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Dear Friends,

As I reflect on this past year, I am proud 
of the Economic Development Alliance’s 
commitment to strengthening our local 
economy and community. Through strategic 
partnerships and forward-thinking initiatives, 
we have tackled important challenges in 
workforce housing, business growth, and 
workforce development—ensuring La Plata 
County remains a vibrant place to live and 
work.

In 2024, we made significant progress in 
workforce housing, securing over $500,000 
through the Catalyst Fund to support 
predevelopment activities and launching 
the Workforce Rental Assistance Micro-
Loan Program. These efforts are creating 
real opportunities for our workforce, while 
the Catalyst Revolving Loan Fund is helping 
develop over 110 new affordable housing 
units.

We also expanded workforce development 
through Project RUN, which provided 
micro-credential training that led to 
promotions and job stability for participants. 
Partnering with Fort Lewis College and key 
stakeholders, we are ensuring residents have 
access to skills that meet industry demands.

Recognizing the need for innovation and an 
understanding of advanced technologies, the 
Alliance partnered with Fort Lewis College 
to host the inaugural Four Corners AI 
Conference, bringing experts and community 
members together to explore AI’s role in 
industry transformation. Meanwhile, our 

Annual Economic Summit gathered nearly 
400 leaders to discuss the people, place, and 
purpose that drive our economy forward.

Another critical focus was childcare access, a 
growing challenge for our workforce. Through 
the La Plata Early Childcare Investment 
Strategy, we worked with local partners to 
create a roadmap for improving availability 
and affordability.

These successes are a testament to our 
investors, board, staff, and partners, whose 
dedication makes our work possible. As we 
look ahead to 2025, we remain committed to 
building a resilient, inclusive, and prosperous 
La Plata County. Thank you for being part of 
this journey. Together, we are shaping the 
future of our community.

All the best,

Steven Elias
Chair, La Plata Economic 
Development Alliance
Dean, Katz School of Business
Founder and Director, 
Center for Innovation
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The Economic Development Alliance 
leverages public-private partnerships 
to drive economic development that 
supports a sustainable, resilient, and 
thriving La Plata County. 

WHO 
WE ARE

Alpine Bank
Centura Health
CrossFire Aggregate
Durango Motor Company
Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge RR

First Southwest Bank
Fort Lewis College
Jaynes Corporation
La Plata Electric Assoc
Morovan Foundation

South Ute Indian Tribe
StoneAge, Inc.
TBK Bank

AlignTec Incorporated
Alpenglow Properties
Animas Surgical Hospital
Bank of Colorado
Durango BID
Durango School District

FCI Constructors
Glacier Club
Morehart Murphy
Nunn Construction
Open Sky Wilderness Therapy
Peak Food and Beverage

Region 9 Economic Development
SEH Inc.
Southwest Ag, Inc.
The Payroll Department
United Pipeline Systems
Vectra Bank

Town of Bayfi eld
Town of Ignacio

City of Durango
La Plata County, CO

CHAIRMAN’S CIRCLE

PUBLIC PARTNERS

ALLIANCE INVESTORS

Our Investor Members
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Allen & Associates
Barr Engineering
Boys and Girls Club of LPC
Brad Blake
Carver Brewing Co.
Community Foundation serving 
Southwest Colorado
Durango Land and Homes
Durango Native
Durango Space, LLC
Express Employment Professionals
Farnsworth Group, Inc.
Fastsigns
Florida Ditch Company

Frank Anesi
GeekPack®
HomesFund
Ignacio Chamber of Commerce
Leavitt Group
Local First
Local NEWS Network
Lucky Services
Manna Soup Kitchen
Maria’s Bookshop
Meadow Brook Management
Oxford Financial Planners
Phoenix Recycling, LLC
Pinnacle Building Performance

Powerhouse Science Center
R Space
San Juan BOCES
Sasquatch Sealcoating LLC
SOCO Wood and Windows
Steve Gates Architect
The Durango Network
Title Durango, LLC
United Way of Southwest Colorado
Whole Health Family Medicine

Animas River Wetlands
Axis Health System
Ballantine Communications
Bank Central
Coldwell Banker
Colorado Housing & Finance Authority
Dominion Payroll Colorado
Durango Area Association of Realtors
Durango Fire Protection District
Durango Machining Innovations
Farha Roofing

Four Corners Community Banks
Fox Law Group, LLC
Frank Sinton
GF Properties Group, LLC
Goff Engineering
Grassburger
HDS Freight Services
ImageNet Consulting
McDonalds
Pediatric Partners of the Southwest
Pueblo Community College

Shaw Solar
Southwest Education Collaborative
Swan Global Investments
Tafoya Barrett and Associates
Tailwind Nutrition
Teds Rental
The Wells Group
Timber Age Systems, Inc
Turner Investment Corp
Visit Durango
Wagner Equipment Co.

