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I. Executive summary 

Otero County has the potential to create a substantial market for niche 

manufacturing and already employs strategies to incentivize such firms to operate 

within the county, such as tax incentives and financial help. The county also has 

extremely low real estate prices, representing significant savings in overhead costs for 

businesses considering opening or relocating to the area. However, missing from the 

equation is broadband internet access - a key component of today’s interconnected 

business world. Many manufacturers require certain infrastructural improvements in 

order to perform their daily operations. Businesses cannot move to an area which does 

not meet their operating requirements. We believe that modernizing Otero County’s 

internet infrastructure and implementing gigabit fiber internet access along the Route 

50 corridor would propel the county into the modern age of business and give it a 

significant comparative advantage in the southern Colorado region. Although the 

manufacturing sector isn’t notably large as it stands now, it is higher than in 

surrounding counties and there are substantial incentives for manufacturing firms to 

open or move operations to Otero County. Many local assets would benefit from the 

addition of such infrastructure and the county could see new manufacturing firms move 

in, diversifying the economy from its current heavily agricultural base and protecting 

against unexpected economic shocks. This infrastructural improvement would aid in 

Otero County’s already ongoing efforts to encourage the growth of the manufacturing 

industry. 
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II. Background 

 

Rural America is dying. While urban counties working to recover from the Great 

Recession saw employment rise by 5% from 2010-2014, employment in rural America 

grew by a mere 1.1% in the same time period. In rural America across the board, poverty 

rates are higher, average incomes are lower, and population losses occur in almost 

two-thirds of rural (non-metro) counties (USDA). Without substantial intervention, 

these rural communities that were once a part of the vibrant backbone of the American 

west will vanish. For many, the decision to leave a rural community is not an option, but 

rather a requirement in order to have the resources to continue their careers.  

The infrastructure necessary for an economically expanding community is nearly 

nonexistent in many of these areas. While rural areas maintain strong ties to their 

agricultural roots, the lack of modern technology can bring economic growth and 

development to a standstill. Addition of updated infrastructure like broadband internet, 

which is a necessity for countless modern industries,  can substantially increase 

economic opportunities in rural areas. For the people of Otero County, whose wage and 

salary jobs have been steadily declining since 2000 and whose proprietor jobs have been 

free falling over the past 5 years (See Appendix 1), several major industries in the county 

exist which could benefit greatly from more widespread broadband access. In fact, 

according to information provided by the Colorado Department of Local Affairs, Otero 

County has lost 400 jobs since 2010, and job growth has been negative in 13 of the last 

14 years. However, close ties to neighboring counties can create regional benefits to 
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inflows of jobs in one particular city or county. If Otero County becomes more 

economically developed, all of Southeastern Colorado could potentially benefit from 

these advances, and consequently bring more dollars into the County.  

Niche manufacturing markets are a diverse and rapidly expanding industry which 

provide both economic benefit and market security. However, these types of 

manufacturing are largely limited by the available infrastructure. While manufacturing 

represents a mere three percent of current jobs in Otero County, the market for niche 

manufacturing is expanding rapidly on a global scale. As competition levels are 

currently extremely low, Otero County’s manufacturing base could rapidly expand, given 

proper infrastructure improvements. Otero County already has many attractive benefits 

in place for incoming manufacturers, offering tax benefits and substantially reduced real 

estate prices. However, without improvements to broadband infrastructure, the 

likelihood of advanced manufacturers choosing Otero County as their base of operations 

is very low. By building off incentives already in place, Otero County could attract many 

manufacturers and jobs to their local communities. Expanding on existing 

infrastructure could also help to substantially reduce costs generally associated with 

broadband internet installation.  

Otero County has a vast range of residents, a quarter of which are under the age 

of 18 (Census Bureau). Providing opportunities for growth for younger populations is 

especially important for maintaining economic stability in future years. As discussed 

later, retirees also represent a large portion of the population in Otero County.  
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Overall, a majority of economic activity occurring in the county is based upon 

agriculture, retiree spending, and education. However all three are subject to economic 

limitations, as agricultural work is subject to proper environmental conditions, retiree 

spending is fundamentally limited, and growth in the education sector automatically 

necessitates population growth.  

