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INTRODUCTION  

 
 The Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (the ñCEDSò) is a regional plan 

renewed every five years by federally-designated economic development districts across the 

country under the auspices of the Economic Development Administration (EDA) of the US 

Department of Commerce.  These districts are regional associations of local governments and 

other entities, known also as councils of governments (COGs), regional planning councils and 

other monikers. 

 Headquartered in the New Mexico quadrant of the Four Corners region, the Northwest 

New Mexico Council of Governments is one of seven regional planning councils in the State of 

New Mexico, serving as the economic development district (EDD) for purposes of developing 

and managing the CEDS process in the area defined by Cibola, McKinley and San Juan 

Counties.  The map on the following page highlights the northwestern region in the context of 

the State of New Mexico.  The Board of Directors of the Northwest New Mexico Council of 

Governments (NWNMCOG) serves as the primary oversight body responsible for approving 

submission of the CEDS 2009-2014 to EDA.  The COG also serves as a liaison between local 

communities and the EDA on developing, submitting and financing projects for grant funding 

from the EDA in support of economic development initiatives included within the CEDS.    

The previous CEDS plan covered the years 2004 to 2008 (spilling over into the first half 

of 2009).  The current CEDS covers the years 2009 to 2014 (mid-year to mid-year, as fiscal 

years go).  The plan includes: 

¶ An extensive Background piece, enhanced in Appendix A by a PowerPoint 

presentation utilized to bring current economic factors into focus.   

¶ Our Analysis of Economic Development Problems and Opportunities, which is 

also enhanced in Appendix B by a more detailed treatment of economic issues across 

the regionôs key economic sectors. 

¶ Our new 5-year CEDS Goals and Objectives, shaped with a view to being able 

monitor and measure actual changes in the economy over the five-year period. 

¶ A description of the Community and Private Sector Participation process we have 

utilized ï including consultation with a CEDS Strategy Committee and a network of 

CEDS Partners. 

¶ A compendium of Strategic Projects, Programs and Activities ï comprising the 

ñmeatò of the plan, organized to align with our Goals and Objectives. 

¶ A CEDS Plan of Action that introduces the idea of a ñFall Forumò that would bring 

together many partners and stakeholders in the region to update ourselves on global, 

national and regional trends, to take a closer look at strategic goals, objectives, 
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projects and implementation issues, and strengthen partnerships going forward in 

carrying out the regional strategy. 

¶ Performance Measures that we will use to track our progress toward making a 

difference in the region. 

 Our choice to use first person plural pronouns in the text was discussed frequently by 

reviewers who held varying opinions on whether the choice was appropriate.  "We" has been used 

throughout the document in different contexts to represent: 

(1) the collective contributors to creating the document, i.e., those forty individuals who 

provided the information contained in the text; and 

(2) the collective composed of NWNMCOG staff, elected officials and staff of member 

governments, private sector businesses and entrepreneurs, community organizations, 

tribal officials and tribal members, and private citizens who make up the loosely 

organized regional collaborative that worked on implementing the 2004-2008 

CEDS, played a role in creating the 2009-2014 CEDS, and will implement our new 

CEDS over the next five years. 

Our position is that no single individual or organization can do this alone, and "we" is all of 

us.   A  more impersonal, academic tone may not encourage the collective ownership the plan will 
require if "we" can have any hope of success. 

 

This new CEDS strategy document is the product of the COG's creative collaboration with 

local consultant Marianne Joyce and with the Strategy Committee and Network Partners with whom 

we have consulted.  Our secondary sources include multiple references to print and electronic 

media.  News of the national and global economic collapse was breaking around us during the 

development of the CEDS, and we relied on the declaration of Washington Post publisher Philip L. 

Graham, that "news is the first draft of history."  

 

We look forward to working with all of our partners on securing for our region a viable and 
progressive economic future! 

 

    Sincerely, 

 

    Jeffrey G. Kiely 
 

Deputy Director, Northwest New Mexico Council of Governments 
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 EXECUTIVE SUMM ARY 

 

As we prepare to enter the second decade of the 21
st
 century, and as 

we embark on the next 5-year program of economic development 

in the Northwest New Mexico region, we find ourselves in the 

midst of a global and national economic crisis ï reflected in a 

recession that has seen unprecedented job losses in most sectors of 
the economy.  