FRIENDS OF THE ALLIANCE

ASSOCIATE MEMBERS

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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The Alliance staff collectively brings more than 50 years of experience in 
economic development, entrepreneurship, small business, and community 
development to La Plata County. Our passion is to make this area one of the most 
vibrant and resilient communities in the country to live, work, learn, and play.

OUR STAFF

Sarah Tober 
she/her

Executive Director

Rosalinda Linares-Gray
they/them

Project RUN Director

Jessie Christiansen
she/her

Business & Finance Director

Louise Snodgrass
they/them

Communications Manager

The Alliance Board is composed of seven elected investor members 
and four publicly appointed members. Our work is made possible 
because of the support and guidance from the Alliance Board.

OUR BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Steven Elias, Chair

Fort Lewis College
Katz School of Business

Clark Craig, 
Secretary

Public Sector
Mayor, Town of Ignacio

Kent Curtis

Private Sector
First Southwest Bank

Sam Krier

Private Sector
Nuun Construction

Elizabeth Howe, 
Vice-Chair

La Plata Electric Assoc.

Jessika Buell

Public Sector
Durango City Council

Jason Portz, 
Treasurer

Bank of Colorado

Matt Salka

Public Sector
La Plata County

Brenna Morlan

Public Sector
Town of Bayfield

Alex Conrad

Private Sector
Axis Health Systems

Shirley Gonzales

Private Sector
Pedals the Peaks



Our Mission

To create a vibrant and resilient economy through the recruitment, 
retainment, and growth of business to preserve our quality of life. 
This mission is achieved by workforce development, enabling 
business capacity, supporting affordable housing for the 
community workforce that is essential for long-term economic 
sustainability, and fostering public and private partnerships.

Our Impact

In 2024, the Alliance 
infused $1.13M into 
La Plata County, 
strengthening 
economic vitality 
and building a more 
resilient community.

2024 DOLLARS INFUSED
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Kent Curtis

Private Sector
First Southwest Bank

Photo credit: Cole Davis Photo & Film
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2024 ECONOMIC  TRENDS
La Plata County Highlights

Education Levels

Top Occupations

Residents’ Industry of Employment

Real GDP - Annual Growth

Economic data 
provided in 
partnership with
Region 9EDD. 
Available online: 
yeslpc.com/dashboard

324

305

Workforce 
Overview

GDP Per Capita Population Average Household SizeMedian Household Income

Top Employment Sector



Closed 
Sales

Change from 
2023 Median Price Change 

from 2023
Percent 

Single-Family

Percent 
Townhome/

Condo

Homes for 
Sale

Bayfield In Town 57 +21.3% $499,000 +4.5% 84.2% 15.8% 8

Bayfield Rural 90 0.0% $539,450 +1.5% 100.0% 0.0% 31

Durango In Town 249 +11.2% $670,000 -0.4% 46.2% 53.8% 38

Durango Mountain 
Area 107 -23.0% $800,000 +20.3% 23.4% 76.6% 63

Durango Rural 321 +4.6% $821,000 -2.3% 88.8% 11.2% 87

Ignacio In Town 7 -12.5% $360,000 -8.3% 100.0% 0.0% 1

Ignacio Rural 18 0.0% $542,000 +4.3% 100.0% 0.0% 14

La Plata County 859 +2.0% $675,900 +2.0% 70.5% 29.5% 245

Current as of January 6, 2025.  Data © 2024 Colorado Real Estate Network. Report © 2025 ShowingTime Plus, LLC.
Source: Durango Area Association of Realtors, 2024 Annual Report

Area Overview

Source: 2020,2021,2022,2023 5-year ACS
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Home Ownership Rates

La Plata County Bayfi eld Durango Ignacio

Median Rent

Housing
Overview

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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In 2024, the Alliance teamed up with the Early Childhood Council of La Plata County, the City of Durango, 
and the Regional Housing Alliance of La Plata County to examine local data and impact related to childcare 
access in La Plata County as well as creating a roadmap to navigate solving this issue. The La Plata Early 
Childcare Investment Strategy is the result of a REDI grant and community collaboration that included 
interviews with more than 300 residents, community leaders, public and private partners, and childcare 
providers.

