
 

Custer County 
 

 

 

 
 

2010 CEDS 
 
 
 

Prepared by Southern Colorado Economic Development District 
1104 North Main Street 

Pueblo, CO  81003 
719-545-8680 



- 2 - 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Custer County ........................................................................................................................................................ 3 

Transportation ....................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Population Trends ................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Population by Race ............................................................................................................................................ 5 

Population by Age ............................................................................................................................................. 6 

Population by Community ................................................................................................................................. 6 

Poverty .................................................................................................................................................................. 7 

Personal Transfer Receipts ................................................................................................................................ 7 

Housing.................................................................................................................................................................. 8 

Housing Statistics............................................................................................................................................... 8 

Foreclosure ........................................................................................................................................................ 8 

Education ............................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Agriculture ........................................................................................................................................................... 10 

Travel Impact ....................................................................................................................................................... 11 

County Government ............................................................................................................................................ 12 

Retail Sales ...................................................................................................................................................... 12 

General Revenue and Expenses ....................................................................................................................... 12 

Revenues by Source ......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Local Economy ..................................................................................................................................................... 14 

Labor Force ...................................................................................................................................................... 14 

Employment by Sector ..................................................................................................................................... 14 

Wages .............................................................................................................................................................. 15 

Median Household Income .............................................................................................................................. 16 

Per Capita Personal Income ............................................................................................................................. 16 

Proprietors ...................................................................................................................................................... 17 

Strategic Planning ................................................................................................................................................ 18 

Community Assessment .................................................................................................................................. 18 

Community Survey .......................................................................................................................................... 20 

County Development Strategy ......................................................................................................................... 25 

Bottom Up Economic Development Strategy ................................................................................................... 29 

 



- 3 - 

Custer County 
 

 

Custer County is located in south central Colorado on the east side of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 

The county is 739 square miles with a population density of 5.5 per square mile. The average elevation 

is 7,888 feet.  

The county was established in муттΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ муллΩǎ /ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǿŀǎ ŀn important mining 

community during the mining boom. The Wet Mountain Valley provided gold, silver and copper and 

the railroad provided the needed transportation to haul ore to the smelter.  Although mining is no 

longer a mainstay of the community, its history is evident. The Sangre de Cristo Mountains provides 

ǘŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ άCƻǳǊǘŜŜƴŜǊǎέΤ ŀ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ /ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ 

economy consists of mainly tourism and agriculture. 

County Commissioners:     Legislative Districts: 
 

 Lynn Attebery 
 

Congressional District: 3 

 Jim Austin 
 

Senate District: 2 

 Allen Butler 
 

House District: 60 
 

 
County Seat:  Westcliffe 
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Transportation 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CDOT State Travel Map 
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Population Trends 

The Department of Local Affairs (DOLA) estimates the 2011 population of Custer County at 4,268, 
which is approximately .08҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ DOLA estimates, from 2007 to 2011, the 
population for Custer County will increase by approximately 6% and the State by 7%. 
 

 
Data retrieved from State Demography Office-DOLA 
http://www.dola.state.co.us/demog_webapps/profile_county 

5/18/2011 

 
¢ƘŜ нлмл /Ŝƴǎǳǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ /ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ more than doubled in the last two decades, 
with over 4,000 residents in 2010. 
 

1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

2,970 2,937 1,947 2,172 2,124 2,270 1,573 1,305 1,120 1,528 1,926 3,503 4,255 

 
Population by Race 
 
The 2010 Census reports фрΦо҈ƻŦ /ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ м% African American, .7% 
American Indian and 3% reporting other or two or more races. 
 

