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Executive Summary: 

The objective of our project has been to identify the economic strengths and 

weaknesses of Alamosa County. Home to more than 16,000 residents, Alamosa acts as a 

regional hub of the San Luis Valley, offering more sights and services than any other location 

between Pueblo and Durango (Colorado Demographic Profiles). The unique and diverse 

industries in Alamosa have kept the county afloat in the wake of national economic crises, 

demonstrating a relative resilience compared to the rest of Colorado. Despite economic 

downturn, Alamosa County has maintained a steady employment rate and median household 

income. However, Alamosa County also sees a staggeringly high poverty rate of 31.4%, one of 

the highest in Colorado, and a median income value that is nearly half of that of the state of 

Colorado (Colorado Demographic Profiles). The economy of Alamosa County has remained 

consistent and has avoided the significant impact of the economic downturns of 2001 and 

2008, but has done so at a relatively low level. We have identified multiple factors contributing 

to this trend, including Alamosa’s strong agriculture, local service, and government industries, 

and its weaknesses of low-paying industries, loss of students post-graduation, and impacts of 

the opioid crisis. 
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Foundation 

I.) Socio-Economic Assets: 

        Alamosa county generally has a younger population when compared side by side to 

other rural counties. This is mostly due to the presence of Adams State University, but also 

because Alamosa county is the largest of the San Luis Valley, attracting younger adults 

(median age of 30.2). With that said: 24.8% of our population consists of those under 18 years 

old, 14.8% in the range 18-24, 23.1% between 25-44, 26% 45-64, and 11.3% 65 and older 

(Census). 

 As per income, as a percentage of total households in Alamosa County as a 2016 

census estimate: 16.5% of households are below $10,000, 8.6% are between $10,000 and 

$14,999, 15.3% are between $15,000 and $24,999, 11.8% are between $25,000 and $34,000 

and 30% are between $35,000 and $75,000. The average household income is $47,163 

(Census).  

 In looking at Alamosa’s educational attainment rate breakdown as percent of 

population 25 years old and over: 27.1% have a high school diploma or equivalent while 

15.4% with a bachelors degree and 9% have a master’s degree. While Alamosa county does 

have 28.5% of jobs concentrated in health services and education which require a higher 

education, a large majority of its jobs are concentrated in industries that do not as seen with 

10.1% in agriculture and 7.9% of jobs in tourism, etc. (Census). 

 

II. ) Base Analysis: 

A county’s base analysis provides a useful framework for an initial understanding of 

the region’s underlying local economic assets. In understanding the net surplus of  “dollars in 

versus dollars out” of the economy, we can conclude whether or not the local economy is 

performing well (SDO). Jobs that are “responsible for existence of the local economy” and 

bring outside money into the economy are known as basic, while jobs that are generated from 
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the spending of this money are classified as indirect basic (SDO). A base analysis includes a 

breakdown of both types, as well as in which market sectors these jobs are located. Once 

known, this helps to identify how our county has performed over time. This base analysis 

provides the first steps in understanding just how resilient Alamosa county is and how well it 

has performed since the Great Recession. 

Job Concentration: 

         Job concentration describes which sector local economy jobs are located in. In current 

year, Alamosa county has approximately 10,302 jobs (Employment 2001-2017). Notably, 

19.8% of jobs are located in the regional center/National services sector (RCNS), largely due 

to the presence of the San Luis Valley medical center which stands as the acting medical center 

for the valley. Additionally, 14.1% of jobs are in the government sector, attributed towards the 

employees at Adams State University, 10.1% in agriculture, 7.9% in tourism, and 6% in 

housing.  

  
Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 
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Employment Trends: 

 With the Great Recession in 2008, we can deduce that many of Alamosa’s industries 

suffered. The graphs above feature total jobs broken down further into job concentrations in 

Alamosa over the years 2006-2017, selected by industries which serve as economic indicators 

for the local economy. In looking at total jobs, we see that it peaked in 2008, dipped by more 

than 200 jobs after the recession hit, and is still growing today at a quick rate. It is important to 

note that while the Great Recession did hit around 2008, the economic effects are not only felt 

immediately, but for many years to come as well. While some industries are less affected by 

economic downturn and rebound faster, others do not exhibit such qualities. For example, 

while agricultural jobs have just now returned to their values pre-recession, construction is still 

majorly lagging, retail trade has just surpassed its original values, government jobs (Adam’s 

State employees) seem to be relatively independent of economic downturn although it did 

demonstrate a relative dip in 2008, and health services did not demonstrate any dip as a result 

of the constant need for them. These graphs demonstrate job trends over the years, but they 

Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 
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additionally allow us to take away which of Alamosa industries are the most resilient, its health 

services and Adam’s State employees.  

