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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 Huerfano County, like many rural Colorado counties, has been experiencing stagnated 

economic growth largely encumbered by the county’s changing age demographic. Since the 

2008 recession Huerfano’s age composition has been inverting, trending towards a retiree 

dominated population. This is indicative of a local economy in which working aged residents are 

migrating elsewhere while older generations are staying put. This inverting age structure has 

altered the driving sectors in Huerfano, resulting in an economy which caters primarily to its 

older residents. This has had the effect of deterring a younger population, hindering Huerfano’s 

economic growth and making the local economy heavily dependent on the income and economic 

activity of its retired population. This however is not sustainable and requires Huerfano to re-

focus on attracting younger individuals to the county in order to revitalize their local economy. 

This paper goes over the economics of demography data to help the rural Huerfano County, 

Colorado find their current distinct personality and their major industry drivers which are 

directly supporting the county. In addition, this paper goes further and presents detailed 

information about how Huerfano can change and transform itself from a struggling rural county 

to a financially strong booming economy and an attractive local community. 

INTRODUCTION 

Huerfano County is a Colorado county nestled between the city of Pueblo and the New 

Mexico state border, and it’s having a rough time restarting their local economy to economic 

prosperity since recent economic recessions. Just like other rural Colorado counties, Huerfano is 

economically-challenged in multiple areas; such as population challenges, job industry 

challenges, and the fact that Huerfano is still an unknown county to most visitors and locals of 

the Colorado area. Huerfano county is having a largest economic change mostly from the effects 
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of their aging retiree population. In fact, many younger generations of Huerfano county-born 

residents are leaving their local communities for other opportunities elsewhere; leaving the 

county with a large disparity between their younger working-class population and their currently 

larger retiring population. In this paper, focused economic analysis will be used to find what 

types of impacts and effects negative population growth, a large retiring population, and a lack of 

younger population in Huerfano County has on Huerfano’s local economy. 

In finding the answers to this question, we will be presenting Huerfano’s distinct 

personality and inner workings of its local economy compared with not only other Colorado 

counties, but even compared with the state as a whole. Then, once we have the details and 

answers to our overall question, we can shift our focus to help develop answers of resilience for 

Huerfano County. In these answers of resilience, we can help Huerfano become economically 

prosperous in the near and far out future. The solution for Huerfano County’s economic 

resiliency is the initiative to bring back younger and attract younger individuals to the Huerfano 

County through: affordable real estate, the advertisement of vast natural amenities, and potential 

to change Huerfano County into an attractive area for young adults. 

SECTION ONE: OVERALL BASE ANALYSIS 

 

BASE ANALYSIS 

When analyzing the economy of Huerfano County, it is essential to understand which 

possible industries the county has an advantage in attracting outside consumers into the region. 

In addition to this, it is useful to compare the driving industries in Huerfano to several other 

counties in Colorado including Denver-Boulder, Pueblo, Costilla, and Gilpin to get a picture of 

how Huerfano’s economy looks compared to other counties in the state. Within Huerfano 

County, the 2017 Base Analysis for All Counties tells us that the main job sectors that drive the 



 

 

3 

economy of Huerfano include agribusiness, government, tourism, and the regional 

center/national services. Within these job sectors, there are certain industries that drive these 

sectors. In Huerfano, these driving industries include health services, government, 

accommodation and food, retail trade, and agriculture.   

A notable driver of the economy in Huerfano is that 25.6% of the income coming into the 

county is from retirees in the county. This number is significantly higher compared to other 

counties, such as the Denver-Boulder area, which receives 6.1%, Gilpin which receives 4.4%, 

Costilla which receives 18.8%, and Pueblo which has 12.5% of its income from retirees. This 

data suggests that Huerfano’s retiree population has a significant impact in the flow of funds 

coming into the county.  

LOCATION QUOTIENTS 

 After collecting the data for Huerfano County’s base analysis, it’s beneficial to 

investigate which industry sectors drives the local economy. Sector industry analysis for the 

Location Quotient (LQ) Multipliers was done for Huerfano and for counties, such as Alamosa 

and Gilpin, since Alamosa is in close proximity to Huerfano County and Gilpin has LQ 

Multipliers in the same numerical range as Huerfano’s. Data for LQ Multipliers comes from the 

Employment 2001-2017: Wage and Salary Jobs + Proprietors module. 