  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

White Alone or in Combination 3,810  3,909  3,881  3,878  4,055 

Black or African American Alone or 
in Combination 14  14  14  14  44 

American Indian & Alaska Native 
Alone or in Combination 41  43  43  46  30 

Asian Alone or in Combination 16  16  16  15  16 

Native Hawaiian & Other Pacific 
Islander Alone or in Combination 0  0  0  0  0 

Some Other Race Alone or in 
combination with one or more races 45  43  45  47  39 

Two or More Races N/A N/A N/A N/A 71 

 
 

http://www.dola.state.co.us/demog_webapps/profile_county
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Population by Age 
 
DOLA estimates the median age for Custer County at 46.1, with an average life expectancy at age 76.8. 
The chart below represents the age distribution as reported by the Census. Custer /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
reflects an aging population. The 2010 Census shows an increase in the age group of 50 and above 
compared to 2000 when the largest population was between the ages of 35 and 50. 
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http://www.factfinder.census.gov 
6/29/2011 

 
Population by Community 
 
The most populated area in Custer County is in the unincorporated areas, reporting over 3,000 
residents. Approximately 27% of the population resides in Westcliffe and Silver Cliff. 
 

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Silver Cliff 512 543 554 606 616 611 594 588 571 575 587 

Westcliffe 417 461 477 498 516 524 519 542 543 551 568 

Unincorporated Area 2,574 2,726 2,752 2,830 2,852 2,910 2,904 3,000 3,005 3,040 3,100 

Total 3,503 3,730 3,783 3,934 3,984 4,045 4,017 4,130 4,119 4,166 4,255 
2000 & 2010 Data from Census Bureau 
http://factfinder.census.gov 
2001 - 2009 DOLA Estimates 
http://dola.state.co.us 

8/17/2011 

 
 

http://www.factfinder.census.gov/
http://factfinder.census.gov/
http://dola.state.co.us/
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Poverty 
 
A survey of Custer County residents reveals the quality of life is an asset to the community and they 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ. While the number of children in poverty is high, overall poverty rates trend 
with the State, but are lower than the Nation. In 2009, Kids Count reported 36.8% of school age 
children qualified for free/reduced lunch compared to 38.4% in the State and 25.1% of children under 
18 years of age were living in poverty compared to 16.6% in the State. 

 
The US Census 
Small Area 
Income and 
Poverty 
Estimates report 
13.9% of Custer 
/ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ 
population lives 
in poverty, 
compared to 
12.6% in the 
State and 14.3% 
in the Nation. 
 

US Census-Data for 1996 is not available 
5/16/2011 

 
Personal Transfer Receipts 
 
Federal programs attempt to 
alleviate poverty and are 
tracked as transfer 
payments. In 2009, federal 
transfer payments were 
almost $7,500 for every man, 
woman and child in Custer 
County. Slightly over 90% of 
the total transfer payments 
are from retirement 
programs like Social Security. 
Income maintenance (TANF) 
accounts for approximately 
6% of total payments. 
 
 
Additional reports affecting poverty reveal: 
 

 Food assistance program participation in 2010 is slightly over 9% 
 In 2007, 28% of the population was uninsured, compared to the State at 18% 
 Teen births are low, with less than three reported in 2009 

 
 
 
 

Bureau of Economic Analysis 
8/18/2011 
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Building permit requests 

are down 39% from 

2005, but are starting to 

show an increase. The 

2010 US Census reports 

63 permit requests. 

Housing 
 
The average household size is 2.36 compared to an average family size of 2.77. 
 

Household Type 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Household Population (July) 3,955  3,915  4,011  3,986  4,018  4,105 

Housing Vacancy Rate 49.59  51.67  51.80  53.05  53.38  51.30 

Total Households 1,680  1,662  1,703  1,693  1,705  1,925 

Total Housing Units 3,333  3,439  3,533  3,606  3,657  3,956 

Vacant Housing Units 1,653  1,777  1,830  1,913  1,952  2,031 
http://www.dola.state.co.us 

11/9/2010 
2010 data from - http://factfinder2.census.gov 
7/28/2011 

 
Housing Statistics 
 
The 2000 housing affordability index as reported by Headwaters states, in order to purchase the 
average house a person in Custer County needed to earn a little over $37,000; the median household 
income was approximately $34,000. Over 60% of housing is valued over $200,000; almost 80% of 
rental housing costs between $500 and $1,000. Approximately 75% of housing is less than 40 years 
old. 
 