III.) Resiliency: 

The Great Recession of 2007-2008 did not affect all counties in the same way. The 

following graph shows employment levels relative to 2001 and compares three different data:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 

 

Colorado as a whole, Alamosa County, whose employment figures were divided by 

employment in the base year 2001, and five other counties (Gilpin, Huerfano, Moffat, Prowers, 

and Yuma), which represent a range of nonmetro economies in Colorado, and whose 

employment figures were summed together by year and then divided by the summed 

employment of the base year 2001 (SDO Employment Data): 

While there was certainly an initial slowdown for Alamosa County and other non-metro 

counties, it was less drastic than it was for the rest of the state. The ensuing recovery is where 

many of these non-metro counties fell behind. Most metropolitan counties surpassed pre-

recession levels of employment within four or five years, whereas many of the non-metro 

counties are still yet to rebound to their pre-recession levels. 
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That being said, Alamosa has proven to be a resilient county in comparison to other 

non-metro counties. As demonstrated in the above graphs Alamosa has surpassed its pre-

recession levels of employment and shows encouraging growth since 2013, though it is still 

lagging slightly behind Colorado as a whole. 

It is clear that a proper examination of Alamosa County requires more than simply 

looking at employment levels over time. Given it is a resilient county, why is median 

household income still relatively low at $32,385 (Colorado: $62,520) and the poverty rate 

relatively high at 31.4% (Colorado: 12.2%) (U.S. Census Bureau)? Part of the answer may be 

found by looking at the compositional change in Alamosa County’s economy–seeing which 

industries are moving in, which are moving out, and how much they pay. The following table 

demonstrates this breakdown: 

Industry Total Employment 

in 2017 Relative to 

2001 

Annual 

Wages per 

Employee 

(QCEW) 

% of Total 

Employment 

in 2017 

LQ (Total 

Employment) 

  Alamosa Colorado  
 

  2001 2017 

Total Jobs 1.10 1.22   100.00%     

Agriculture 0.90 1.06 $40,749 7.77% 5.70 5.38 

Mining 0.32 1.95   0.28% 1.75 0.32 

Utilities 1.46 1.04 $111,363 0.57% 1.43 2.23 

Construction 0.88 1.02 $45,048 5.07% 0.79 0.75 

Manufacturing 1.15 0.81 $34,879 1.23% 0.17 0.27 
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Wholesale trade 0.84 1.08 $50,955 1.92% 0.64 0.55 

Retail Trade 0.92 1.10 $27,374 12.12% 1.40 1.29 

Transportation 

and warehousing 

1.38 1.35 $43,785 2.52% 0.69 0.78 

Information 0.72 0.72 $29,806 0.94% 0.35 0.39 

Finance activities 1.40 1.09 $50,455 3.49% 0.61 0.88 

Real estate 1.13 1.27 $28,449 2.30% 0.67 0.66 

Professional and 

business services 

1.15 1.44 $47,202 2.65% 0.33 0.29 

Management of 

companies and 

enterprise 

1.04 2.19   1.04% 1.67 0.88 

Admin and waste 1.77 1.21   1.89% 0.20 0.32 

Education 2.16 1.89 $32,065 0.97% 0.38 0.48 

Health Services 1.36 1.60 $41,187 17.38% 1.84 1.74 

Arts 0.75 1.49 $19,520 0.87% 0.60 0.33 

Accommodation 

and food 

1.27 1.35 $14,594 8.76% 0.97 1.02 
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Other services, 

except public 

administration 

1.00 1.27 $23,490 4.61% 0.91 0.80 

Government 1.14 1.27 $48,340 23.62% 1.58 1.58 

 

 The table’s show different types of data that can help examine compositional change 

over time and associated average annual wages per worker by industry. Total employment in 

2017 relative to 2001 takes employment by industry for both Colorado and Alamosa and 

divides it by their respective employment in the base year 2001. A value above one shows an 

absolute increase in employment since 2001, a value of one shows no absolute change, and a 

value less than one shows an absolute decrease. For example, the value for Alamosa County’s 

total jobs is 1.10, meaning that they have seen a 10% increase since 2001. It follows that any 

industry with a value above Alamosa County’s total job value of 1.10 not only has seen an 

absolute increase in employment, but has also seen a higher than average increase of 

employment during that time span, and vice versa. For an industry like finance activities the 

value is 1.4 for Alamosa County, meaning that there has been a 40% increase in employment 

in that sector since 2001, which is 30% higher than the county average. Another statistic that is 

shown is the percentage of total employment in Alamosa that an industry represents, which 

serves to provide a more complete picture of the presence each industry has.  