BUILDING
BUSINESS
CAPACITY

THE PROBLEM

La Plata County faces a critical shortage of childcare, with 
current capacity falling 47% short of demand—a gap 
projected to grow to 56% by 2030 without intervention. 
The situation is especially severe for families with children 
under three, as only 25% have access to licensed 
childcare, with few providers in Bayfield and Ignacio. This 
shortage forces skilled workers out of the workforce.

A key challenge in expanding childcare access is the 
stability of the early childhood educator workforce. Local 
educators earn, on average, 26.5% less than K-8 teachers, 
with 15.1% living below the poverty line. These economic 
pressures contribute to a 42% turnover rate, creating an 
unsustainable cycle of staffing shortages, inconsistent care 
quality, and negative developmental impacts for children.

EARLY CHILDCARE STRATEGIC INVESMENT PLAN

We’re committed to fostering policies, 
partnerships, and spaces that fuel 
expansion and unlock our local 
businesses’ full potential.
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BUSINESS IMPACT OF CHILDCARE GAPS
in La Plata County

THE ECONOMIC IMPACT

Childcare shortages cost La Plata County up to $34 
million annually in lost wages alone. 60% of employers 
have lost employees due to childcare issues, and 
26% have lost five or more employees in the past 
two years. Limited childcare hours and availability 
force 59% of employees to reduce hours or leave 
the workforce, increasing turnover costs and hiring 
challenges. Businesses struggle to expand without a 
stable workforce, and some are considering relocation 
to regions with better childcare infrastructure. Without 
intervention, these challenges will continue to weaken 
workforce participation, business growth, and the 
county’s overall economic vitality.

THE SOLUTION

Recognizing the critical need for action, The Economic Development Alliance convened regional partners 
and community members to develop a strategic roadmap for stabilizing and expanding La Plata County’s 
childcare sector. Grounded in research and real-world data, our plan tackles workforce retention, financial 
sustainability, and capacity expansion to ensure childcare access meets our community’s immediate needs 
and long-term goals.

Childcare Champions
  Initiative

Offers perks, discounts, and 
recognition to early childhood 

educators. Builds support 
and retention by enhancing 

educator morale.

Childcare Investment Fund
 ($10M)

Stabilizes the workforce by 
raising wages, improving 

retention and recruitment of 
qualified childcare educators. 
Catalyzes 420 new childcare 

slots over three years. 

Capital & Infrastructure Fund 
($10M)

Expands physical capacity 
by providing loans for new 

facilities and upgrades. Creates 
sustainable infrastructure to 

meet growing demand.

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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In 2024, the Alliance partnered with Fort Lewis College 
(FLC) to host the first Four Corners AI Conference. This 
event was free and open to the public, and gathered 
experts, enthusiasts, and newcomers alike on FLC’s campus 
to explore the rapidly growing field of artificial intelligence 
and its real-world applications across industries.

FOUR CORNERS AI CONFERENCE

With sessions tailored for beginners, 
intermediates, and advanced participants, 
the conference provided 370 attendees
with valuable insights and hands-on learning 
opportunities right here in the Four Corners 
Region. These sessions emphasized how AI 
tools and technologies can be utilized to 
enhance industry operations, improve decision 
making, and boost innovation in our region.

We were proud to bring in Nichole Sterling, My Town AI 
CEO & co-founder of Women Defining AI, as our keynote 
speaker. As Mayor Pro Tem of Nederland, Colorado, 
Nichole is passionate about leveraging AI to support 
sustainable growth in rural communities. Her address 
focused on AI’s potential to shape a more resilient and 
inclusive future for small and local governments and its 
transformative power across industries.

With sessions tailored for beginners, 
intermediates, and advanced participants, 
the conference provided 
with valuable insights and hands-on learning 
opportunities right here in the Four Corners 
Region. These sessions emphasized how AI 
tools and technologies can be utilized to 
enhance industry operations, improve decision 
making, and boost innovation in our region.

LOCAL EXPERTS LEAD THE WAY

CONVENING FOR THE COMMUNITY

Photo credit: Cole Davis Photo & Film

Photo credit: Cole Davis Photo & Film
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As a workforce collaboration between the Alliance and FLC, building and implementing a streamlined 
registration process for our training sessions was vital. To build a system that worked efficiently for 
both FLC students and community learners, FLC dedicated the necessary resources to launch an online 
learning platform that will benefit all future learners participating in Project RUN programs.

PROJECT RUN

In Project RUN’s first year, we hosted two 
micro-credential trainings with 31 participants. 
These participants represent individuals from our 
eight target industries with annual income ranging 
from $30,000 – $150,000 and a variety of degree 
attainment. Within the first six weeks of graduating 
from our training, two participants received a 
promotion and 100% retained their current position 
or were placed in a new job.