Year Structure Built Total Percent 

2005 or Later 61 1.7 

2000 to 2004 314 8.7 

1990 to 1999 1026 28.3 

1980 to 1989 841 23.2 

1970 to 1979 466 12.8 

1960 to 1969 253 7.0 

1950 to 1959 194 5.3 

1940 to 1949 21 0.6 

1939 or earlier 453 12.5 
2005-2009 American Community Survey 
http://factfinder.census.gov 
8/12/2011 

 
According to the National Low Income Housing Coalition, affordable rent represents the generally 
accepted standard of not spending more than 30% of gross income on gross housing costs. The fair 
market rent in 2011 for Custer County is $732 for a two bedroom home. In order to afford rent at this 
amount, a household in Custer County must earn $14.08 per hour or $29,280 annually; at minimum 
wage, it would take 1.9 wage earners in the household. 
 
Foreclosure 
 

  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Filings 21 27 17 26 34 12 

Sales 7 8 1 3 19 3 
http://www.dola.state.co.us 
7/28/2011 

http://www.dola.state.co.us/demog_webapps/profile_county
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=DEC_1…
http://factfinder.census.gov/
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Education 
 
Custer County provides K-12 education through one school district, with a four day week. Higher 
education is available in Pueblo and Fremont Counties. 

 
 
School enrollments 
peaked in 2004, 
with 527 students; 
2010 reports 454 
students. Although 
enrollments have 
declined, they 
have remained 
steady over the 
last decade. 
 
 
 
 

 
A noticeable trend seen throughout many counties in the SCEDD region is the decline in school 
enrollments, compared to the number of school age children living in the County. The 2010 Census 
reports there are 713 school age children (5-19 years of age) living in the county and the Department 
of Education reports there are 454 students enrolled in Custer County schools. County residents 
believe one reason for the decline is an increase in the number of students being home schooled or 
attending online schools. 
 

Enrollment 
            

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Custer County C-1 471 473 517 493 527 522 522 519 514 489 454 

            The 2005-2009 Census American Community Survey estimates 93.9% of the total population 25 years 
ƻŦ ŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀ ƻǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǊΤ нфΦс҈ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ .ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ 
Degree or higher. 

 

Graduation Rate 
            

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Custer County C-1 100.0 100.0 100 91.5 95.7 100.0 82.9 92.9 85.7 93.2 86.0 

            Drop Out Rate 
             2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Custer County C-1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.1 2.2 1.4 1.7 1.3 0.7 2.4 
www.cde.state.co.us 

           5/26/2011 

            
 
 
 

http://www.cde.state.co.us/
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Agriculture 
 
In 2007, Custer County had 137,799 acres of agricultural land. There are 226 farms, with an average of 
610 acres. !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ нллт !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ /ŜƴǎǳǎΣ /ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ largest crop harvested is forage 
and top livestock is cattle and calves. 
 

3,702

14,572

16,419
1997

2002

2007

Top Crops Harvested in Acres

Hay Forage

 
www.agcensus.usda.gov 
10/1/2009 

 
Out of sixty four counties in Colorado, Custer County ranked sixth in Christmas trees. 
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http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/
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Travel Impact 
 

Travel and tourism is a $13 billion industry in the State of Colorado. 
 
The Office of Economic Development and International Trade and Dean Runyon Associates report over 
eight million dollars was spent by visitors to Custer County in 2009. While the number is impressive, it 
is a decline of 43% since 2007 figures of fourteen million dollars. The sharp decline may be attributed 
to the economy and lack of construction projects/workers in the county. 

Not only does travel affect the revenues to a community, but jobs must be created to maintain 
services to visitors. Approximately 190 full and part time jobs were attributed to travel and tourism in 
Custer County in 2009. 
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  1996 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 (P) 

Travel Spending ($M) 8.5 9.2 9.8 10.3 10.5 11.9 12.2 13.5 13.9 13.9 14.1 9.0 8.3 

Earnings ($M) 2.1 2.4 2.5 2.6 2.7 3.1 3.2 3.5 3.6 3.5 3.5 2.2 2.1 

Employment (Jobs) 290 270 250 250 240 280 280 300 300 290 280 190 190 

Local Taxes ($M) 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.2 

State Taxes ($M) 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.2 0.2 
Dean Runyan Associates 

 
P= Preliminary 

http://www.deanrunyan.com 

  8/10/2010 
   

http://www.deanrunyan.com/
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County Government 
 
Custer County has a 2% sales tax and a 2% lodging tax; Colorado has a 2.9% sales and use tax. 
 
