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SCEDD overview of sub-sub-region #1
Upper Arkansas River
Lake, Chaffee, Custer and Fremont Counties
Geography
The Upper Arkansas sub-region includes Fremont, Custer, Chaffee, and Lake Counties. It is known
for its spectacular mountain scenery, public lands, agriculture, mining, history, tourism, and a huge
variety of recreational opportunities. In recent years, this sub-region has seen significant growth in
many areas including population, property values, new businesses, downtown revitalization, tourism,
health care, and recreation.
The Pike/San Isabel National Forest runs through all four counties of the Upper Arkansas subregion. From Lake to Custer Counties the Upper Arkansas sub-region contains over half of
Colorado’s 54 “14ners” (peaks over 14,000 feet). The area also boasts seven wilderness areas:
Buffalo Peaks, Holy Cross, Mt. Massive, Collegiate Peaks, Green Horn, Sangre de Cristo, and
Brown’s Canyon National Monument. The Arkansas River Headwaters Recreation Area (a Colorado
State Park) is one of the most popular whitewater areas in the county including both Browns
Canyon, Big Horn Sheep Canyon, and the Royal Gorge. The portions of the Arkansas River through
the sub-region are classified as gold medal
water for fishing.
National Forests, State Parks, National
Monuments, and BLM land are all accessible
for the above-mentioned sports as well as
motorized activities such as four-wheel drives,
dirt biking, and more. The following State
Scenic Byways are in this sub-region: Top of
the Rockies, Frontier Pathways, and the
Collegiate Peaks. Large amounts of public land
are available for outdoor enthusiasts. In fact,
Leadville, Lake County
the combined public lands in the Upper
Arkansas totals more than 1.3 million acres,
which means almost 60% of all the land contained within these four counties is public.
Fishing and hunting provide jobs for guides, outfitters, and retail outlets. Big game in the area
include bear, elk, deer, pronghorn antelope, and big horn sheep. A few endangered species are of
concern in this sub-region: the Greenback Cutthroat Trout, the Black Footed Ferret, the Least Tern,
the Mexican Spotted Owl, and the even the Grizzly Bear are listed by U.S. Fish and Wildlife in this
area. Small game is also popular as is bird watching and wildlife photography. Hiking,
mountaineering, rock climbing, skiing, and mountain biking are also all widely available.
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Overall, mining is in decline from its heyday in the 1900s. Although there are still pockets of
ongoing mineral extraction as well as oil and gas. Lake County is especially dependent on mining as a
primary industry and employer.
Agriculture, mainly in the areas of ranching, hay production, and fruit orchards in the lower valley
remain healthy and stable. With the Arkansas River flowing through three of the four counties,
many consider the river the “life blood” of the area. It provides drinking and irrigation water needed
by people, livestock, and crops. The Upper Arkansas sub-sub-region is a major flood plain along the
Arkansas river and its tributaries. These counties have worked with FEMA to address flood
mitigation and risks. Prime agricultural lands have been identified in the Upper Arkansas sub-region
and are identified in Appendix C.
Like much of Colorado, tourism is an important part of this sub-region’s economy. However,
mining, prisons, construction, real estate, and health care, comprise the major industries of the area.
When visitors are not recreating, they are found in shops, businesses, motels, and restaurants.
Fremont and Chaffee Counties are especially known for their extensive antique markets. Museums
and cultural experiences are plentiful. Art galleries, arts festivals, music events, Salida’s Creative
District, all provide additional cultural attractions.
In general, most basic services are in good
supply. Medical facilities, schools, government
services can be found in the county seats and
other towns. Infrastructure is, overall, in good
condition, however, additional investments in
water, wastewater, and roads are necessary to
continue growth and development. As with most
of rural Colorado broadband is spotty and/or
lacking in rural areas outside of municipal
centers. The pandemic has severely impacted the
tourism industry and the supporting businesses
such as the service industry. Ongoing services are
still needed to assist those businesses and
workers especially in this industry.

Royal Gorge, Fremont County

However, this sub-region is ripe to comeback as the pandemic winds down. Lessons learned from
this economic slowdown are incorporated in the 2021 CEDS.