 As of 2017 the total amount of jobs in Huerfano is about 2,658.55. Out of these jobs, 

542.33 are from health services, 481.18 is from government related jobs, 197.04 is from 

accommodation and food, 314.94 is from retail trade, and 340.49 is from agriculture. Next is to 

find the industry concentrations for each job to get a better sense of what the major industries 

are. Currently, health services make up about 20.4% of total jobs, which is closely followed by 
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government jobs at 18.1% of total jobs. Accommodation and food make up 7.4% of total jobs, 

retail trade is at 11.8%, while agriculture is 12.8%. 

 This data offers interesting insights into how concentrated these industries are in 

Huerfano compared to Colorado as a state. The LQ ratios show that health services with an LQ 

ratio of 2.01, government related jobs with an LQ of 1.21, accommodation and food an LQ of 

0.86, retail trade is 1.26, while agriculture is 8.87. Similarly, Colorado has an LQ of the 

following industries of 1. This suggests that Huerfano is exporting jobs in health services, 

government, retail trade and agriculture, meaning that Huerfano is bringing in money from these 

industries, while Huerfano is importing jobs in accommodation and food, meaning that Huerfano 

is leaking money to different counties for this industry.  

FOCUSED ANALYSIS 

 The foundation of this paper comprises of two very important pieces, the Base Analysis 

and the LQ Multipliers, which are combined to form the economic model called the Overall Base 

Analysis. In the Base Analysis the major industry drivers for Huerfano were industries like 

health services, government, accommodation and food and etc. Additionally, the Base Analysis 

shows that 25.6% of the income coming into Huerfano is from the county’s retirees. These two 

facts show that Huerfano has a large economic dependence on retirees. This is because retiree 

money is a large source of local income for the county, as well as retirees needing close and 

reliable health care services for their aging needs, which Huerfano County provides through their 

largest industry by employment; the healthcare services. Being revenue and employment 

dependent, it can be argued that the retirees of Huerfano makeup the largest backbone of the 

Huerfano economy. 
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 Not only does the analysis from the Base Analysis display the argument that a retired and 

aging population is the largest economic factor of Huerfano County, but the LQ Multipliers also 

create a similar story. It was found in the LQ section of our paper that Huerfano has a large 

health services multiplier, around 2.01, which means Huerfano is exporting many health care 

related services outside of the county. Exporting large amounts of health care related services 

implies that Huerfano is bringing in that large source of income from providing these types of 

high demand services. The Local Assets portion of this paper, will demonstrate how Huerfano is 

having a population that is aging in place. Intuitively, there is a correlation between the high 

demand for healthcare services and an aging population, since older individuals will need 

constant medical care in the later stages of their lives than younger individuals do. This explains 

how Huerfano’s economy is highly dependent on their older, aging population. However, 

Huerfano’s population is aging in place, so it’s hard to envision how the county will be able to 

continue this economic reliance on their older population in the long-run; especially since 

Huerfano county is having a hard time attracting younger individuals. 

SECTION TWO: LOCAL ASSETS 

 

AGE COMPOSITION 

 In order to analyze Huerfano County’s age composition, the Demographer Population 

Age Profiles module’s population data is used. The data shows a net decline in Huerfano’s 

population over the past two decades. This decline, incited by the 2001 recession, has continued 

through 2018 and does not bode well for the county’s longevity. Huerfano’s current population is 

predominantly composed of retirees, accounting for roughly 34% of its overall population. The 

2008 recession heavily impacted the nature of Huerfano’s population with a large number of 

working aged (20-64-year old’s) individuals leaving the county; around 22.76% between the 
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years 2000-2010. The decrease in a working aged population leaves Huerfano’s population 

skewed heavily towards their aging population (65-94-year old’s). 

 

Post 2008, Huerfano began to see a small net increase in its retired population with an 

increase of 38% over the past decade. This population trend makes sense because the current 

population of Huerfano is getting older, meaning they are starting to retire in place and drive this 

the number of current retirees in the county. Huerfano’s overall population change can be argued 

and attributed to the migration of its working aged population to areas outside of the county. 