Retail Sales 
 
As illustrated below, gross sales and retail sales have shown steady growth between 2002 and 2008. 
Reflective of the recession, sales started declining in 2009 despite a growing population. 
 

In thousands of dollars 
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Dept. of Revenue 
http://www.colorado.gov 

7/12/2011 

 
General Revenue and Expenses 
 

 
Revenues and 
expenses have been 
slightly inconsistent 
between 1997 and 
2004. Another 
indication of the 
growing population 
is the increase of 
revenues and 
expenses beginning 
in 2005; with 
revenues exceeding 
expenses. 
 

Colorado Division of Local Government 
http://www.dola.state.co.us/cedis.html 

10/19/2010 

 
 
 
 

http://www.colorado.gov/
http://www.dola.state.co.us/cedis.html
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Revenues by Source 
 
Custer County is dependent on property taxes as a means of generating revenues. In 2008, 28% of 
/ǳǎǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǘŀȄŜǎΦ 
 

 
 
DOLA reports the 2010 assessed value of Custer County is $96,259,200, providing $1,005,452 in 
revenues with a 10.894 mill levy. 
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Local Economy 
 
Labor Force 
 
Custer CountyΩǎ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜ has ranged from 2.4% to 6.9% in the last ten years. /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΩǎ 
2010 unemployment rate was 8.9%, while Custer County was 6.9%; the highest unemployment rate in 
twenty years. 
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Colorado Workforce/LMI Gateway 
http://Imigateway.coworkforce.com 

8/23/2011 

 
Employment by Sector 
 

Industry 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Agriculture N/A N/A 155 160 160 154 152 150 144 

Utilities N/A 5 N/A 5 N/A N/A N/A 8 N/A 

Construction 274 293 280 N/A 260 245 257 279 264 

Manufacturing 29 N/A N/A 44 57 53 50 63 45 

Wholesale trade 26 29 17 20 26 24 21 20 12 

Retail Trade 181 207 205 187 182 180 192 180 167 

Transportation and warehousing 27 23 N/A N/A 11 14 13 21 N/A 

Information 16 16 N/A 18 N/A N/A N/A 31 28 

Finance activities N/A 48 44 47 N/A 48 57 51 51 

Real estate 113 119 125 124 134 131 121 107 99 

Professional and business services 71 85 83 91 88 93 85 104 120 

Administration and waste N/A 39 42 34 33 34 24 N/A N/A 

Education 2 N/A N/A 4 12 18 21 19 19 

Health Services 26 25 44 57 55 58 56 53 N/A 

Arts N/A 45 42 52 69 72 77 86 90 

Accommodation and food 122 156 188 192 169 163 172 115 116 

Other services, except public administration 109 N/A 133 125 125 126 134 154 143 

Government 235 246 249 252 249 251 251 251 263 
Department of Local Affairs 
1/7/2011 

 
 
 

http://imigateway.coworkforce.com/
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Wages 
 
Wages in Custer County are lower than the State average. In 2010, weekly wages, as reported by the 
Colorado Workforce, for Custer County were 37% below the State; with Custer County at $627 and the 
State at $1,001. The Bureau of Economic Analysis reports average annual wages for Custer County in 
2009 were 39% below the State; with Custer County at $29,285 and the State at $47,622. 
 
Average Annual Wages 
 

Industry 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Natural Resources & Mining ND ND ND ND ND 

Construction $26,108  $30,159  $39,599  $41,836  $43,094  

Manufacturing ND ND ND ND ND 

Trade, Transportation & Utilities $24,728  $24,722  $25,075  $27,268  $25,582  

Information $29,575  $32,384  $31,685  $33,647  $35,003  

Financial Activities $25,456  $30,458  $38,827  $32,656  $32,697  

Professional & Business Services $36,927  $28,184  $36,316  $33,515  $43,318  

Education & Health Services $20,689  $20,467  $22,631  $26,504  $26,643  

Leisure & Hospitality $10,634  $11,339  $11,595  $12,959  $12,293  

Other Services $19,741  $21,824  $21,215  $23,034  $24,219  

Public Administration $24,952  $25,785  $27,257  $28,122  $27,734  

Bureau of Labor Statistics 
 www.bls.gov *ND= Non Disclosable-Data does not meet BLS or State Agency disclosure standards. 

