MILLION DOLLAR HIGHWAY EXPERIENCE
DURANGO | OURAY | SILVERTON //
CHALLENGE STATEMENT //
Durango-Silverton-Ouray is a corridor for the brave of heart. The Million Dollar highway deters many a driver,
limiting both car and train tourism to the warmer less icy months. With the recent 416 ﬁre, many questions are
looming about the future of small business in this seasonal environment. How can they create a sustainable economy
for businesses, residents, and the environment?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF
STUDIO WORKSHOP //
Problem and opportunity The
communities of Durango, Silverton,
and Ouray are located in Southwest
Colorado in the middle of the San
Juan Mountains, connected by
Highway 550, sometimes known as the
Million Dollar highway. This highway
goes over two high mountain passes and deters many a driver, limiting both car and train tourism to the warmer
months.
Each of the communities rely heavily on the months of May - September for the majority of their tourism and for
Silverton and Ouray, rely on tourism for over 75% of their economic activity. The Durango Silverton Railroad connects
two of the communities and is a primary driver of tourist activity and a historic anchor of a shared mining heritage.
This reliance on one area of the economy in a few months of the year presents challenges for a sustainable and robust
economy. In addition, when there are unexpected impacts, such as the 416 ﬁre during the summer of 2018, the main
economic season is disrupted, thus impacting the entire year.
Participants shared their challenges in responsibly adapting and adding to economic drivers, taking advantage of the
gritty, strong, resilient towns in an amazing location in the San Juan Mountains to ensure a more diverse and
sustainable year round economy. Over the course of the studio workshop, the collaborative members built a theme on
attracting rugged adventurers and entrepreneurs who pursue their passions and embrace the experience of getting to
and being in the region. The proposal had macro components intended to tie together regional needs as well as
proposing projects at the micro level for each city. The three individual projects highlight each community’s unique
strengths and expertise and can have immediate, direct local and regional impacts around the one industry that all
communities share - tourism. The proposal projects address planning, implementation and infrastructure challenges
in each community and will serve as early successes for the new regional partnership and model eﬀective rural
development strategies.

TEAM MEMBERS // Conference Attendees
Group Facilitator - Jennifer Henninger
School of Public Aﬀairs Coordinators / CU Denver Dawanta Parks and Johann Liljengren
Durango - Monique DiGiorgio & Kiki Hooton
Ouray - Katharina Papenbrock, Greg Nelson, Trish Thibodo
Silverton - DeAnne Gallegos, Michelle Hamilton, Bill Walko

BACKGROUND INFORMATION //
The 416 & Burro Fire Complex were active wildﬁres in the
southwestern portion of Colorado in the United States in 2018.
The ﬁres were predominately within San Juan National Forest, 13
miles north of Durango and 14 miles south of Rico. The 416 ﬁre
started on June 1, 2018 and the Burro Fire followed on June 8th.
The causes are still under investigation, although it is widely
speculated that embers emitted from a coal locomotive used by
the Durango and Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad may have
started the blaze. As of July 2, 2018 the ﬁres had burned a
combined total of over 55,000 acres (22,258 ha) and have cost
more than $27 million to contain. It was one of the largest
wildﬁres in Colorado's history and had major impacts on tourism
and commerce for communities in the southwest portion of the
state (Wikipedia).
Durango, Local First: The town of Durango is a regional
economic hub and has a more diversiﬁed economy than the
other two partner cities. Local First, the lead partner from
Durango, leads eﬀorts to promote local and sustainable
businesses. While originally focused on La Plata county, they see
the impact of the neighboring communities on the success of the
regional economy and are partnering in the hopes that economic
expansion can be done in a way that ensures environmental
protection and business sustainability.

Ouray: The City of Ouray has just over 1,000 residents and is heavily reliant
on the summer tourist season. The Chamber of Commerce has led eﬀorts
to coordinate between businesses and promote the city of Ouray, including
surveys of businesses and engaging business owners in planning for
improvement eﬀorts. Most businesses make their revenue for the year
during these summer months. Previous eﬀorts have involved stakeholder
meetings and creating economic development plans but they have struggled
to ﬁnd funding or get volunteers who have the capacity to lead such eﬀorts.