EMPLOYMENT & INDUSTRY JOB CHANGE 

Employment & Industry Job change data for Huerfano County comes from the 

Employment 2001-2017: Wage and Salary Jobs + Proprietors module. During the 2001 recession 

Huerfano County’s employment oversaw a dip over the ensuing four years decreasing 4%, 

followed by an increase of roughly 5% however this rebound in employment was short lived. 

The 2008 recession resulted in a net decline of 17% of Huerfano’s overall employment. This 

decline was majority comprised by the loss of wage and salary-based jobs, overseeing a 21% 

decline, this decline however was not a result of business failure but rather the emigration of the 
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county’s working aged population. Surprisingly Proprietor jobs weren’t heavily impacted by the 

2008 recession, remaining fairly consistent with a 4% net increase over the past decade. 

 

 The health industry, like the agriculture industry, seems relatively unaffected by the 2008 

recession seeing a steady increase in employment with a 9% net increase, this coinciding with 

Huerfano’s aging population is indicative of Huerfano’s current trajectory and its overhanging 

dilemma. Accommodation and food, and retail and trade have been the most tumultuous in terms 

of year to year employment change, though the accommodation/food sector has seen a net 

decrease of 17% in jobs over the past decade whereas retail/trade has seen a net increase of 11% 

in jobs over the past decade. 

CROSS-BORDERS COMMUTING 

 The Colorado Demographic Profiles provides data about each individual county’s Cross-

Borders Commuting. The count of individuals who live and work within Huerfano County for 

the year 2015 is 1018; given that the employment number for this year is 2625.322 (Base 

Analysis), this number is about 38.8% of total Huerfano County employment. The next step for 
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analyzing this data is to separate the rest of Huerfano County employment count into two groups. 

The first group are residents of Huerfano County working elsewhere and the second group are 

employees in Huerfano County living elsewhere. This count is 927, or about 35.3% of Huerfano 

County residents are working elsewhere. This number is then given a closer look to find the top 

counties where residents are employed elsewhere. It turns out that Pueblo County, Las Animas 

County, and El Paso County are the top three with 17.7%, 15.2%, and 13.1% of the employment 

numbers between the two groups. This makes sense because these three counties all border 

Huerfano County, and hold very important destinations. Pueblo County holds the City of Pueblo, 

which is only 50 miles from the City of Walsenburg, and is a close major town for Huerfano 

County residents. Las Animas is next to the 4 Corners and El Paso County hold Colorado 

Springs. 

 The second group to focus on are employees in Huerfano County living elsewhere. This 

count is 474, or about 18.1% of Huerfano County employees are coming into the county for their 

employment. Giving a closer look at this number, we found the top counties where employees 

for Huerfano County are coming in elsewhere. The top three are Las Animas County, Pueblo 

County, and Otero County with respectively 21.1%, 20.7%, and 6.3% of the employment 

numbers between the two groups. The first two counties in this list make lots of sense because 

they are border counties with Huerfano County, but also, both Las Animas and Pueblo Counties 

use I-25 for their main use of transportation. This use of the international highway system makes 

commuting to Huerfano County easier for employees from outside the county. Otero County is 

to the right of Pueblo County, but holds La Junta, which is a town with a decent population of 

6,898 (United States Census Bureau). 
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FOCUSED ANALYSIS 

 Huerfano County’s inverting age structure has numerous implications for the county’s 

future health and sustainability. A changing population heavily influences the composition of an 

economy. The emigration of Huerfano’s working aged population has the potential to restructure 

Huerfano’s economy to that of one that caters primarily to an elderly and retired population. 

However, using the data from the Age Composition analysis, Huerfano cannot expect a 

continued rise in their aging population since the population for Huerfano residents who are 65 

years-old and over decreases significantly in the population forecasts for the county. 

 

A net decrease in population generally results in the loss of access to service-providing 

establishments, and this proves to be a trend that Huerfano has seen in its accommodation and 

food industry, which has undergone a 17% net decrease in employment. In contrast, Huerfano 

seeing a net increase in its retiree population (Age Composition), has seen an increase in its 

health services sector. Already, Huerfano is showing symptoms of a changing economic 
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structure. However, this population change extends past the population analysis, and effects 

Huerfano’s local industry employment and cross border commuting as well. 