1/10/2011 
  

 
Average Weekly Wages 
 

Industry 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Construction $505  $585  $762  $811  $831 

Manufacturing $383  $408  $463  $475  $557 

Wholesale Trade $757  $749  $802  $1,004  $1,065 

Retail Trade $407 $412 $419 $447 $420 

Transportation and Warehousing $592 $594 $722 $682 $671 

Information $509  $567  $560  $605  $625 

Finance and Insurance $753  $894  $652  $630  $637 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing  $313  $376  $468  $607  $622 

Professional Technical Services $667  $554  $719  $665  $871 

Administrative and Waste Services $435  $0  $0  $0  $0 

Health Care and Social Assistance $371  $378  $422  $459  $479 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $229  $247  $290  $266  $262 

Accommodation & Food Services $199  $211  $205  $240  $222 

Other Services, Ex. Public Admin $378  $409  $408  $453  $469 

Public Administration $497  $508  $532  $550  $545 
Colorado Work Force/ LMI Gateway 
http://Imigateway.coworkforce.com 

1/10/2011 

 

http://www.bls.gov/
http://imigateway.coworkforce.com/
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Median Household Income 
 

  2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Custer County $36,205  $35,953  $35,938  $37,830  $40,332  $40,946  $41,811 $44,193 $50,660 $45,898 

Colorado $47,505  $48,483  $48,060  $49,248  $50,105  $50,841  $52,265 $55,517 $57,184 $55,735 
http://www.census.gov-SAIPE 
1/11/2011 

 
Per Capita Personal Income 
 

The per capita income for Custer County is 18% below the State average. Per capita income for Custer 
County in 2009 was $34,232 compared to the State average of $41,895. 
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Bureau of Economic Analysis 
www.bea.gov 

8/17/2011 

 

 
 

 

 

http://www.census.gov-saipe/
http://www.bea.gov/
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Proprietors 
 
The number of nonfarm proprietors increased 75% since 1990. However, since the recession, the 
number of proprietors has started declining. It is important to note that farm proprietors increased in 
2007, despite the economy and drought conditions. 
 

 
Bureau of Economic Analysis 
8/17/2011 

 
Nonfarm income peaked in 2006, but remains higher than farm income. In 2003, farm income started 
showing an increase, pulling out of negative numbers, with a peak in 2004. 
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Strategic Planning 
 
The 2010 CEDS has been created to provide a road map for coordinating economic activities, 
monitoring and evaluating long and short term economic goals and encouraging economic growth in 
Custer County over the next five years and beyond. The plan is based on the data and analysis of the 
ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǇǳǘΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǇǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻ {ǘŀǘŜ 
DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ .ƻǘǘƻƳ ¦Ǉ tƭŀƴΦ  The overall goal is to diversify the economy while supporting local 
businesses, stabilize the population and create a foundation for future growth and prosperity in the 
County. 
 
Community Assessment 
 
¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 
gathered from town hall meetings, local leaders and the Bottom Up Plan was utilized to create the list 
below.  
 
Strengths 
 

 Quality of life 
 Small community 
 Beauty 
 Mild climate 
 Diverse population 
 Strong volunteerism 
 Low crime 
 Clean air/water 
 Open spaces 
 Veteran community 
 Education system 
 History 
 Business friendly 
 Untapped land resources 
 Local entertainment 
 Library 
 Clinic 

 
Weaknesses 
 

 County dependent on property taxes 
 High cost of housing 
 High number of second homes 
 Low wages 
 Seasonal economy 
 Lack of jobs 
 Lack of available funds for businesses 
 Small labor force 
 Access to broadband 
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Opportunities 
 

 Educate community/business to improve local product/service awareness 
 Expand the tourist season 
 Stabilize and increase efficiency of energy consumption 
 Improve heritage tourism 
 Increase broadband 
 Recruit primary employers 
 Utilize retired community to teach courses to entrepreneurs/job training 
 Attract business to backcountry recreation on forest service lands 
 Promote cross country skiing 
 Explore wind/solar/geothermal energy 
 Cooperate with local utilities 
 Recruit higher education/vocational 
 Market Westcliffe 
 Recruit call center 
 Expand music festival 
 Welcome center 