Silverton: The town of Silverton has a population of 650 year-round
residents and is located in the middle of the San Juan Mountains. A focus
for Silverton is the revitalization of its core downtown area, known as the
Blair Street Historic District, one of the main corridors in Silverton since
its days as a mining town. A plan was created for revitalization in 2010 but
was never fully implemented. The Durango Silverton Railroad drops oﬀ
passengers from May to October one block away from Blair Street and
provides regular tourist travel. Based on the plan created in 2010, the Blair
Street Historic District is working to update signage, create accessible and
direct walkways, and street and landscaping to show the character and
history of the street. The town also has two projects that are exploring
master plans and funding to expand recreation opportunities.

Stakeholders + Partners

Obstacles: There are shared obstacles that face the three communities and the region and have made economic
development projects more challenging:
● Economy: The economy is highly seasonal and there is a lack of information or known assessment on the gaps,
opportunities or true costs of doing business, and sometimes uneven deﬁnitions about what it means to be resilient.
● Remoteness: There are additional costs of doing business here because of the distance, travel is sometimes
challenging and access to resources from metropolitan areas requires extensive planning. As an example, the towns
are 6-8 hours from all major metropolitan centers.
● Limited Resources: Given the size of the communities, there is limited capacity to take on new projects that span
across boundaries, each community struggles with aging infrastructure, and there has been limited funding to
support economic development and capacity building for businesses.
● Unpredictable Nature: The region is impacted by nature and must adapt daily operations because of these
(avalanche, ﬁre, drought, ﬁre, ﬂood, beetle kill, etc.)

FINDINGS + IDEAS //
The collaborative proposed solutions that would have an economic impact at the regional level but acknowledge
that local projects need to continue and can make immediate impacts so proposed local projects as well. The
presentation and a video of the pitch are available and include the following ideas:
● Regional Support
a. Regional Business Analysis: An analysis of existing businesses and gaps to identify gaps, overlaps, and
opportunities.
b. Regional Coordination and Business Analysis: A regional coordinator that can bring the group together, be a
neutral non-partisan facilitator, keep the group on track, and help the group to stay focused on big-picture
goals.
● Ouray
a. Regional Visitor Analysis: A real-time analysis of visitors and information on seasonal use, spending,
demographic, and psychographic variations.
b. Deﬁne Regional Sustainable Tourism Goals: Build oﬀ of community listening sessions from 2018 that can
inform regional goals.
c. Develop Regional Hospitality & Ambassador Training Program: Provide on-the-ground training for frontline
workers to learn about regional assets, sustainable practices for certain tourist locations that are being loved to
death.
● Silverton
a. Implement Blair Street Project: Project plan is created and includes components to help improve access to
businesses.
b. Implement Streetscape Plan to connect Durango-Silverton Narrow Gauge railroad stop with Blair Street:
Complete plan for signs and streetscape to connect visitors to Blair Street.
c. Implement Wayﬁnding Plan: Complete signs and pathways to help visitors ﬁnd way to local businesses.
● Durango
a. Regional Business Trainings and Technical Support: Business owner and employee trainings on hospitality,
customer experience, education on sustainable tourism practices, and regional marketing connections.
b. Regional Sustainable Tourism Videos: Million Dollar Highway speciﬁc videos that focus on key topics for the
area including wildﬁre prevention, wildlife, trash bags, dogs, etc.

NEXT STEPS //
The collaborative group has committed to continuing the conversation and to jointly look for funding to support
the proposal.
1. STEP ONE: Convene the collaborative group to identify potential joint funding opportunities.
2. STEP TWO: Present the proposal at the Western Slope Redevelopment and Reinvestment Symposium in
Durango on May 29-31st in Durango.

DESIRED OUTCOMES //
The goal of this collaborative is that the three partner cities are able to establish a regional economic development
partnership that can help meet the regional and local goals as outlined in the proposal.