Major industries
The GDP for the combined counties of the Upper Arkansas in 2020 was $2.41 billion. (See
Appendix E.) The primary industries in the area are public administration, construction,
mining/quarrying, health care/social assistance, retail, accommodations/food, and educational
services. Although the Climax Mine is in Summit County most of the workforce is found in Lake
County (Leadville area), making the mine a major employer for Lake County. Retail continues to be
an economic driver for all four counties serving both locals and tourists. Similarly, the food and
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accommodations businesses (service industries) are top employers. Chaffee County’s health care
system tends to support surrounding counties, making it a strong employer. The dominance of the
corrections facilities in both Chaffee and Fremont Counties have long made that industry a primary
job generator. Opportunity zones exist in this sub-region. All of Lake County excluding the City of
Leadville, the northern half of Chaffee County, and in Fremont County the Town of Florence, part
of Canon City, and swath of land north of Canon City to the Teller County line, are all Opportunity
zones.

Sub-regional economic priorities
Workforce Housing is in high demand and low supply throughout the Upper Arkansas. Broadband
development is making some headway especially in Custer and Chaffee Counties but needs much
more support. Economic diversification, critical infrastructure especially for water and wastewater
projects, improving raw land to be suitable for industrial and commercial development round out
this sub-region’s priorities.
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Chaffee County- Community and Economic Profile
County Size (Acres) 648,576
Public Lands 503,124 = 77.57%

Total Population
2010- 17,797
2020- 20,361
% Change= 14.4%
Median Wage

$42,657

Unemployment

4.6%

Median Age

Household Size

High School
Graduation Rate

Median Home
Value

49.2 Years Old

83.2%

2.15

$357,800
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Chaffee County - Gross Domestic Product
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the total value of goods and services produced by a region. In
2020, nominal GDP in Chaffee County, Colorado expanded 1.0%. This follows growth of 4.9% in
2019. As of 2020, total GDP in Chaffee County, Colorado was $812,666,000.
Of the sectors in Chaffee County, Colorado, Real Estate and Rental and Leasing contributed the
largest portion of GDP in 2020, $120,444,000 The next-largest contributions came from
Construction ($95,671,000); Retail Trade ($87,175,000); and Health Care and Social Assistance
($87,064,000).

Gross Domestic Product data are provided by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, imputed by Chmura where necessary, updated through 2020.

Salida Art Walk; Chaffee County

Chaffee County – Upper Arkansas
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Chaffee County - Industry Snapshot
The total number of jobs in Chaffee County at the end of 2020 was 8,898. Job growth in the county
is projected to be 1.10% per year for the next five years resulting in a total jobs gain of 510.
The largest sector in Chaffee County, Colorado is Accommodation and Food Services, employing
1,374 workers. The next-largest sectors in the region are Retail Trade (1,262 workers) and Health
Care and Social Assistance (1,105). High location quotients (LQs) indicate sectors in which a region
has high concentrations of employment compared to the national average. The sectors with the
largest LQs in the region are Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation (LQ = 2.96), Public
Administration (2.15), and Accommodation and Food Services (2.13).

Employment data are derived from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and imputed where necessary. Data are updated through 2020Q4 with
preliminary estimates updated to 2021Q1.

Chaffee County – Upper Arkansas

Custer County- Community and Economic Profile
County Size (Acres) 1,635,180
Public Lands 204,756 = 12.5%

Total Population
2010- 4,272
2020- 5,059
% Change= 18.4%
Median Wage

$33,664

Unemployment

4.9%

Median Age

Household Size

High School
Graduation Rate

Median Home
Value

59.7 Years Old

86.7%

2.13

$281,900
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Custer County - Gross Domestic Product
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the total value of goods and services produced by a region. In
2020, nominal GDP in Custer County, Colorado expanded 5.5%. This follows growth of 0.5% in
2019. As of 2020, total GDP in Custer County, Colorado was $110,647,000.
Of the sectors in Custer County, Colorado, Real Estate and Rental and Leasing contributed the
largest portion of GDP in 2020, $21,400,000 The next-largest contributions came from
Construction ($16,452,000); Retail Trade ($11,841,000); and Public Administration ($6,567,000).

Gross Domestic Product data are provided by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, imputed by Chmura where necessary, updated through 2020.