 
Threats 
 

 Run out of water 
 Detention Center Opens 
 Subdividing Custer P&Z  Valley floor 
 $5 gallon fuel 
 Environmentally  unfriendly businesses 
 Reserving valley floor view shed 
 Drought 
 Ranching economy declines 
 Ace Hardware Closes 
 School Closure 
 Clinic Closure 
 Horn Creek Christian Resort Closure 
 Bird Flu 
 Oil 
 Uranium 
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Community Survey 
 
SCEDD solicited community participation during the town hall meetings utilizing the Audience 
Response System. A Power Point presentation provided demographic data and analysis, with 
questions to poll the audience on various issues. Results from the town hall meeting are presented 
below.  
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County Development Strategy 
 
The rural nature of Custer County and its mountain location gives way to an economy reliant on 
agriculture and tourism.  The scenic beauty of the area, large tracts of public land, mountains and 
history have contributed to the increase of second home residents; an issue local leaders have 
become concerned with. In addition, as stated earlier, Custer County is experiencing an increased 
aging population. In an effort to diversify the economy, local leaders are exploring opportunities to 
support the agriculture base, marketing the area for retirees, increasing tourism, and creating jobs; 
while maintaining the natural beauty of the area. 
 
Custer County was once a mining community. Although there are some silver deposits, mining has 
become stagnant. Today, agriculture has become a mainstay of the community; farms, orchards, 
vineyards and cattle and alpaca ranches flourish throughout the county. 
 
In the last decade, the population of residents fifty years and older has doubled. The increased aging 
population has been a driving factor for local leaders to create opportunities for retirees. Discussions 
are underway to market the area as a retirement community. The remote location has also given rise 
to second home purchases. 
 
Recreational opportunities and tourist attractions are two resources Custer County can utilize and 
build upon. Home of several mountain peaks over 14,000 feet (Fourteeners), the public can enjoy 
mountain climbing, hiking, horseback riding and fishing. The Frontier Pathways National Scenic Byway 
provides a glimpse of early settlements. Custer County boasts several buildings listed on the National 
Registry of Historical Places. The municipal Golf Course in Westcliffe provides fun and relaxation for 
those preferring to stay in town. 
 
The rugged, mountainous nature of the area poses some transportation issues when recruiting 
manufacturers. State Highway 96 provides east/west access and Highways 69 and 165 provide 
north/south access. The Silverwest Airport provides general aviation services. 
 
As county leaders prepare for the future of the community, some projects completed since the last 
CEDS include: 
 

 Created economic organizations/committees throughout the county 
 Upgraded county road graders 
 Created a transit system 
 Established an Office of Emergency Management 
 Created a community building in Wetmore 
 Created community rooms at the Custer County School, County Annex building and the 

bowling center 
 Created additional parking on Main Street 
 Completed a maintenance building at the airport 
 Created affordable housing units in Silver Cliff 
 New lodging facilities 
 New RV parks 
 Swimming pool completed and operated locally 

 
Over the next five years, leaders in the community will continue to expand on the available resources 
to create new job opportunities for residents and draw in tourists. The County will support local 
businesses and agriculture to maintain diversity of the economy. Specific projects have been listed in 
this CEDS to provide a guide to community leaders as they move forward with their economic goals.  
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Goal: Economic Development-Increase job opportunities in the county by utilizing existing 
resources and improving technology.  

 
Project 1: Downtown revitalization 
 
Revitalization efforts will continue in Westcliffe and Silver Cliff downtown areas through the CART 
initiative. 
 
Project 2: Increase broadband availability and connectivity 
 
Adequate broadband facilities are important to economic development. High-tech companies cannot 
locate in the county because current broadband is not adequate for their needs. Custer County is 
working with other Upper Arkansas counties to create a regional approach to improving broadband in 
the Upper Arkansas. This is a high priority project, expected to be completed in the near future. 
 

