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Project Rural Upskill Network (RUN) is a workforce development 
program of the La Plata Economic Development Alliance 
(Alliance), created through a State of Colorado Office of Economic 
Development and International Trade (OEDIT) $1.25M Opportunity 
Now grant awarded in partnership with Fort Lewis College. While 
the grant provided the foundation for launching the initiative, 
Project RUN has evolved into a core Alliance program that 
aligns with the organization's commitment to area workforce 
development.  

About Project RUN

As a nonprofit dedicated to strengthening the regional 
economy, the Alliance is well-positioned to convene employers, 
educators, and community partners to identify workforce 
needs and translate them into practical, industry-driven 
training. Project RUN delivers micro-credentials and other 
short, skills-based training opportunities to upskill our regional 
workforce with educational opportunities that lead to better 
wages and more meaningful work. By partnering directly with 
industry to design and implement development programs, RUN 
ensures training remains relevant, responsive, and aligned with 
evolving workforce needs. 

Project RUN serves employers and workers across Southwest 
Colorado, including La Plata, Montezuma, Archuleta, Dolores, 
and San Juan counties. Industry partnerships span healthcare, 
finance, manufacturing, utilities, energy, construction, 
nonprofit organizations, small businesses, and education, 
strengthening the region's workforce and supporting long-
term economic resilience. 

“These classes have done so much 
in growing my confidence in being a 
leader.”

—Meriel Lamb, Fundamentals of 
Leadership & Management Participant

PROJECT RUN HIGHLIGHTS
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Online career training is more accessible than ever, but rural communities have unique workforce needs that 
require a more localized approach. Project RUN developed the Micro-credential Design Process, a framework 
that brings together employers, subject matter experts, education partners, and workforce organizations to 
identify skill gaps, develop relevant curriculum, and deliver training that reflects the realities of Southwest 
Colorado.
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This process allows Project RUN to continuously learn 
and improve. Through participant and employer 
feedback, each training informs future 
programming, helping ensure courses 
remain responsive, relevant, and aligned 
with regional workforce needs. 
Trainings are delivered by local 
facilitators with industry experience 
and an understanding of the 
opportunities and challenges facing 
our communities.

Participants gain new technical and 
durable skills while building relationships 
with employers, instructors, mentors, and 
peers who become a part of their professional 
network. These connections create pathways 
to employment opportunities, career advancement, 
mentorship, and continued learning beyond the classroom.

For employers, this collaborative approach creates training that 
reflects real workforce needs rather than generic content. Project 
RUN delivers practical, relevant learning experiences designed to 
strengthen the skills needed for employment and advancement across 
our region.

For Industry, By Industry

I really enjoyed the chance 
to engage and be a part of 

the RUN effort and I think its 
one of the more positive and 

productive things I have seen 
in our community.

—Michael Hennon, 
CEO of Payroll Department
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The Micro-Credentials

FUNDAMENTALS OF  
LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT 1: PEOPLE

 
Fundamentals of Leadership & Management 
1: People is a six-week training designed to 
build the leadership capacity that a strong 
regional workforce depends on. This training 
is led by professional leadership coaches, 
and helps participants clarify their leadership 
style, communicate with intention, support 
team accountability, and navigate workplace 
dynamics. This popular class has been 
delivered 4 different times across 5 counties.

FUNDAMENTALS OF  
LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT 2: STRATEGY

 
Fundamentals of Leadership & Management 
2: Strategy is an eight-week training 
designed for those currently in leadership 
roles. Learners reflect on their role 
as a strategic leader, connecting it to 
organizational planning, master strategic 
management tools like budgets, feedback, 
goals, and communication, and apply them in 
the workplace. This class has been delivered 
3 different times across 4 counties.

FUNDAMENTALS OF WATER OPERATIONS
 
Fundamentals of Water Operation is hands-
on training building the foundation necessary 
to launch a career as a water operator. 
With daily field trips to water facilities, 
participants learned directly from licensed 
operators and received mentorship and 
career support. This training celebrated 23 
graduates and was offered one time in May 
2026. This training is now provided by FLC@
Work.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR 
BUSINESS & LEADERSHIP

 
In partnership with the Early Childhood 
Council (ECC) of La Plata County, the Early 
Childhood Educator Business and Leadership 
training focused on four core competencies 
essential for managing a successful 
center. Participants gain skills in financial 
management, fundraising, human resources, 
and healthy workplace culture. This training 
has been offered one time in June 2026 and 
is now hosted by the ECC of La Plata County.