 

 

III. Current and Prospective Economic Base Analysis 

 

 Otero County’s economic base analysis was found to be 14% Agribusiness, 12% 

Education and Health Services, and 15% Retirees. The concentration of jobs in 

agribusiness and education, while benefitting these specific areas, also tends to 

concentrate the economic power of the county in relatively few fields. Without 

additional diversification, a severe drought or other unexpected event could pose a 

significant risk to the economic stability of Otero County. Increasing the manufacturing 

base, particularly in various types of  diverse niche manufacturing, would provide 

insulation against unexpected economic shocks.  

 One major driver in the economy is the Arkansas Valley Regional Medical Center. 

The hospital is one of two level IV trauma centers serving Southeastern Colorado. 

Though not an emphasis of our research, broadband internet access would greatly 

benefit health services and tele-medicine as well. The large number of Retirees in the 

County not only contribute to the economy through retiree spending, but also through 
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the number of jobs created by the numerous elderly care facilities located in and around 

La Junta. Because these facilities are established businesses and the total number of 

retirees is projected to remain unchanged over the next few decades (See Appendix I), 

the potential for significant future economic growth stemming from their activities is 

relatively low. More facilities will simply be unnecessary and very few, if any,  jobs will 

be created in the future in this sector. 

 A leading contributor to the Education sector is Otero County Junior College. 

According to the College, 55.4% of its students come from Otero County with another 

18.2% of students coming from neighboring counties such as Bent and Crowley (OCJC). 

With 73.6% of their students coming from Otero or nearby, the potential for local 

entrepreneurs to utilize the skills learned at OCJC and reinvest those in the local 

economy is very high. Over the past 5 years their retention rate has been around 54%, 

meaning that half of their students enter the workforce looking for full time jobs. 

Without significant economic incentive to remain local, these students will take their 

skills elsewhere.  

 An additional key factor is retirees, who make up a significant portion of the 

demographic. According to the Colorado State Demographer’s Office, persons 65 years 

and over have gone up very slowly in 2015, representing about 20% of its population 

(Colorado State Demographer’s Office). This large number of retirees would explain the 

significant presence of elderly care facilities previously mentioned, as well as the large 

percentage of retirees representing part of economic base. However, for the most part, 

retiree spending is limited and such spending is generally concentrated in very few 
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industries (especially healthcare). The addition of broadband infrastructure would 

indirectly increase overall utility of retirees without spending additional resources on a 

population that is not projected to significantly alter the composition of the County in 

coming decades. We believe that focusing efforts on manufacturing industries would 

create the most overall benefit, while still providing residual benefits to other, 

non-working populations. 

Crucial to keep in mind is Otero County’s multiplier. After our group analyzed the 

economic base analysis, we found that Otero County had a multiplier of 1.47. When 

compared to other counties of a similar size and economic base, as well as when 

compared to a metropolitan county, Otero County fared slightly above average. This 

would indicate that Otero County is on track, if not slightly ahead, of similar counties 

and has not fallen behind its neighbors. It also indicates that Otero County is already 

economically competitive with neighboring counties and, with additional incentives, 

could move far ahead. Most evident is that Otero County has potential to expand and 

thrive if industries were to expand, and of those dollars brought in, much would stay 

within the County rather than being taken elsewhere. The multiplier supports this 

conclusion and is a further indication of the economic possibilities within the County.  

 

When looking at the location quotient for each industry in Otero County, we see 

quite a few commonalities to what the economic base analysis shows us. However, there 

is one industry that drastically surpases the rest and that is the Railroad Transportation 

industry with an LQ of 16.09. As we see in the job growth chart (See Appendix II), 
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primary and fabricated metal manufacturing has gone up in number of jobs and has an 

LQ of 5.48. Another subsidiary of manufacturing, “machinery manufacturing”, has an 

LQ of 2.61. However, the majority of the manufacturing industries are close to or below 

an LQ of 1as seen in the table.  

 

IV. Current Economic Assets 

 

Many of the  large scale manufacturers currently operating in and around La 

Junta and are cited as “Leading Employers” within Otero County (La Junta Economic 

Development Page). DeBourgh Manufacturing, Lewis Nut and Bolt Company, and 

Oliver Manufacturing are all large-scale manufacturing firms representing significant 

employers in the area. Some corporations from outside of Colorado are actively moving 

operations to La Junta, including Coffee Holding Company and Sprout Tiny Homes, and 

the potential for new entrants is particularly clear. Clearly current incentives are 

encouraging firms to relocate to the Otero area, and further incentives would be 

provided through further development of infrastructure necessary for manufacturing. 

