:

• Town/County manager designates a local economic development specialist on staff (may 
share another job description)

• Development specialist forms advisory council that meets on a scheduled basis (can be 
monthly, but no less than quarterly)

• Input from the advisory council is provided to manager who updates board
• Local economic development specialist attends standing countywide meeting with 

counterparts/directors of local chamber, business and economic organization.

Monitoring progress
There are many ways to monitor economic progress using standard data tools such as sales tax, 
building permits, etc.  Many of these are already being gathered and published by the Economic 
Council.
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However, a simpler and better management tool is asking three questions at the beginning of 
every advisory, town and business organization meeting:

• What have we done to improve tourism and recreation?
• What have we done to grow health and wellness?
• What have we done to improve and grow education?

Like meeting minutes, the answers should be written down and referred to at each meeting.  
While this may seem painfully basic, it’s a time proven tool to keep committees focused on the 
right goals.

Synchronizing with other efforts
In the county we have several major organizations that plan, invest and market for their own 
specific needs.  Good examples are Vail Resorts and the Vail Local Marketing District.  
Additionally there may be other organizations or towns that have independent marketing plans 
(e.g., Minturn Market, Gypsum Daze).  Representatives from these companies or event 
committees should attend the standing meeting at least twice a year to brief the other 
participants on their public strategies and plans.
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Recreation and Tourism
At the core of Eagle County’s economy, tourism and recreation still are and will be the driving 
force behind community health and sustainability.  These activities include:

Outdoor Recreation Participatory Sports Cultural Recreation

Skiing/Snowboarding Lacrosse Museums

Snowshoeing Hockey Historical tourism

Sledding Baseball/softball Music

Snowmobiling Soccer Dance

Skating Teva Games Theater

Tennis Tough Mudder Films

Golf Colorado River Ride Symposiums

Hiking Rodeo

Fishing Dining

Hunting Art Galleries

Shooting sports

Bird watching

Picnicking

Sightseeing (by car)

Rafting (kayak and pleasure)

Rock climbing

Hang gliding

Hot air ballooning

Camping

Horseback riding

Off road (4WD and ATV)

Biking (road and off-road)

Economic development activities for this sector should be designed to work in both short-term 
and long-term time frames.
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Short-term activities
Immediate focus should be on coordinating advertising and marketing investments by both 
private and public entities.  Examples would be going after Latin American markets to broaden 
international ski destination sales, and broadening reach into front range markets to attract 
shoulder and summer events and tournaments.

Long-term investments
Identification and funding of both private and public recreation facilities should be considered.  
Expanded sports fields with better optimized concession and grandstands, improved mountain 
bike trailheads and trail signs, and enlarged/upgraded performance venues are all examples of 
community infrastructure improvements.
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Health and Wellness
Anyone who has lived in Eagle County for even a short time can recognize what a healthy and 
active community we are.  For a community population of over 50,000 we have a 
disproportionate amount of medical services and practitioners.  Throughout the year Eagle 
County residents are seen actively outdoors in a variety of sports from bike riding to skiing.  
The Center for Disease control ranks Eagle County as one of the least obese, most active and 
highest longevity in America.

Beyond our world famous recreation and scenery, our county is rapidly becoming an 
aspirational destination synonymous with good health.  A measurable shift of age and wealth has 
created a demographic with slower growth in skier days and golf rounds.  At the same time a 
larger and larger percentage of national GDP has been pointed to health.

Eagle County is uniquely positioned to create a new premium space in the burgeoning health 
and wellness markets.  This can be a new sector with the potential to replace some of the lost 
jobs of the recession with new, high-paying jobs.

Short-term actions
For years, many hotels have held small medical continuing education conferences for doctors.  
Additionally, some hotel/spa properties have developed multi-day health-themed vacation 
programs to attract guests.  Driving more visitors and multi-day guests to the valley can quickly 
produce more revenues.  Here are some actions:

• Targeted advertising in medical publications and web sites
• Active recruiting targeting medical continuing education programs by the lodging 

community
• Active sales program to sell conferences to medical industry clients
• Alliances and partnerships with medical institutions for developing consumer-based 

multi-day health-based programs

Long-term actions
Together these activities above can set the foundation for building a new awareness in people’s 
minds.  Just as Eagle County is known for skiing and winter sports, it can also be synonymous 
with health and wellness.  The would enlarge the guest base upon which year-round programs 
and facilities optimized for health/wellness could be built.
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Two different markets
Market activity for service-oriented business is categorized two ways: business to consumer
(B2C) and business to business (B2B).