ESSENTIAL TECH & WORKPLACE SKILLS
 
Over six weeks, Essential Tech & Workplace 
Skills introduced essential technology 
skills to learners. Topics covered included 
technology basics, privacy and safety, 
communication etiquette, time management 
tools, and google workspace. This training 
provided free childcare, dinner, and free 
laptop rentals to participants and has been 
offered one time in the spring of 2025.

PRODUCTIVITY & AI
 
Our Productivity and AI training covered 
essential skills for the modern workplace 
over six weeks. Participants gained skills 
with productivity tools, data literacy, AI 
prompting and safety, automation, and data 
visualization. This training has been offered 
one time in the spring of 2025.

Project RUN Impact Report | 5 
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Project RUN Impact
Project RUN delivers practical, employer-driven training 
designed to help businesses grow stronger teams and 
help professionals build in-demand skills. Since 2023, 
the program has delivered 10 micro-credential trainings 
and awarded 216 certificates, creating measurable 
career growth for participants and lasting value for 
employers.

PROJECT RUN GOALS
REACHING EVERY COMMUNITY 
Project RUN delivered trainings in six communities 
throughout Southwest Colorado. While Durango accounted 
for 56% of enrollment, nearly half of participants came 
from smaller communities across the region. As part of 
its commitment to expanding opportunities, Project RUN 
partnered with the Southern Ute Tribe Permanent Fund to 
deliver two training cohorts in Leadership & Management, 
further increasing access to relevant workforce development 
opportunities for all in our region. 

LA PLATA

MONTEZUMA

ARCHULETA

SAN JUAN

PROJECT RUN 
PARTICIPANT OVERVIEW

COLORADO

Year Enrollment 
Goal

Actual
Enrollment

2024 25 31

2025 50 59

2026 750 95

Total 150 185

131

4

32

11

23

33

GROWING OUR WORKFORCE 
Project RUN exceeded its three-year participation 
goals by 23%, gaining momentum each year and 
reaching 185 distinct participants* who earned 
micro-credentials. Those participants came 
from across the workforce, with educational 
backgrounds ranging from those with a high school 
diploma to those with advanced degrees. 

185

32%
66%

92%

*A distinct participant is considered an individual counted 
only once, regardless of how many Project RUN trainings or 

micro-credentials they completed.
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ADVANCING ECONOMIC MOBILITY 
Project RUN prioritized equitable access by 
embedding diversity, equity, and inclusion practices 
into program design and instruction. Every training 
was offered at no cost alongside childcare support 
and travel stipends, removing the most common 
barriers to participation. That design reached 
workers across a wide range of income levels, with 
two-thirds representing low- to moderate-income 
households earning at or below 80% of area 
median income. With these supports in place, 92% 
of participants completed their training, and nearly 
one-third went on to report a raise or a promotion.

STRENGHTENING OUR REGION 
Opportunities to bring state funding of this 
scale to Southwest Colorado are rare, and the 
Alliance recognized the importance of circulating 
those dollars in our local economy. Of the 
total $1,245,985 awarded for the three-year 
Opportunity Now Grant, nearly two-thirds went 
directly to regional institutions and talent. 36% to 
Fort Lewis College and the Southwest Colorado 
Education Collaborative, 29% to local instructors, 
experts, and curriculum designers. Another 6% 
covered participant support, travel, and learning 
technology, with the balance sustaining Alliance 
staff and operations. That spending stayed in the 
region, doing double duty: building workforce 
capacity while circulating state dollars through 
local employers, institutions, and households. 

PARTICIPANT EDUCATION LEVEL

MICRO-CREDENTIAL TRAINING OUTCOMES

The largest share of that investment was shared with Fort Lewis College, where much of the first year 
was dedicated to developing the micro-credential design process, establishing standards, and building 
the infrastructure needed to support programming. That work became the foundation for FLC@Work, the 
college's workforce development program. Grant resources supported staff time and strategic planning 
to ensure a sustainable future for the department. Fort Lewis College now holds a stronger position in the 
workforce development ecosystem of Southwest Colorado, addressing skill gaps and job readiness for their 
emerging workforce.

$1.245 M
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LESSONS LEARNED

Industry responsiveness requires a nimble partner with an academic backbone in curriculum development 
and industry experts to provide training and mentorship. While there is a lot of focus on workforce 
development and a number of nonprofits and higher education partners may want to meet this need or 
capture revenue streams around it, not every organization is well-positioned for it. It is paramount that 
organizations leading this work have deep relationships with industry and business partners, agility to meet 
workforce development needs, and implementation capabilities to deliver high-quality training opportunities 
that enhance the area workforce. 

What We've Learned

Regional delivery increases access and impact. Offering cohorts in multiple communities reduced 
barriers and strengthened partnerships across Southwest Colorado. This regional approach proved 
essential for the rural communities where travel is one of the most reported barriers.