Many other non-manufacturing related drivers exist throughout the county, especially 

in government employment, healthcare, and agriculture related fields. While these fields 

represent a significant portion of the economic base of Otero County, the potential for 

significant growth is very limited. In agribusiness, though some improvements can be 

made in efficiency, total crop yields and other aspects of agricultural work are limited by 

the available land and water resources. Additionally, in the event of some extreme 
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drought, hail, or other unexpected weather-related event, Otero County would face 

substantial economic shock, especially if all economic growth efforts are focused on the 

agriculture industry. The extremely low housing prices are also an asset to Otero 

County, as the savings on initial overhead cost may be a significant incentive for 

incoming businesses.  

Although Otero County’s 2014 economic base shows their manufacturing is a 

relatively small sector in their economy, there are still important manufacturing firms 

that impact the economy. Additionally, neighboring communities have the similar or 

lower percentages of manufacturing within their economies, allowing Otero County the 

unique opportunity to acquire their market share and expand the market potential for 

additive manufacturing in an economy that is increasingly globalized and moving 

steadily away from agriculture and towards manufacturing. As the market continues to 

grow and expand, the opportunities for significant growth are very high in niche 

manufacturing.  

 A prime example of why Otero County would be a leading location to either 

relocate, downsize, and even start new would be to follow the story of DeBourgh 

Manufacturing Company. The company was experiencing hard times and was forced to 

relocate back in late 1980’s early 1990’s. Their CEO decided they needed to relocate and 

find a smaller plant for production, and after looking in seven states and thirteen 

locations, they finally settled in La Junta. A location in which he believed offered the 

best potential. The company has been growing since and is looking to expand, making it 

one of La Junta’s leading employers (La Junta Economic Development). Given that real 
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estate prices in the county are significantly lower than neighboring “big cities” such as 

Pueblo, and the tax incentives in place already for manufacturers, the potential for 

expansion is high.  

 The price of property and land in Otero County vs Pueblo County is drastically 

different. Land in Otero County is significantly more affordable than land of equivalent 

size in Pueblo County. A building of 22,000 square feet might sell for $235,000 in La 

Junta whereas a building of a similar size in Pueblo County goes for next to $600,000 

(La Junta Economic Development). In Otero County, the same investment could 

purchase a building nearly 62,000 square feet, nearly triple the size, for a third of the 

price. With such a wide variation in property prices just one hour apart, potential 

manufacturers would obviously be drawn to Otero County if (and only if) the proper 

infrastructure is in place for them to operate a business. Otero County has a significant 

comparative advantage in real estate versus other nearby regions. 

Although the manufacturing sector in Otero County has not been a huge driving 

factor in their economy, there is potential for growth. Not only that, but comparing them 

to the surrounding counties, Otero County is still notably higher. This shows that there 

is room to draw in the surrounding market while using the currently established 

manufacturing companies as a benchmark to assist with the development of new 

ventures. With high speed broadband internet, these companies will have access to the 

worldwide economy, which will allow for even more growth and specialization. Not only 

that, but with the major city of La Junta having their own private airport, basing a firm 

in Otero County will allow for easier access to shipping and delivery than in surrounding 
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counties. One sector in particular that can be focused on is additive manufacturing, 

which includes 3D printing, a relatively new manufacturing process that has 

near-infinite possibilities in its application. Ryan Stevens, Executive Director at La 

Junta Economic Development, has mentioned focusing on additive manufacturing in 

agribusiness. While we believe this would certainly benefit the agricultural base of Otero 

County, focusing solely on agriculture would further polarize the economic base of the 

county in fewer and fewer sectors. We agree that additive manufacturing in the 

agricultural sector would be beneficial, but that the potential for most growth lies in the 

attractiveness of Otero County to new and relocating manufacturers of diverse base. In 

this way, the maximum economic security could be provided to the County. 

 The city of La Junta currently has incentives, such as finance programs, tax 

credits, and workforce development programs to assist new and relocated business. La 

Junta currently offers 5 different finance programs, 4 different tax credits, and 2 

workforce development programs. One program in particular that would play a key role 

in help business start and expand in the manufacturing industry would be “The Rural 

Jump-Start Zone Program”. This program offers [state and local income, sale, usage, or 

personal property] tax reductions for any “early-stage companies and new employees 

located in specified rural areas.” A tax credit that is directly related to the expansion and 

assistance for new manufacturing companies is the “Product Sale and Usage Tax 

Exemption”. This tax exemption allows companies that produce within the state to be 

exempt from “sale and usage taxes on orders placed for production equipment, tools, 

and machine parts”. These types of incentives pair with high speed broadband internet 
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offer a value proposition to up and coming business looking to start or relocate to Otero 

County, or La Junta in particular. The County is clearly looking to diversify and expand 

their economy, and the addition of broadband infrastructure is a feasible and significant 

achievement that would require little work and significant benefit when compared to 

other economic development ventures.  