Another important figure that is presented is average annual wages per worker for each 

industry. To boost wages, Alamosa County will want to bring in jobs from high-paying 

industries such as finance, wholesale trade, or transportation and warehousing. Overall, 

Alamosa County has generally achieved this, with most high-paying industries having higher 

than average growth since 2001, although the growth in most industries is still less than their 

corresponding growth in Colorado as a whole. 

Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 
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The last important measure here is the location quotient (LQ). This is a calculation that 

shows the relative concentration of an industry compared to Colorado as a whole. This is done 

by taking the fraction of employment in a given industry in Alamosa County compared to total 

employment in Alamosa County (ei/et) and dividing it by the fraction of employment in that 

industry in Colorado compared to total employment in Colorado (COi/COi). A value higher 

than one shows that an industry is more concentrated in Alamosa County than it is in Colorado, 

and vice versa. LQ in Alamosa County is shown in two years: 2001 and 2017. This shows the 

change in industry concentration relative to Colorado over time. The same principle as before 

applies: Alamosa County should desire to have a higher concentration in high paying 

industries, and if an industry is less concentrated in Alamosa County than it is in the rest of 

Colorado there may be room to encourage more of that industry to move in to Alamosa 

County. For example, finance industries has an LQ of 0.88 in 2017 compared to 0.61 in 2001, 

indicating that there has been an improvement since 2001 but it is still lagging behind Colorado 

as a whole. 

The data shows that Alamosa County has been heading generally in the right direction 

but still has work to do. Since 2001 several high paying sectors such as finance, health 

services, transportation/warehousing, and government jobs have been moving in to Alamosa 

County, but still lag overall compared to Colorado. Alamosa County should aim to use its 

socio-economic assets to attract specific industries that bring in high paying jobs, with the 

ultimate beneficiaries being everyone involved in the local economy. 

 



12 
 

Proprietors: 

Proprietorship offers unique 

economic advantages for citizens of 

smaller communities. As shown to 

the right, Alamosa County has a 

considerably smaller percentage of 

its total jobs made up of proprietor 

jobs than the overall state of Colorado, a gap which has 

become larger over time. This is notable because proprietors often serve as the seeds of 

economic growth for smaller communities; small businesses and startups offer opportunities to 

build industries at relatively low cost. The pie chart below shows the composition of proprietor 

jobs in Alamosa County by industry. The largest industries for proprietorship in Alamosa 

County include agriculture, construction, real estate, professional and business services, and 

other services excluding public administration.  

There appears to be 

opportunity to expand proprietorship 

in Alamosa. Some relatively high-

paying industries with room for 

expansion in proprietorship include: 

wholesale trade, transportation and 

warehousing, finance activities, and 

professional and business services. 

These industries each have an average income greater than 

$40,000 per year, and a proprietor LQ less than 1.00, meaning that these are relatively high-

paying industries which are less concentrated in Alamosa than in the whole of Colorado. 

Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 

Data 

Source: SDO Employment 2001-2017 

 Data 
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Encouraging proprietorship in these areas could lead to the retention of more young people 

(including recent graduates), and fuel a surge in median wages. 

Establishments: 

An examination of establishments in Alamosa County can help construct a more complete 

picture of its economy. Two aspects are examined: establishment size and establishment births 

and deaths. Establishment size can demonstrate what the backbone of the local economy is and 

whether is it based on a small amount of large employers, a large amount of small employers, 

or somewhere in between. There are implications for the local economy depending on where 

the economy is on this spectrum. For example, if the economy is largely based on a few large 

employers, the closing of one of these could impose massive costs on Alamosa County. The 

chart below presents the number of firms categorized by the amount of employees they have:

 

 

Alamosa County has a mix of large and small firms, but the considerable amount of 

small firms suggests that the local economy is largely based on small business. This may be 

another explanation for why Alamosa County is relatively resilient when compared to other 

similar counties. With a large amount of small business, the act of one closing does not 

reverberate in the rest of the economy as much as a large business would. 