Jones Theater, Westcliffe; Custer County

Custer County – Upper Arkansas
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Custer County - Industry Snapshot
The total number of jobs in Custer County at the end of 2020 was 1,232. Job growth in the county
is projected to be 1.5 percent per annum resulting in 98 jobs over the next five years.
The largest sector in Custer County, Colorado is Retail Trade, employing 155 workers. The nextlargest sectors in the region are Construction (138 workers) and Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and
Hunting (118). High location quotients (LQs) indicate sectors in which a region has high
concentrations of employment compared to the national average. The sectors with the largest LQs
in the region are Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting (LQ = 6.68), Utilities (4.46), and Other
Services (except Public Administration) (2.15).

Employment data are derived from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and imputed where necessary. Data are updated through 2020Q4 with
preliminary estimates updated to 2021Q1.

Custer County – Upper Arkansas

Fremont County- Community and Economic Profile
County Size (Acres) 981,164
Public Lands 455,254 = 46.4%

Total Population
2010- 46,854
2020- 47.645
% Change= 1.7%
Median Wage

$44,243

Unemployment

8.8%

Median Age

Household Size

High School
Graduation Rate

Median Home
Value

45.1Years Old

71.4%

2.3

$174,000
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Fremont County-Gross Domestic Product
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the total value of goods and services produced by a region. In
2020, nominal GDP in Fremont County, Colorado expanded 1.6%. This follows growth of 2.5% in
2019. As of 2020, total GDP in Fremont County, Colorado was $1,223,943,000.
Of the sectors in Fremont County, Colorado, Public Administration contributed the largest portion
of GDP in 2020, $355,642,000 The next-largest contributions came from Health Care and Social
Assistance ($131,634,000); Real Estate and Rental and Leasing ($112,878,000); and Retail Trade
($107,792,000).

Gross Domestic Product data are provided by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, imputed by Chmura where necessary, updated through 2020.

Fremont, County-Industry Snapshot
The total number of jobs in Fremont County at the end of 2020 was 15,072. Job growth in the
county is projected to be .3 percent annually over the next five years resulting in an increase of 229
jobs.
The largest sector in Fremont County, Colorado is Public Administration, employing 3,962 workers.
The next-largest sectors in the region are Health Care and Social Assistance (2,283 workers) and
Retail Trade (1,823). High location quotients (LQs) indicate sectors in which a region has high
concentrations of employment compared to the national average. The sectors with the largest LQs
in the region are Public Administration (LQ = 5.23), Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting
(1.88), and Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation (1.64).

Fremont County – Upper Arkansas
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Employment data are derived from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and imputed where necessary. Data are updated through 2020Q4 with
preliminary estimates updated to 2021Q1.

The Abby Events Center, Canon City; Fremont County
Fremont County – Upper Arkansas

Lake County- Community and Economic Profile
County Size (Acres) 241,222
Public Lands 187,688 = 77.8%

Total Population
2010- 7,282
2020- 8,081
% Change= 11%
Median Wage

$45,337

Unemployment

5.9%

Median Age

Household Size

High School
Graduation Rate

Median Home
Value

36.7 Years Old

67.9%

2.43

$232,100
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Lake County - Gross Domestic Product
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the total value of goods and services produced by a region. In
2020, nominal GDP in Lake County, Colorado contracted 8.8%. This follows growth of 13.7% in
2019. As of 2020, total GDP in Lake County, Colorado was $277,598,000.
Of the sectors in Lake County, Colorado, Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction
contributed the largest portion of GDP in 2020, $101,584,000 The next-largest contributions came
from Public Administration ($25,454,000); Construction ($24,029,000); and Real Estate and Rental
and Leasing ($18,411,000).

Gross Domestic Product data are provided by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, imputed by Chmura where necessary, updated through 2020.

Leadville; Lake County

Lake County – Upper Arkansas
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Lake County - Industry Snapshot
The total number of jobs in Lake County at the end of 2020 was 2,515. Job growth in the county is
projected to be 1.40 percent annually over the next five years, resulting in a gain of 184 jobs.
The largest sector in Lake County, Colorado is Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction,
employing 344 workers. The next-largest sectors in the region are Public Administration (329
workers) and Educational Services (306). High location quotients (LQs) indicate sectors in which a
region has high concentrations of employment compared to the national average. The sectors with
the largest LQs in the region are Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction (LQ = 38.21),
Utilities (4.04), and Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation (2.85).

Employment data are derived from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and imputed where necessary. Data are updated through 2020Q4 with
preliminary estimates updated to 2021Q1.

Lake County – Upper Arkansas