 

V. Conclusion 

 

On a worldwide scale, niche and additive manufacturing is a large and profitable 

industry and represents a vast technological revolution that permeates economies all 

over the country. For any region, small or large, rural or urban,  niche manufacturing 

represents a significant economic opportunity. It’s resistant to multiple exogenous 

factors that can affect other industries, making it a stable investment. Right now, there 

are significant movements on both sides of the political aisle to bring manufacturing 

jobs back to the United States, as demonstrated by backlash to TPP and other trade 

agreements that effectively result in mass outsourcing of American jobs. Manufacturing 

is a safe bet, regardless of who wins in this year’s elections and sets the country’s agenda 

going forward. Manufacturing is also resistant to environmental changes, such as the 

drought that has affected southeastern Colorado’s crop production for the past few 

years.  

For all its strengths, the additive manufacturing industry has a significant 

dependency on internet speeds; Computer-Assisted Design (CAD) files used by 3D 
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printers and CNC machines can be extremely large, and a fast internet connection is key 

to running a high-tech manufacturing firm at maximum efficiency. We believe that an 

initiative to bring gigabit fiber-optic internet to Otero Country, combined with the tax 

incentives the county already has in place for manufacturing firms and the low real 

estate prices, could make the county very attractive to firms looking to either start a 

business in niche manufacturing or relocate their existing manufacturing operations. 

The county already has manufacturing firms that have moved their base of operations to 

the county from very far away, so it is self-evident that Otero County has some 

significant advantages for this kind of business. The town of La Junta prides itself on 

being a pro-business environment, citing low levels of red tape and bureaucracy that 

drives smaller businesses away from other areas (La Junta Economic Development 

website). Building prices are substantially lower than its closest large metro areas, 

Pueblo and Colorado Springs, and overhead costs are some of the lowest in southern 

Colorado. Otero County is also within easy driving distance of the I-25 corridor, which is 

a major distribution artery of the western United States. There are already several firms 

that have moved operations to Otero County because of the opportunity it represents, 

but a lack of modernization within the county may deter other firms from relocating. 

Implementing high-speed internet connections throughout the county is a key step 

towards attracting firms in the increasingly technology-dependent world in which we 

live. 

Agriculture is the largest sector in Otero County’s economy, but, for the most 

part, the industry has likely reached its maximum output already. However, the county’s 
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manufacturing sector has a lot of room to grow. The large agricultural base could 

potentially also benefit a future manufacturing boom, and vice-versa. Otero County’s 

focus on agriculture could make it a prime location for the advancement of agricultural 

technology and equipment. Agriculture is on the cusp of a technological revolution right 

now, with technologies such as autonomous tractors already going to market. Again, a 

key step towards attracting these types of firms to the county is modernizing its internet 

infrastructure.  

La Junta already has a small area of fibre coverage offered by Secom, with 

additional dark fiber already laid in other areas. This means that a lot of the physical 

infrastructure necessary for fibre already exists in La Junta and Otero County, so 

providing fibre service to the rest of the county would only require a few steps, especially 

since most of the county’s population is concentrated along a single highway corridor, 

and it wouldn’t be necessary to bring fiber internet all the way out into the national 

grasslands that make up a significant portion of the county’s geography. The potential 

benefit of investing in modernizing Otero County’s internet is massive compared to the 

cost. The world economy is very interconnected, and bringing Otero County into the age 

of high-speed internet would give it a significant comparative advantage over the rest of 

the region.  

By instituting tax incentives and other benefits for new and relocating 

manufacturers, the County has already made its objectives clear - to bring in 

manufacturers and the like to build upon their current assets and propel the County into 

the modern age. The addition of broadband internet would greatly compliment the 
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efforts already in place and would help to modernize and bring manufacturers and jobs 

into the County. Additionally, broadband internet is not an infrastructural improvement 

which only benefits one sector or group. Though the objectives of the County may well 

be focused on manufacturing, broadband internet would benefit all citizens. From 

retirees keeping up on family members out of town to students at Otero County Junior 

College working on research projects, the residual utility benefits from the addition of 

such infrastructure are certainly worth consideration. 
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