Technical skills alone are not enough. Employer feedback confirmed a strong need for digital literacy 
and durable skills training, however learners were less likely to enroll in these stand alone courses. As 
a result, Project RUN learned that these competencies are more effectively delivered when embedded 
within industry-specific training and other educational programs where participants are already engaged. 

Free or low cost training matters. While Project RUN explored a fee-based model for training delivery, 
demand was limited. As a result, the Alliance remains committed to securing financial support that allows 
us to continue to provide affordable & attainable workforce trainings to the local community. 

Relationships are as valuable as skills. One of Project RUN’s greatest strengths is its ability to 
connect participants with employers, mentors, coaches, and peers. Project RUN connected 185 distinct 
participants with a network of 33 community leaders. These relationships have led to new collaborations 
beyond the classroom.

Local expertise adds value. There is an abundance of online training options available today. Pre-
packaged curriculum can provide a valuable foundation, but the most effective programs are shaped by 
local employers and delivered by regional industry experts. We have an abundance of local talent in our 
region and these local perspectives ensure training reflects the realities of our local workforce. 

A solid framework allows for responsiveness. Project RUN reinforced the value of having a framework 
to move from planning to implementation. The micro-credential design process created a continuous 
cycle of identifying needs, developing training, delivering programs, gathering feedback, and improving 
future offerings. This structure allowed Project RUN to respond quickly while ensuring trainings remained 
relevant to both participants and employers. This approach built trust with regional partners and created 
opportunities to help launch regional healthcare workforce pipeline initiatives.
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The Opportunity Now grant established a strong foundation 
for a sustainable, regional workforce development program 
that will continue under the leadership of the La Plata 
Economic Development Alliance. As workforce needs 
evolve, Project RUN will continue to develop practical, 
employer-informed training that addresses the unique 
needs of Southwest Colorado. Current priorities include 
finance, manufacturing, nonprofit leadership, with continued 
offerings of leadership and management and early 
childhood business and leadership. Future offerings will be 
developed with ongoing employer engagement and regional 
workforce demand.

INTERNSHIP FUNDING
The Alliance has shown commitment to sustaining and 
growing Project RUN by investing $20,000 of non-grant 
funding into the Alliance Internship Fund, supporting 10 paid 
internships with local employers. This investment expands 
Project RUN beyond training by creating direct pathways 
from skill development to meaningful employment while 
helping businesses build their future workforce.

ORGANIZATIONAL FUTURE
One of Project RUN’s original goals was to establish an 
independent nonprofit organization. Throughout the first 
three years of implementation, the Alliance determined 
that a separate entity was neither practical nor sustainable. 
Instead Project RUN has evolved into the workforce 
development arm of the La Plata Economic Development 
Alliance. This allows the program to leverage the Alliance’s 
established partnerships, organizational capacity, and 
strategic leadership while furthering its mission to 
strengthen the regional economy.

Project RUN will continue to measure success through 
participant outcomes, industry partnerships, micro-
credential attainment, internship placements, and long-
term workforce impact. By maintaining a regional approach 
and delivering training in communities across Southwest 
Colorado, the program will continue to strengthen local 
businesses, expand career opportunities, and build a 
resilient regional economy.

What's Next for Project RUN

“Since day one of the training, I knew 
this is definitely going to be the 

career I want to go into.”

—Keith Overall, 
Fundamentals of Water 
Operations Participant
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Appendix
INDUSTRY AND EMPLOYER PARTNERS

ADVISORY BOARD

FACILITATORS

Agile Space Industries
Alpine Bank
Animas Surgical Hospital
Animas Water CO.
Axis Health System
Bayfield High School
Big Brothers Big Sisters of SW 
Colorado
City of Durango
Colorado Colorado Immigrant Rights 
Coalition
Community Development Corp. 
Pagosa Springs
Cortez Chamber of Commerce
Crossfire Aggregate Services LLC
Durango Coca Cola
Durango Machining Innovations

Early Childhood Council of La Plata 
County
Elbert Creek Water CO.
First Southwest Bank
Fort Lewis College
Four Corners Water Center
HomesFund
Jaynes Corporation
La Plata Electric Association
Marketing Concepts Squared LLC
Mercy Medical
Montezuma Leadership Network
Pagosa Public Library
Phoenix Recycling
Purgatory Ski Resort
Region 9 Economic Development
Sage Fresh Eats

San Juan Development
Shaw Solar
Silverton Chamber of Commerce
Soundtraxx
South Durango Sanitation District
Southern Ute Growth Fund
Southern Ute Utilities
Southwest Colorado Education 
Collaborative
Southwest Health Systems
StoneAge, Inc. 
Studs Lumber Company
Tailwind Nutrition
TBK Bank
Ute Mountain Ute Public Works
Zia Taqueria
Zia Tortilla Co.