Viewed from a distance, our region has been affected by this economic downturn, but the 

overall statistics show us ñholding our own.ò   By late 2008 and early 2009, we could see, as a local 

businessman put it, ñWeôre slowing down, but weôre not tanking.ò  There have been some 

fluctuations in gross receipts, but they have remained fairly robust.  Unemployment is up, but not 

radically.  At the same time, however, the struggle appears to be deepening for the most vulnerable 

of our citizens (about one in four households remain in poverty), with pockets of poverty reflecting 

unemployment well over 50%, low levels of household income and extremely low attainment of 

economic assets.  A Gallup trader noted, ñWhen the gas prices go up, some of us feel the 

inconvenience; but for a lot of my friends and customers from the Reservation, itôs more serious.  

Itôs a question of gas for the car, or food for the table.ò 

Changes in the national and global economy are affecting the ñstaplesò and economic 

drivers of our regional economy.  Environmental regulations and fluctuating commodity prices have 

caused oil and gas companies in San Juan County to pull back, lay off and re-consider their market 

position.  Historically prominent activities in the energy industry involving coal and uranium 

mining and power generation are likewise affected, with heightened public, governmental and 

scientific concern over environmental impacts.  National trends suggest that economic uncertainties 

and the prospect of rising gas prices may begin to stem the flow of visitors to the regionôs tourist 

venues and events.   

Our regional workforce reflects a dichotomy between high availability (a workforce of some 

100,000 strong) and spotty employability and educational attainment.  While employment rates in 

the cities are close to state and national averages, job seekers in rural communities are often left out 

of the mix.  Employers throughout the region bemoan applicantsô lack of basic employability skills, 

as well as lack of technical knowledge and experience.  Schools and workforce programs are being 

asked to re-tool and re-focus, to ensure that we have the human resources needed for a viable 
economy in the coming generations. 

Local and state governments are experiencing new budget shortfalls, and the federal budget 

is under extreme stress ï though temporarily buffered by huge levels of debt-driven public 

investment in projects all over the country under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

(ARRA).  The Highway Trust Fund, having received the first of the notorious 2008 bailouts, is 

ñbouncing on empty,ò and the demands of the nationôs transportation infrastructure ï even for 

maintaining and upgrading existing facilities, much less new development ï far exceed the 

resources that can even be imagined at this point. 

Tough News 
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At the same time é our region is resilient and resourceful.  There 

are assets to build upon, resources to develop, opportunities to be 

tapped and new partnerships to be forged. 

Northwest New Mexicoôs top economic sectors (Retail, 

Health Care & Social Assistance, Energy, Tourism and Construction) have been stable in these first 

years of the new century, showing less than 2 percent change in any sector over the past 7 years. 

Job growth has been very positive:  between 2001 and 2007 our population only grew 2%, 

while our labor market grew by nearly 15%.  The region has actually added an average of 1,500 

new jobs to the economy each year. 

During the previous 5-year CEDS period (2004-2008), regional gross receipts grew by more 

than 50%.  More recently, the regionôs annual gross receipts grew by 11% between 2007 and 2008, 

reaching over $12 billion in 2008.  Even with the majority of the regionôs lands being under some 

kind of public ownership, and with strong governmental presence, the private sector is surprisingly 

strong and prominent, with 3 out of every 4 jobs being provided in the private sector. 

The regionôs 100,000-member workforce represents a human resource asset, including 

several thousand people who are out of work and need steady employment.  Skill levels vary, but 

there are niches in which the regionôs workforce has particular potential ï including various 

iterations of Native American arts and crafts production, component assembly, retail services and 

construction labor.  The WorkKeys program of skill testing and training represents an important tool 

for potential use by communities and institutions to identify existing employable skill sets, as well 

as needs for focused educational and training services. 

The region evinces a high degree of entrepreneurial spirit. Much of this spirit resides in 

microenterprise or in the ñinformal economy,ò and so the challenge will be to reach out and tap this 

spirit and to provide educational opportunities, market linkages, technical support and access to 

capital. 