         Establishment births and deaths look more at the fluidity of Alamosa County’s 

economy; while a high amount of establishment deaths in an industry may initially seem like a 

negative thing, if it is matched by a high amount of births it may show that an industry is 

simply trying to find the right fit for the local economy, which will ultimately produce the best 

Source: U.S. Census 
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result. If a high amount of deaths is not matched by a high amount of births, it may indicate 

that an industry is moving out of Alamosa County. Ideally, a net gain in establishments is the 

obvious preference, since it means that more establishments are opening than closing, therefore 

producing employment. The chart below shows establishment births and deaths by industry for 

between 2016 and 2017: 

Alamosa County 

Industry Net 

Change 

Establishment 

Births 

Establishment 

Deaths 

Total 3 36 33 

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 0 0 0 

Utilities 0 0 0 

Construction 0 4 4 

Manufacturing -1 0 1 

Wholesale Trade -1 1 2 

Retail Trade 0 7 7 

Transportation and Warehousing 2 2 0 

Information -1 1 2 

Finance and Insurance 0 4 4 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing -1 0 1 
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Professional, Scientific, and Technical 

Services 

1 4 3 

Management of Companies and 

Enterprises 

0 0 0 

Administrative and Support and Waste 

Management and Remediation Services 

1 3 2 

Educational Services 0 0 0 

Health Care and Social Assistance 2 3 1 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 0 0 0 

Accommodation and Food Services 2 5 3 

Other Services (except Public 

Administration) 

-1 2 3 

 

On net, not much changed between 2014 and 2015 as only three establishments were added to 

the economy. However, industries like construction, retail trade, and finance saw a high 

amount of births and deaths, which shows flexibility and adjustment that will produce the best 

fit for Alamosa County. 

Income: 

Income is a crucial and efficient measure of economic health of a county. There are 

49% of households in Alamosa making an annual income of less than $25,000 compared to 

19% of average earnings in Colorado. 

Source: 2010 U.S. Census 
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According to the Census Bureau, the median annual household income of the 5,964 

households in Alamosa County in 

2016 was $32,385, which is less 

than that of the United States, 

Colorado, and Southwest Colorado 

PUMA. The value of year 2015 is 

$32,395 which is higher than in 

2001. In addition, the average 

income inequality of this county is 0.45 which is lower than the average of the US. 

The following chart demonstrates the distribution of household income compared to the 

averages of Colorado and the U.S. in 2016. 

This county has 40.4% of residents 

making less than $25,000 in 2016; this 

figure compares to 18% statewide. About 

46.4% of citizens make less than $35,000 

compared to 27% over state, and about 

14.5% make between $35,000 and 

$49,999 (slightly higher than the state). Additionally, the largest share of 

households in Alamosa County have earnings under $10,000 (16.5%). 

 

Source: 2010 U.S. Census 
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The chart on the right depicts 

the distribution of median industry 

earnings per job in Alamosa County. 

The economy in Alamosa County is 

diverse, meaning it does not only 

depend on one industry or economic 

sector. As we can see from the chart, 

overall median earnings in Alamosa 

county is less than that of the state except for wholesale trade and construction. The gap 

between Alamosa and the state in wholesale trade is around $5,000. Additionally, average 

income of the construction sector in Alamosa is slightly higher than that of Colorado (less than 

$1,000). The wholesale trade, transportation, professional and public admin are the four largest 

employment industries which offer the highest income in Alamosa County. The highest 

earnings goes to the wholesale trade sector with $51,750 in median earnings, followed by 

transportation, professional and public admin with a median income of roughly $40,000. On 

average, industry income in Alamosa is 75% of the Colorado rate. Concentrating on and 

supporting these sectors would generate more income for Alamosa County residents.  

 

Between 2001 and 2014, per capita 

income in Colorado is about 30% higher 

than in Alamosa County, where earnings per 

capita increased by $7,000 during this 

period and $13,000 with Colorado. 

Regarding income by gender, the average 

income of males in Alamosa County is 1.01 



18 
 

times higher than that of females, which is $37,862. The chart below displays the wage 

disparity within the five most common jobs in Alamosa County in 2016. 

Men’s salaries (navy column) 

are always higher than female’s (red 

column) except for the secretaries & 

administration assistants sector. The 

highest average salary of men who 

work in the driver/sales workers & 

truck drivers sector is $51,242.8 

compared to $20,015.20 for women. Women who are elementary and middle school teachers 

have the highest average wage with $35,581.50 and lowest average income is $17,789.90 with 

retail salespersons. Overall, incomes in Alamosa are quite low compared to the rest of 

Colorado. Therefore, up to 31.4% of Alamosa County residents lives in poverty. 

Opioids: 

The national opioid crisis has had a particularly detrimental influence in the San Luis 

Valley region. Opioids have been considered among one of the most powerful drugs for pain 

management. What are opioids? What is the current status of opioids in Alamosa county? Is 

there any solution to minimize the opioids overdose in this county?  