B2C Activities B2B Activities

Personal medical services Medical conferences

Spa activities Medical education

Wellness programs Medical product training

Nutrition programs Medical product sales

Spiritual programs Medical product manufacturing and testing

Sports performance

High altitude training

Business to consumer activities are a natural extension of our existing recreational and tourist 
product lines.  Because of our unique location and sports we have an unusual concentration of 
orthopedic surgeons.  However, we do not have the population, money and medical 
infrastructure to compete with regional and national medical centers.  And, like golf courses, 
there are practical market limitations to the number of spas and health driven lifestyle services 
that can be offered.

The much larger growth opportunity lies within the business side of medicine: specialized 
continuing and advanced medical education; medical product sales and training; and medical 
product development.  This is a multi-billion dollar a year set of interlocking industries that is 
dispersed throughout the country.   The long term goal is to develop a medical education 
campus that creates a compelling center of gravity with year-round medical education and 
product sales/training programming.  There’s nothing like it in the US.  Imagine doctors, health 
executives, policy experts, and many other industry professionals visiting for one to six weeks 
for meetings, classes and extended training programs.  Families would likely come too.

Tightly integrated into this commercial core would be a variety of end-client services such as 
nutrition, sports performance and well-being lines of business where “science meets lifestyle.”  
These businesses would straddle the traditional resort programming model with the more 
traditional medical clinical model.

Realizing this vision will require the development of specialized educational, office, lodging and 
extended residential facilities which will need to be developed and built in various locations in 
the county.

Eagle County Economic Development Plan 2011 	
 Page 10 of 21



Like nowhere else in America
Colorado has emerged as the aspirational healthy lifestyle model in America.  With Eagle County 
being at the pinnacle of the state in many health and lifestyle measurements, we find ourselves 
with a new, human-based asset that can be as alluring and attractive as our natural scenic beauty.  
This is a unique vision and its sustainable success requires that this concept transcends a cluster 
of buildings.  Successful realization of this vision rests on our multiple community and business 
constituencies to vertically integrate health and wellness themes and programming into their 
own plans.

Public education Develop enhancement curriculum for public K-12 education 
on nutrition and healthy living practices.  Prepare “from 
scratch” health meals.

Expand health-related curriculum for CMC offering 
vocational, associate and four year degrees in various health 
related areas.

Community healthcare Provide market expansion opportunities for Vail Valley 
Medical Center to bring new health services to the county.

Improve community health services and access for medically 
underserved.

Create new tier of senior care services including assisted 
living, memory care and skilled nursing.

Destination health Create new scientifically driven programs centered around 
nutrition and wellness that can be campus-centric, but also 
extended into existing resort and spa infrastructure.

Attract affiliated health businesses such as non-traditional, 
holistic and spiritual wellness businesses.

Host special events with health and wellness related themes 
from exercise to healthy eating.

Medical education Affiliate with major hospital education program(s) with year 
round presence. 

Provide venues for commercial education by national 
medical products and pharmaceutical companies who 
maintain full-time training and product centers.

International policy 
leadership

Develop and host international conferences and meetings on 
an annual basis built around both the business and policies of 
health care.
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Learning & Education
Healthy communities have strong commitments to education.  An important component of our 
high quality of life is our K-12 education system.  Maintaining adequate funding and high 
academic quality in both our public and private schools is an important investment that factors 
heavily into retaining and attracting a stable workforce and growing community of 
entrepreneurs and businesses.

Businesses, either individually or through chamber or civic organizations, should evaluate, 
participate and fund opportunities in our schools that enhance core curriculum and provide 
students with a wider view of the world and a broader set of learning skills.

Other concepts and opportunities should be explored to grow educational offerings for every 
age level throughout Eagle County.

Primary education Continued push for improvement by both teachers and 
students.

Continued adequate funding for public education system.

Advanced education Encourage continued expansion of Colorado Mountain 
College with more four-year degree programs and on-site 
residency for students.

Affiliation with major universities to develop and deliver 2-6 
week executive graduate programs in different disciplines.  
Could include “community lab” for advanced public 
education training for teachers, principals and administrators

Destination learning and 
education

University of Vail.  Creation of a campus for a private college 
(ex. Institute of Management Development in Switzerland)

National First Responder Academy.   The long term vision 
would be a West Point of training for emergency disciplines.  
First stage would be 1-4 week specialized advanced 
executive and management training weeks on different 
subjects that could include biohazard, nuclear, fire, terrorist 
events and natural disasters.  Second stage would be a 
dedicated campus (some facilities could be shared) for year-
round and residency programs.

Life long learning opportunities with adult continuing 
education, national symposiums, community themed topics 
developed and produced by both local and national 
organizations.
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Appendix

The process
Development of this economic development plan included government and business sectors, as 
well as individual entrepreneurs and county residents.  The community participation began on 
January 14th, with Governor John Hickenlooper’s first stop of the “Bottom-Up Economic 
Development Plan” tour in Edwards, and wrapped up with a wide-ranging panel discussion 
involving representatives from every town and county, and participants including Chamber 
members, business owners, and the agricultural community.