There are substantial economic assets on which the region can build:  a historically strong 

energy industry; a well-developed tourism industry, tapping the regionôs scenic beauty, world 

heritage sites and unique opportunities for outdoor recreation; our downtowns ï and a commitment 

to their revitalization at the core of our cities, towns and villages; major national, state and regional 

transportation corridors and facilities; and a strong health care industry. 

The spirit and practice of partnership are also growing, with emerging collaborations and 

coalitions being formed around a variety of social and economic issues and initiatives.  These 

include new opportunities for cooperation between tribal and non-tribal entities, such as in the 

COGôs Native American Economic Development Investment Strategy (NAEDIS), which is working 

to build portfolios of investment-ready projects to attract public and private funding. 

Better News 
 



Northwest New Mexico CEDS, 2 009 -2014  Page vi  

 

 

The Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy will serve 

as an effective guide for action to the extent that it provides for strategies 

and projects that build upon the regionôs strengths and opportunities, 

while addressing the problems, challenges and weaknesses that need to 

be overcome.  These strategies need to be marshaled toward achievement 

of meaningful outcomes, which along the way can be monitored, documented and reported out ï 

both within the region and to our funders, investors, supporters and champions in local, state and 

federal government, as well as in the private sector.  The overall outcomes toward which all 

initiatives will be geared have been shaped as: 

 JOBS: Create a net gain of 5,000 jobs. 

 INCOME:  Increased per capita and household income. 

 POVERTY REDUCTION:  Decrease the percent of people living in poverty. 

 DIVERSIFICATION:  Maintain diversity in the regional economy. 

 EDUCATION:  Increase educational attainment. 

Taking into account the foregoing analysis, the following strategic goals and objectives that 

have emerged for this new 5-year CEDS:   

Goal #1  STRONG SECTORS:  Remain strong in our five key economic sectors. 

Objective 1.1:  RETAIL:   Retain and expand our retail businesses. 

Objective 1.2:    HEALTH CARE & SOCIAL ASSISTANCE:  Retain and expand health care 

and social assistance infrastructure. 

Objective 1.3:  ENERGY:  Sustain our energy sector with new initiatives. 

Objective 1.4:  TOURISM:  Collaborate on regional tourism initiatives. 

Objective 1.5:  CONSTRUCTION:   Retain and expand our construction industry. 

Goal #2  DIVERSIFICATION :  Improve our competitive position by increasing diversification 

of the economy. 

Objective 2.1:  DOWNTOWNS:  Work toward vibrant and prosperous downtowns. 

Objective 2.2:  AGRICULTURE:  Expand agriculture initiatives. 

Objective 2.3:  MANUFACTURING:  Expand our manufacturing industry. 

Objective 2.4:  TRANSPORTATION:   Expand transportation and warehousing options. 

Goal #3  REGIONAL INNOVATION : Increase our capacity for regional cooperative 

innovation. 

Objective 3.1:  ORGANIZATION:  Improve our organizational infrastructure. 

Objective 3.2:  WORKFORCE:  Improve education and workforce development. 

Objective 3.3:  BEST PRACTICES:  Research and implement best practices in economic 

development. 

So What? 
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The current CEDS document takes a relatively broad-brush 

approach to strategies and actions being recommended for 

implementation throughout the region across the 2009-2014 

timeframe.  An implementation program has been sketched out, but it 

will need to be further articulated, with actions being more rigorously 

prioritized and organized along a timeline. 

The compendium of projects and initiatives (catalogued in Section V of this CEDS plan) 

was generated and compiled based on innumerable conversations with planners, stakeholders and 

partners throughout the region.  Preliminarily, some of the projects have risen to the top as ñvital 

projectsò based on their potential to make a difference in the region, and/or on their readiness to 

implement.   

To deepen CEDS Implementation planning, the COG will coordinate a ñReadiness Triage 

Processò over the course of Summer 2009, during which time all of the recommended projects and 

initiatives will be subjected to a more systematic screening process.  This will include rating and 

ranking projects based on both ñsignificanceò and ñreadinessò criteria.  These initiatives will also be 

categorized based on the availability of ñchampions,ò or lead agencies that have signed up to take 

on primary responsibility for implementing and reporting on respective projects.  