What are opioids?: 

Opioids are a kind of drug that have similar properties with illegal drugs like heroin, 

oxycodone, hydrocodone, oxymorphone, morphine, codeine or fentanyl. Opioids are made 

from opium which is from the poppy plant and they are medically used for managing pain 

because they contain chemicals which are good for relaxing our bodies. Opioids are available 

by prescription to treat awful pain as well as reduce the anxiety of acute pain. They are safe 

and effective when the patients use them properly. However, misuse of opioids can cause many 
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side effects such as dry mouth, sleepiness, vomiting and constipation. It even can stop people’s 

breathing which can lead to death. Opioid addiction is costly, and generates extensive negative 

externalities for a community. The impact of the opioid crisis has a significant relationship 

with the high poverty rate in Alamosa County. 

Current Status: 

Opioid abuse and addiction has been a public health epidemic in Alamosa county that 

steals numerous lives, and the number of deaths is rising faster than ever. It is said that 

overdose kills more people than vehicle crashes or guns. According to the Colorado 

Department of Public Health and Environment, the San Luis Valley was among the rural 

regions hardest hit as the state’s opioid overdose death rate almost tripled from 2001 to 2015 

(Lori Jane Gliha Rocky Mountain PBS News). 

Alamosa County, with 16,654 

residents, had 17,941 opioid 

prescriptions dispensed in 2014. This 

figure increased by approximately 3,000 

in 2015. Also in this year, Alamosa 

county placed the ninth-highest rate of 

opioid-related death in Colorado. 
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According to Colorado 

Department of Public Health and 

Environment, opioids account for highest 

proportion of opioid prescriptions during 

the 2014-2016 period. The percentage of 

prescriptions dispensed declined slightly 

in 2016. 

 

In terms of age group, in 

2016 the number of prescriptions 

per patient fluctuated from 1 to 65 

and the number of opioids 

prescription for each recipient grew 

up with age. (Environment) 



21 
 

 

The line graph demonstrates prescription rate per 1,000 residents for three crucial drug 

classes in Alamosa County from 2014 to 2016. Overall, the number of prescriptions for opioids 

increased during this period and peaked in 2015. Among these major drug classes, opioids 

constitute the highest rate of use, followed by benzodiazepines and stimulants. Regarding 

Colorado, opioids also represent the highest rate of use with 765.4 in 2016 but the figure is still 

less than that of Alamosa county itself. 
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As we can see from the 

picture to the right, 

Alamosa county has a 

Medicare Part D Opioid 

Prescribing Rate of 8.2% in 

2014. This figure is higher 

than that of Colorado 

(7.4%) and the nation 

(5.6%). 

 

 

Doctors still allow patients to take 

opioids with medical needs but with smaller 

doses. As we can see from the picture, the 

number of patients receiving prescription drugs 

decreases considerably from 2014 to 2016. 

In order to control the opioids overdose, 

in 2015, Senate Bill 15-053 was passed in 

Colorado to dispense Naloxone without a 

physician present. Naloxone is used in opioids overdoses to allow patients to breathe normally 

and it does not harm if people do not take opioids. For example, a woman in Alamosa took an 

overdose of opioids, police officers revived her by naloxone and her consciousness was 

recovered. That naloxone saved her life. 

 

Source: Colorado Health Institute 

Source: Conejos, animas et al.  
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Conclusions 

Alamosa is a promising county with strong economic advantages, including its resilient 

job industries and role as a regional service hub for agriculture, tourism and small business. It 

has performed remarkably well in comparison to other rural counties since the Great Recession 

as well. However, Alamosa suffers from a multitude of faults; While Alamosa county contains 

two promising assets of Adam’s State University and the SLV medical center, it would be 

expected that job concentrations would be focused in higher paying industries in which after 

our analyses, we know that is not the case. The likely reason for this occurrence is not limited 

to just one specific reason, but mostly likely is contained in an overarching connection of a 

multitude of reasons. One reason is its far proximity to Denver and other large sub-urban 

which is likely pulling Alamosa’s college graduates and depressing the inflow of new 

businesses. Alamosa County should incentivize Adams State University graduates to stay in 

the region and encourage the building of businesses in high-paying industries. The county 

should capitalize on its assets such as its proximity to natural recreation, the presence of a 

desirable four-year state university, and a low cost of living to ultimately attract skilled and 

educated workers and businesses. 

 

Understanding the history, current status and trajectory of the economy of Alamosa 

County is key to determining its next steps. Alamosa county has a history of resilient 

industries, a current status of an appealing job market ripe for new business, and a trajectory 

moving towards economic growth if encouraged properly. The disparity between the cost of 

living in Colorado’s metro areas and that of living in Alamosa county should result in an influx 

of skill and innovation in the coming years, especially if the county places focus on its most 

promising industries. 
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