 
Goal:  Improve Community Facilities and Services  
 
Project 1: Upgrade county road equipment 
 
Maintenance of county roads is a challenge for the county. Funding will be sought to upgrade 
additional equipment for road maintenance.  
 
Project 2: Emergency communications  
 
Emergency communications are important to coordinate responses and ensure that resources are 
used efficiently. The Office of Emergency Management provides services and further development is 
necessary.  
 
Project 3: County community building  
 
The All Aboard Westcliffe project is working on a campaign to revitalize the old train depot in 
Westcliffe, funding will be sought for improvements. 
 
Project 4: County airport development  
 
The expansion and upgrading of the County Airport is essential to provide better access to this 
remote, rural area.  
 
Project 5: Expand sewer lagoons with dump station  
 
Round Mountain Water and Sanitation District is working on extending the life of their existing 
facilities, which serve Westcliffe and Silver Cliff. Additional funding will be needed to complete the 
project. 
 
Project 6: Development of Community Garden and Food Coop 
 
Continue development of the program operated by the Sustainable Ways organization. 
 
Project 7: State Veterans Cemetery 
 
Continue efforts to create a State Veterans Cemetery in the county. 
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Goal:  Transportation 
 
Project 1: County transit system  
 
The Rotary Club currently operates the transit system and the county provides the maintenance. 
Funding will be sought to continue operations of the vehicle.   
 

 
Goal:   Water Resource Development and Management  
 
Project 1: Water development   
 
Round Mountain Water and Sanitation District has secured water rights to ensure development and 
growth in the towns of Westcliffe and Silver Cliff. The County is working with the Upper Arkansas 
Conservancy District to address the county water needs. 
 

 
Goal:  Improve Housing  
 
Project 1: Affordable housing 
 
Adequate housing at reasonable prices is necessary for growth. The county continues to work with the 
Upper Arkansas Area COG to provide affordable housing options.  
 

 
Goal:  Increase Recreation and Tourism Opportunities 
 
Project 1: Public swimming pool  
 
The current facility is operated through volunteers. Additional funding to continue operations will be 
needed. 
 
Project 2: Development of the Ophir Creek Snowmobile Trail 
 
The Sangre Snowmobile Club will continue development of the trail to attract tourists and create 
opportunities for the community. 
 
Project 3: Promote The Painted View 
 
Additional marketing is needed to promote the equine center. 
 
Project 4: Restore Beckwith Ranch 
 
Restoration of the historical Beckwith Ranch will continue. 
 
Project 5: Development of walk/biking trail 
 
Development of the trail, which connects both Silver Cliff and Westcliffe and encompasses both 
communities, will continue. 
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Project 6: Regional tourism strategy development 
 
Creation of a regional effort to develop tourism strategies in surrounding communities will increase 
tourism and community awareness. 
 
Project 7:  Additional Hotel/Motel space  
 
As tourism increases, the need for additional hotel space will be vital. 
 

 
Strategic planning in Custer County will be an ongoing process. Projects identified in the CEDS are long 
term, unless otherwise noted, and contingent on available funds. As projects are under taken and 
available funds are identified, adjustments may be necessary. 
 
Local leaders will work with their local economic development organizations as well as SCEDD, State 
and Federal sources to implement the plan and make adjustments as needed. Funding sources will be 
identified and pursued for individual projects. While some projects may not be eligible for EDA funds, 
USDA, DOLA, SBA, HUD, Private Foundations and Grants tƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
researched.  
 
In some cases, a regional approach may be more feasible. Most counties in Southeastern Colorado 
lack the funds for matching grants; therefore, a collaborative effort could be beneficial. In those 
instances, Custer County will work with other counties and regional planners to ensure continuity 
between all organizations. 
 
Custer County will report its progress to SCEDD to be included in the annual CEDS updates. As new 
opportunities arise, projects or adjustments will also be included in the updated CEDS.  
 
The State Bottom Up Economic Development Strategy is included as a supplement to the CEDS. Custer 
County will continue to work on the Bottom Up Strategy at the State level, while working on CEDS 
projects at a Federal level. In any case, both strategies are vital to the economic growth of Custer 
County and should be considered complimentary to each other. 
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Bottom Up Economic Development Strategy 
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