In Fall 2009, the COG will convene and facilitate the ñFall Forumò to which stakeholders, 

partners and representatives of local governments will be invited, at which time the CEDS 

Implementation Program will be considered in greater detail.  The Forum will feature presentations 

on the results of the ñReadiness Triageò process, update economic trend data, reports from project 

champions on initiatives underway and other discussions pertinent to launching an effective and 

collaborative Implementation process. 

The Council of Governments will serve as coordinator, ombudsman and ñCEDS networkò 

communicator throughout the course of the 5-year CEDS implementation process.  This will 

include completion of the COGôs re-built website and its use as a primary communication tool.  

COG staff will directly work on selected projects and initiatives contained within the Strategy, 

while serving as monitor, data collector and resource-linker on the many other initiatives being 

worked on by stakeholders and partners throughout the region.  As projects achieve ñinvestment 

readyò status, the COG will collaborate with project champions on formulating funding strategies, 

including preparation of applications for public works and other funding from the Economic 

Development Administration. 

The COG looks forward to a robust, innovative and productive five years of economic 

development work in Northwest New Mexico. 

Now What?  
 



Northwest New Mexico CEDS, 2 009 -2014  Page viii  

 

 

 

 

 



Northwest New Mexico CEDS, 2009 -2014  Page I -1 

 

 

Section I  

BACKGROUND 

 

 

A. Overview  
 

The purpose of this section is to provide background information on the economic 

development situation of New Mexico Economic Development District 1 ("the District") that paints 

a realistic picture of the current condition of the region.   

The physical boundaries of District 1 coincide with the boundaries of a three-county area in 

the northwest corner of the state that includes San Juan, McKinley and Cibola Counties.  The tri-

county region addressed by the CEDS comprises a total land area of 15,535 square miles, an area 

about the size of Massachusetts and Connecticut combined.  Within the District's three counties are 

six municipalities, six Indian reservations, and two Land Grants.  There are 77 rural, unincorporated 

communities in the District, the majority of which are on Indian reservations.   

About half of the land area in the region is administered as American Indian Reservations.  

Sovereign tribal territories of the Navajo Nation within the District include 53 of the Nation's 110 

geopolitical units, or Chapters, concentrated largely in San Juan and McKinley Counties.  The 

Pueblos of Zuni (in McKinley County) and Acoma and Laguna in (Cibola and Bernalillo Counties) 

are some of the oldest human settlements on the continent.  By treaty, the Navajo Nation and the 

Pueblos have been recognized as quasi-sovereign tribal governments, while their tribal members 

have dual US citizenship under county and state political structures.  In 2004, the New Mexico State 

Legislature established local government status for the State's Land Grant communities, recognizing 

La Merced del Pueblo de Cebolleta and Santa Rosa de Cubero Land Grants in Cibola County as 

self-governing political subdivisions of the state.  

In the north of the region, San Juan County is anchored by a tri-city metropolitan area with a 

combined population of 58,141, recognized as a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) in 2003.  

Farmington, population 45,346, is the District's largest city.  Aztec, population 6,378, is the San 

Juan County seat.  The MSA also includes Bloomfield, population 6,417.  About 30 miles to the 

west of this metropolitan area lies the Navajo micropolitan community of Shiprock, serving as a 

nexus of a network of east-west and north-south highways, as seat of the Shiprock Chapter and 

Northern Navajo Agency Council, and as home to over 10,000 residents. 

In mid-region, Gallup (population about 20,000) serves as the McKinley County seat and as 

market center for a large surrounding area encompassing McKinley and Cibola counties in New 

Mexico and Apache County in Arizona.  The market catchment area includes a population of over 

100,000 persons.  Southern McKinley County also includes the Pueblo of Zuni, the rural village of 

Ramah, and a portion of the Ramah Navajo Indian reservation. 
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In the south, Grants (population about 9,000) serves as the Cibola County seat, with the 

nearby Village of Milan (population 1,900) as an additional population center.  Cibola also includes 

the Pueblos of Acoma and Laguna, the majority of the Ramah Navajo Indian reservation, and the 

Tohajilee Navajo Chapter in the eastern part of the county.  The Spanish Land Grant of Cebolleta 

dates from 1746, while the neighboring Cubero Land Grant dates from 1833 during the period of 

the Mexican Republic. 