WORKFORCE
DEVELOPMENT

31

$30K - $150K

total 
participants

35% 6BIPOC
bilingual 
Spanish/English

Income Range

Degree Attainment

2024 PROJECT RUN PARTICIPANTS

We’re committed to advancing 
skills, training, and resources that 

strengthen our workforce and power 
our local economy.

EARLY SUCCESSES

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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The Catalyst Fund is a public-private partnership created to seed funding in support of below
market housing development in La Plata County. We have completed four rounds of funding to
date resulting in $517,052 distributed to eight area projects for predevelopment activities that
occur in the early stages of select workforce housing throughout the county. Grants helped to
provide funding for eligible activities including environmental studies, site preparation, market
studies, surveys, and legal fees. These early stage costs are critical to determining project
feasibility yet are often underfunded or not funded at all, creating a roadblock that prevents
projects from getting underway.

HOUSING OUR 
WORKFORCE

The Catalyst Fund was a key recommendation from 
the 3-Year Workforce Housing Investment Strategy 
commissioned by The Alliance and published in 2023 in 
partnership with a team of housing consultants. To date, 
the Fund has raised $1.25M from private and public 
partners. The Alliance anticipates that number will 
increase up to $1.5 million by the end of 2025. Funding 
for 2025 will ensure that we can conduct at least two 
rounds of the Catalyst Fund and the City of Durango’s 
budget item of $250,000 is a key contribution to meet our 
awarding capacity.

THE CATALYST FUND

We strive to ensure quality housing 
options for our workforce, fostering a 
thriving community where employees 
can live and work in La Plata County.

LEVERAGING PARTNERSHIPS
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With two bedroom rentals averaging $1,716 in La Plata County according to 2024 HUD Fair Market Value 
data, the Workforce Rental Assistance Micro-loan Program—a partnership between The La Plata Economic 
Development Alliance, First Southwest Bank and Regional Housing Alliance of La Plata County—aims to bridge 
the gap for those struggling with high upfront costs associated with new leases.

The Rental Assistance Micro-loan program offers loans up to $5,000 at an interest rate of 4%, payable over 
three years. Applicants must earn 80% or less of La Plata County’s Area Median Income (AMI), which is 
approximately $88,400 annually for a household of four, and provide proof of a one-year lease agreement. 
Since 2022, the program has provided accessible, low-cost micro-loans to help renters cover these expenses, 
including first and last month’s rent as well as security deposits. With $71,588 loaned to date and $33,460 still 
available, the program remains a resource for those in need of housing support.

In May 2024, the Alliance helped the RHA to secure nearly $1M
from the Durango Industrial Development Foundation (DIDF) 
to create a low-interest housing catalyst revolving loan fund 
supporting local workforce housing initiatives.

This low-interest revolving loan fund was created to stimulate 
workforce housing projects already permitted and in the 
construction financing stage of a project. Infrastructure and short-
term construction financing are critical to development but are 
often under-funded or funded at a high interest rate. This creates a 
roadblock that prevents projects from getting underway or prevents 
units to be sold at below market rates. 

The Alliance leveraged the existing Catalyst Grant Fund structure 
and framework that has a committee of community housing and 
finance leaders to evaluate applications based on a rubric and make 
recommendations for funding.

In 2024, the RHA was able to fully lend out the loan fund to 
two area workforce and attainable housing projects, Pine River 
Commons (Bayfield) and Rock Creek Townhomes (Ignacio). These 
projects are currently under construction and will create more than 
110 affordable housing units for the community.

RENTAL ASSISTANCE MICRO-LOANS

CATALYST REVOLVING LOAN FUND

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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For 17 years, the Alliance Summit has brought together bright minds and passionate leaders to tackle the 
challenges and opportunities facing our communities. In 2024, nearly 400 community members gathered at 
the Sky Ute Casino for a day packed with insights targeted to help drive economic growth, foster resilience, 
and create lasting change. Together, we dug deep to gain a better understanding of what drives our local 
economy—people, place, and purpose—with sessions and workshops designed to spotlight the employees 
who power our economy, the place we work and call home, and the deeper meaning behind our collective 
efforts.

2024
ALLIANCE
SUMMIT

PEOPLE. PLACE. PURPOSE.

Annual all-day event to connect with 
fellow community leaders, learn from 
the best, and contribute to the ongoing 
development of our communities. 