Bonnie Kling, HR Director, City of Durango 
Elizabeth Howe, Owner, Howe & Associates
Enrique Orozco-Perez, Co-Executive Director, Compañeros
Eric Eicher, CEO, Alpine Bank 
Heather Hawk, Executive Director, Early Childhood 
Council of La Plata County  
Heather Otter, Executive Director, SCAPE
Jemal Mihalik, Strategic HR Business Partner, CommonSpirit

Alana Romans, Chief Strategy Officer, Fort Lewis College 
Amber Blake, CEO, Ascend Beyond 
Becca Trefry, Early Childhood Mental Health Consultant, 
Early Childhood Council
Caroyn Cummins, Director, FLC Four Corners Water Center
Cass Walker-Harvey, Consultant, CWH Consulting
Chelsea Murphree, Founder & Fractional CFO, Ascendera
Dr. Christine Fonner, Co-founder, Evolving Leader Fellowship
Clint Grounds, Sr. UX Designer, Moral
Glenna Garcia, Cohort Facilitator, Geekpack
Heather Hawk, Executive Director, Early Childhood Council
Jamie Matthews, Founder, Jamie Matthews CPA

Meredith Maple, CEO, Durango Coca-Cola 
Rob Bondurant, VP of Marketing, Osprey  
Sarah Moore, Executive Director, San Juan Development 
Shanna Jensen, VP of People & Culture, StoneAge, Inc.
Sherry Waner, Chief Development Officer, First 
Southwest Bank

Dr. Kevin Aten, Pueblo Community College
Laura Rieck, Assistant Public Works Director/Utilities 
Manager, City of Durango
Louise Snodgrass, Communications Manager, La Plata 
Economic Development Alliance
Michael deLisser, Co-founder, deLisser Leadership 
Consulting
Sarah Tober, Executive Director, La Plata Economic 
Development Alliance
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LA PLATA COUNTY'S WORKFORCE ECOSYSTEM

PROJECT RUN YEAR 1 REPORT PROJECT RUN YEAR 2 REPORT

DIRECT SERVICE PROVIDERS
 
Durango Workforce Center
Project RUN
Healthcare Workforce Pipeline (HWP)
Manna Soup Kitchen
Colorado State University Extension Office

BUSINESS & ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

La Plata Economic Development Alliance
Local First
Durango Chamber of Commerce
Region 9 Economic Development District
SCAPE (Southwest Colorado Accelerator Program 
for Entrepreneurs)
La Plata Food Business Equity Coalition

EDUCATION & TALENT PIPELINE BUILDERS

Fort Lewis College
Pueblo Community College Southwest
Durango Adult Education Center
Southwest Colorado Education Collaborative

WORKFORCE SUPPORT SYSTEMS

Workforce Rental Assistance Program
Early Childhood Council of La Plata County
Women's Resource Center
MovetoDurango.com

REGIONAL & STATE GOVERNANCE / FUNDING

Colorado Rural Workforce Consortium
Colorado Office of Economic Development & International 
Trade (OEDIT)
Southwest Colorado Accelerator Program for Entrepreneurs 
(SCAPE)

More information available at 
yeslpc.com/workforce-directory

Project RUN Year 1 Report
available at yeslpc.com

Project RUN Year 2 Report
available at yeslpc.com

GUEST SPEAKERS
Baird Kleinsmith, Co-Founder, HireLATAMMentors
Ben Sorensen, CEO, Ascent Digital
David Belmear, Collections Manager for the City of 
Durango
Diana Murray, GM of Operations, Dominion Payroll 
Eric Eicher, CEO, Alpine Bank
Joe Theine, CEO, Southwest Health Systems
KC Kay, Environmental Protection Specialist II, Colorado 
Dept of Public Health and Environment
Kate Suazo, CEO, Suazo Equity  
Lindsay Nyquist, Chief of Staff, Occidental College

Logan Hartle, General Manager and Operator, Elbert Creek 
Water Company 
Marissa Hunt, Deputy Director, Manna Soup Kitchen 
Melissa Glick, CEO, Founder & Coach, Peak 
Michael French, Prosperity Officer, City of Durango
Michael Hennon, CEO, Payroll Department
Michael O’Brien, Founder, BluePrint Toolset 
Sarah Tober, La Plata Economic Development Alliance 
Executive Director
Steve Schwartz, VP Finance, Fort Lewis College



Visit the Project RUN website, yeslpc.com/project-run, to learn 
about our current micro-credential offerings, provide input as an 
employer, and reserve a spot in an upcoming training.

LEARN MORE ABOUT PROJECT RUN