The economic development planning process was co-facilitated by the Economic Council of 
Eagle County and the Vail Valley Partnership.

Timeline and participants
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Conceptual Map

Feedback Part A:  Towns and County
About 75 elected and appointed officials and staff attended one of the seven municipal or 
County meetings.  In addition, approximately 50 community and business leaders participated 
with the Countywide panel at the close of the two-month process.  The Economic Council and 
Vail Valley Partnership recorded comments, suggestions, and ideas to use in the development of 
this plan.  Lively discussions took place in every venue.

Feedback Part B:  Online Survey
During February and March, a 10-question survey regarding economic development was 
available online.   In addition to the results summarized below, the 96 respondents answered 
open-ended questions with their best ideas for their towns and the county, and what they 
believe could be done to help existing businesses in Eagle County.
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QUESTION 1:   Why do you choose to do business in Eagle County?  
	
 (Choose your top three reasons)

QUESTION 2:    	
 What are the three major challenges you think businesses 
	
 face in Eagle County?  (Choose your top three reasons)

Overall quality of life

Recreational opportunities

Geographic location

Some other reason

Skilled workforce

Education system

Transportation system

Health care system

Telecommunications systems 1

1

2

3

7

11

47

59

68

Cost of land and buildings

Lack of customers

Access to capital

Property tax burden

Regulatory environment

Other challenge

Local permitting process

Lack of skilled employees

Lack of infrastructure

Business tools 6

12

13

14

16

22

28

33

41

62
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QUESTION 3:    	
 What do you see as some major opportunities for job 
	
 creation and business growth in Eagle County?  (Check all 	
that 
	
 apply)

QUESTION 4:    	
 How should the State support job creation and the growth 
	
 of Eagle County businesses?  (Check all that apply)

Increase tourism

Expand health & wellness sector

Recruit new businesses

Existing business expansion

Expand educational sector

Other opportunity 21

36

37

39

43

47

Access to loan funds

Tax relief

Development assistance for expansion

Tax credits for job growth

Incentives for job growth

Streamline regulations

More entrepreneurial programs

Access to market research

Other support

Worker training programs 7

12

17

18

30

31

35

35

35

37

Eagle County Economic Development Plan 2011 	
 Page 16 of 21



QUESTION 5:    	
 How should the Towns and County support job creation and the 
	
 growth of Eagle County businesses?  (Check all that apply)

QUESTION 6:    	
 When it comes to future economic growth, which sectors 	
of the 
	
 local economy do you see as having the best 	
potential for 
	
 growth and job creation?  (Choose two)

Streamline regulations

Development assistance for expansion

Incentives for job growth

Tax relief

Tax credits for job growth

Access to market research

Access to loan funds

More entrepreneurial programs

Other support

Worker training programs 8

9

16

19

21

27

27

31

31

36

Health & Wellness

Other rec.

Professional Services

Skiing

Construction

Education

Retail

Arts

Golf

Other 9

10

12

13

16

18

19

25

38

43
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Where is your business or employer located?

Selected Demographics
Three select demographic snapshots are shown below.  

(1) Growth in Eagle County and the towns during the last ten years slowed from the boom 
years of the 1990-2000 decade to more manageable levels.  Population estimates from the 
State Demographer overestimated the number of people in Eagle County in 2010; because 
of the recession families have left town and jobs have disappeared.   

(2) Financial figures show a higher per capita income in Eagle County than the state average.  
Much of that wealth comes from non-W2 income;  when annual hourly wages are 
compared, Eagle County is nearly $8,500 lower than the state average.   

(3) Eagle County is aging.  Growth in the 60+ and 75+ sectors of the population will present 
challenges and opportunities for economic development.

Other
29%

West
29%

East
42%

East
West
Other

Eagle County Economic Development Plan 2011 	
 Page 18 of 21



Eagle County Population

Municipal Population

1990 2000 2010

52,197
41,659

21,928

1990 2000 2010
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6,000

9,000

12,000

Edwards Eagle Gypsum Avon Vail Basalt El Jebel Minturn Red Cliff
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2008 Per Capita Income  (Bureau of Economic Analysis:  Personal Income)

Wage Data (Bureau of Labor Statistics:  W2 Income)

Eagle County Colorado

$43,021
$52,684

2001 2005 2009

$47,861

$41,601
$37,952

$39,383$36,427
$31,583

Eagle County Colorado
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The Aging of Eagle County

For More Information:
Don Cohen, Executive Director, Economic Council of Eagle County, (970) 376-2211
	
 dcohen@economiccouncil.biz

Chris Romer, Executive Director, Vail Valley Partnership, (970) 477-4016
	
 cromer@visitvailvalley.com

Growth 1990-2000 Growth 2000-2010 Projected Growth 2010-2020

174%

125%

83%

125%

157%

115%

29%30%

96%

All Ages 60+ 75+
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