2024 KEYNOTE SPEAKERS

Lucia Knell, Vice President of Upworthy, has dedicated her career to championing 
the idea that the internet can and should be used to unite people vs. stoke division. 
Over the past decade she’s grown Upworthy into a beloved household name 
online, positively impacting millions of people each day. She is the co-creator of 
Upworthy’s first book, GOOD PEOPLE: Stories From the Best of Humanity, published in 
partnership with National Geographic Books.

Joseph Charles “Charlie” Plumb Jr. is an American former Navy fighter pilot and a 
six-year prisoner of war in Vietnam who has inspired countless individuals through 
his compelling story of resilience and survival. As an author and motivational 
speaker, Charlie shares powerful lessons on perseverance, leadership, and the 
human spirit.

LUCIA KNELL, Vice President of Upworthy

CAPTAIN CHARLIE PLUMB, Speaker and Author
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A passionate advocate for Indigenous communities and an influential voice in tribal 
policy and cultural preservation. Ernest focuses on advancing tribal consultation, 
energy, conservation, and cultural resource management as a Senior Policy Director 
at the Keystone Policy Center. He carries a rich legacy of leadership and advocacy 
as the son of the late Ernest House Sr. and the great-grandson of Chief Jack House, 
the last hereditary Chief of the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe.

Matthew Emerzian is the Founder of Every Monday Matters, a non-profit organization 
dedicated to helping individuals and organizations realize their significance and 
impact. Through his work, Matthew inspires others to connect with their sense of 
purpose and contribute meaningfully to their communities and the world.

ERNEST HOUSE JR.,  Senior Policy Director at Keystone Policy Center

MATTHEW EMERZIAN, Founder of Every Monday Matters

Original Art by Hannah Wilson

Photo credits: Cole Davis Photo & Film



REVENUE

Investor Members  $ 104,375

Public Partners  $ 141,400 

Alliance Summit $ 63,950 

Grants / Contracts $ 1,298,324

Interest $ 47,542

TOTAL REVENUE $ 1,655,591 

EXPENSES

Direct Program  $ 700,800

Events & Meetings  $ 116,537  

Payroll $ 410,970 

Marketing $ 11,781

Professional Services $ 135,396 

Office Expenses $  39,064  

Travel $ 14,880 

Depreciation  $ 3,322

TOTAL EXPENSES  $ 1,432,750

NET INCOME  $ 222,841
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FINANCIAL OVERVIEW 

2024 FINANCIAL HIGHLIGHTS
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Dear Partners,

2024 was a transformative year for the La 
Plata Economic Development Alliance. We bid 
farewell to Mike French after nearly five years 
of organizational leadership and welcomed 
aboard two incredible staff members Jessie 
Christiansen (Business and Finance Director) 
and Louise Snodgrass (Communications 
Manager). The Economic Development Alliance 
continued our work in workforce development 
through Project RUN and workforce housing 
in contract with the RHA and through the 
facilitation of the Catalyst Fund. And we 
expanded our work into childcare as part of 
our mission pertaining to building business 
capacity.

The 17th Annual Alliance Summit continued 
to build on the foundation of economic 
development, community resilience, and 
business leadership with international and 
national keynote speakers Captain Charlie 
Plumb, Lucia Knell, Mathew Emerzian, and 

Ernest House Jr. In the new year, we will 
continue to build and expand the offerings 
of our annual Summit while celebrating 18 
years of providing this community cornerstone 
education opportunity.

In 2025, we have adjusted our Investor Member 
program along with our Alliance Summit 
Sponsorship levels to have significant return 
on investment and measurable impact in our 
community. Investor Members make it possible 
for the Economic Development Alliance to 
create a vibrant and resilient economy through 
the recruitment, retainment, and growth of 
business to preserve our quality of life. Our 
mission is achieved by workforce development, 
enabling business capacity, supporting 
affordable housing for the community 
workforce that is essential for long-term 
economic sustainability, and fostering public 
and private partnerships. 

Without Investor Members our mission would 
not be attainable. Without the Alliance Board 
we would not be supported and guided to the 
grand successes we have been able to achieve. 
We at the Alliance are grateful to be able to 
model our organizational vision everyday by 
being able to live, work, learn, and play in one 
of the most vibrant communities in the country. 

Stepping into the role of the Executive Director 
has meant that I am leading an organization 
that leverages public-private partnerships 
to drive economic development and there is 
nowhere else I would rather be than in La Plata 
County helping to build a sustainable, resilient, 
and thriving community.

With gratitude,

Sarah Tober
Executive Director
La Plata Economic Development Alliance

Alliance Annual Report | 2024
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