 It’s now established that Huerfano County’s economy is largely centered around their 

aging population. With a 38% increase of a retiree population, in addition to 25.6% of 

Huerfano’s income resulting from retirees (Base Analysis), retirees have a paramount impact on 

how Huerfano’s economy functions. Additionally, Huerfano’s overall employment rate, with the 

exception from 2015-2016 (Employment & Industry Job Change), has been decreasing since the 

recession. Part of this reason can be inferred from the aging population within the county; as 

more individuals reach retirement age, the less likely they are to work, however the emigration 

of working aged people has also greatly contributed to Huerfano’s falling employment rate and is 

perhaps a more worrisome trend. The driving industries in Huerfano typically require younger 

individuals to help work them, such as agriculture and retail, however with the emigration of its 

working aged labor force, Huerfano is undergoing a shortage of labor. Though this typically 

means better leverage for potential employees, Huerfano simply does not have the requisite labor 

force required to fill these vacant jobs as a large portion of their labor force is aging out. Unless 

Huerfano county can attract and retain younger aged individuals, their local economy will 

potentially contract. As a result, the aging population in Huerfano is contributing to the overall 

employment rate. 

Huerfano County’s overall employment and major employed industries have also 

changed over the past decade and a half. Since the great recession, Huerfano’s net employment 

has decreased at a rate of 17% (Employment & Industry Job Change). As mentioned in previous 

sections, this is in part due to an aging population, but this employment and age change since the 

financial crisis of 2008 suggests that Huerfano has not yet recovered from the economic 
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recession. Since the county lost a majority of its wage and salary-based employment, partly due 

to the emigration of the county’s working age population, Huerfano currently does not have the 

type of employed opportunities necessary to attract more people. Without the presence of wage 

and salary jobs, there is not any financial incentive for a skilled labor force population to migrate 

into this county. 

 The data from the Cross-Borders Commuting shows that Huerfano County is 

experiencing a significant loss of local employment opportunities for their own residents, since 

about 35.3% Huerfano residents are working outside of the county. This employment loss of 

working aged individuals signifies to Huerfano that the local economy, as it is right now, is not 

doing its best to retain their working aged population within their own county. The reason why 

this is happening could be because Huerfano currently has little local employment opportunity 

for skilled labor or maybe only has a small amount of attractive, good paying work for their 

working aged residents. The large number of individuals who are commuting outside of 

Huerfano for their location of employment is indicative of an economy that cannot retain 

constant or worthwhile employment for a working population within their own distinct 

industries. 

SECTION THREE: RESILIENCY 

 

RESILIENCY 

When looking at the aging population within Huerfano County and seeing the impacts it 

has on the county, there are two potential paths of resiliency Huerfano can consider. One of these 

options is to consider how Huerfano can continue to attract an older population to the county, 

and make the area continuously sustainable for a retiree population, such as areas in the regional 

Sun Belt. Another option Huerfano has is to consider its current assets and find out why 
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individuals, specifically younger, skilled individuals, are not seeking to live and work in 

Huerfano. After considering the assets Huerfano possesses, the most beneficial route for 

Huerfano is to consider attracting a younger generation to Huerfano through: affordable real 

estate, the advertisement of vast natural amenities, and potential to change Huerfano County into 

an attractive area for young adults. 

The appeal of owning a home is something many people desire, and Huerfano County 

has the advantage of being financially cheaper for many potential home buyers. By being a rural 

county in the southern parts of Colorado, Huerfano County has median property values that are 

tremendously lower than Colorado’s and even the United States’ as a whole. Using Data USA as 

a tool for inspecting property values, Huerfano’s median property value was $153,400 in 2016, 

and has increased about 4% since 2015. Colorado’s median property value in 2016 was $264,600 

and has increased about 9.8% since 2015. Finally, the United States’ property value for 2016 was 

$184,700 and grew about 3.4% since 2015. Comparing property values between Huerfano to 

Colorado and then to the United States, it’s quite obvious that buying and affording a mortgage 

in Huerfano is an affordable alternative. 

Additionally, Huerfano also is a county that lies directly below some larger cities, such as 

Pueblo, Colorado Springs, and Denver, and has easy access to these destinations through the use 

of Interstate-25 (I-25) that runs right through the middle of the county. Affordable real estate and 

being a relatively close location to metropolitan Colorado are both very attractive features 

younger, working aged individuals would love to seek out for themselves and their families. 

Huerfano can use this as an economic advantage compared to other struggling counties, and 

advertise to younger generations about the financial savings of settling down in the county. If 
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there is enough public knowledge and awareness about the benefit of living in Huerfano, then 

more younger individuals and families will come and repopulate the county. 

Huerfano County has many national monuments and amenities within its grasps; the 

biggest one of all being the turnoff point off I-25 by Walsenburg for the short drive to the Great 

Sand Dunes National Park & Preservative. However, it was only in the year 2000 that the Great 

Sand Dunes was re-designed from National Monument to a National Park & Preservative. 

There’s an interesting article from the Journal of Urban Economics titled “A park by any other 

name: National Park designation as a natural experiment in signaling” by Stephan Weiler. In 

Weiler’s conclusion, it’s discovered that the site designation power of renaming and redesigning 

National Monuments into National Parks sends signals to potential consumers who might have 

not had information about the site beforehand. The revalidation of the site as a National Park 

brings in more constant visitors, even those from a large external source such as areas outside of 

Colorado. 

Many younger, working class individuals in Colorado love to go to National Parks and 

visit other natural sites if the sites have lots of public awareness. In order to bring in younger, 

working class individuals to the county, it’s suggested that Huerfano should take their natural 

amenities and rework them by renaming and renovating the amenities towards something of a 

“National Park” status. Signifying that Huerfano has “National Park” status means Huerfano will 

have statewide recognition to a vast number of visitors, and will be a way to bring in economic 

income for the county as visitors will spend time and consume Huerfano goods such as 

restaurants, hotels, and local shopping; revitalizing the county’s accommodation sector. If all 

goes well, some of these visitors could end up in Huerfano after visiting and seeing the county 

for themselves. Not only is there a younger flow of individuals into the county, but investing in 
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Huerfano’s natural amenities may bring younger individuals who are willing to settle down 

within the county and have the potential to work. 

There are many towns within Huerfano County that have a tight local community, 

however it is not necessarily a place currently allures younger, working class individuals towards 

it; so there needs to be a change in the atmosphere of these smaller communities. An article titled 

“How Do Communities Attract Young Adults” from a rural Wisconsin paper focuses on the 

study and ad campaign from the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation. This campaign 

studied how rural communities in Wisconsin are growing and maintaining their younger 

populations. It’s discovered that younger, working class individuals want to settle in areas where 

there’s high-end, professional employment opportunities and a vast number of amenities such as: 

local eateries, art, movie theaters, and a range of areas for shopping. Not only are these things 

attractive to younger, working class individuals, but the ability to proximately close to highway 

transportation and big cities is ideal. Huerfano is already a county with a close driving distance 

to areas such as Colorado Springs, Denver, and even Santa Fe, and even holds major roads like I-

25 going through the north and the south of the county. With this advantage in transportation, 

there is already hope that Huerfano can transform and focus on their community development to 

attract and retain younger adults. Additionally, the study finds that younger, working class 

individuals want to move to an area with some form of access to outdoor activities such as: 

hiking, park walking, rock climbing, and many others. Using this knowledge, Huerfano can 

leverage their existing natural amenities, as stated earlier in the Resiliency, towards attracting 

and retaining younger generations. Incorporating this knowledge of what younger, working class 

adults want, Huerfano can focus on the re-urbanization and development of local communities 
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towards areas where young people seem to be more attracted to; for this will rejuvenate the 

county and provide Huerfano with long-term future economic prosperity. 

CONCLUSION 

 Huerfano County is an interesting rural Colorado county with the unique feature of 

having a local current economy that’s almost entirely focused around its elderly, retiring 

population and the income they provide for the county through their retirement savings and their 

consumption of health-related services. However, this cannot be the way Huerfano moves 

forward economically, since it’s forecasted that Huerfano’s elderly, retiring population will not 

continue to grow and sustain itself. This information tells Huerfano that relying on the elderly, 

retiring population is not the way to keep the local economy afloat in the near future. Instead, 

there needs to be a refocus on younger, working class individuals and how to attract and retain 

them to the county. If there is a large resurgence of a younger, working class population, then 

Huerfano will have a greater chance at having a new source of large financial income and grow 

to become a county with a strong economic backbone and sense of community for years to come. 
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