B. Land Ownership  

Federal and other government land holdings in the region contribute to a complex, multi-

jurisdictional planning context.  The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM), US Forest Service, National Park Service, and National Fish & Wildlife Service all play 

significant roles in land use and other issues.  The State of New Mexico is another land-holder in the 

region.  Regional planning in the District has to account for these diverse interests and jurisdictions 

along with the concerns of the District's three county governments, six municipal governments, and 

two Land Grant governments. 

Government land holdings account for 78 percent of the land in the region, including 24 

percent Federal land, 49 percent trust land, and 5 percent held by the State of New Mexico.  Deeded 

lands in private ownership account for the remaining 22 percent.  Land ownership patterns are 

complicated by "checkerboarding" in areas where land ownership is parsed out in small square units 

divided between Indian reservation lands, BLM holdings, national forest areas, State lands and 

private ownership.   

This complex ownership pattern affects economic development planning since regulatory, 

policy, rights-of-way and land ownership issues can be complicated and problematic.  Also, the  

multiple jurisdictions involved in some projects can complicate funding strategies, especially for 

major projects.  Given the complexities of land ownership in this region, effective partnerships are 

critically important to the successful implementation of economic development projects. 

C. The Economy  

In 2007 (i.e., the baseline year against which 

activities in and outcomes from the 2009-2014 CEDS will 

be evaluated), the regional economy generated 

$10,836,167,234 in gross receipts. [NOTE:  This number is 

derived from county-level data published by the New 

Mexico Taxation and Revenue Department.  It does not 

reflect total sales, because tribal gross receipts are not 

included; each tribe makes its own tax arrangements.]    

In 2007, the region's fundamental competitive position in the New Mexico economy was 

reasonably strong.  Northwestern New Mexico had 11.31 percent of New Mexico's population and 

generated 10.24 percent of New Mexico's gross receipts, reflecting a healthy balance in which gross 

receipts are approximately proportional to the population.   

Northwest New Mexico 
Regional Economy (2007): 

$11 billion   
in annual gross receipts 
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Table 1 shows disaggregated data on gross receipts by county for our baseline year of 2007, 

revealing that San Juan generated a lopsided share of the gross receipts, while McKinley and Cibola 

underperformed in proportion to their shares of the region's population. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regional gross receipts for 2008 were up by 11.2 percent over gross receipts for 2007.  

However, regional quarter-by-quarter growth had slowed nearly to zero by the fourth quarter of 

2008 as the regional economy (as measured by gross receipts) began to reflect the downturn in the 

national economy.  Table 2 compares gross receipts for 2008 with gross receipts for the previous 

year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D. Labor  Market  

Northwest New Mexicoôs aggregate regional economy is dominated by the private sector, 

accounting for 72 percent of all of the regionôs jobs.
1
  About half (52%) of these private sector jobs 

were in five key economic sectors: Retail; Health Care and Social Assistance; Energy; Tourism; and 
Construction.   

 

                                                
1
 According to the New Mexico Department of Workforce Solutions, in our baseline year of 2007, 59,052 of our 81,623 

jobs, or 72 percent, were in the private sector.    

TABLE 1  

Comparison of Gross Receipts to Population by County & Region, 2007 

Jurisdiction Gross Receipts 
Percent of 

Region 
Population 

Percent of 

Region 

Cibola $448,898,195 4% 27,261 12% 

McKinley $2,276,367,248 21% 70,059 32% 

San Juan $8,110,901,791 75% 122,427 56% 

Region $10,836,167,234 100% 219,747 100% 

TABLE 2  

Quarterly Gross Receipts, 2007-2008 

Quarter 2007 2008 Change 
Rate of 

Change 

Quarter #1 $2,300,855,864 $2,502,119,535 + $201,263,671 +8.7% 

Quarter #2 $2,986,334,251 $3,757,907,916 + $771,573,665 +25.8% 

Quarter #3 $2,546,973,901 $2,767,574,904 + $220,601,003 +8.66% 

Quarter #4 $3,002,003,218 $3,028,886,444 +$26,883,226 +1.0% 

TOTAL: $10,836,167,234 $12,056,488,799 +1,220,321,565 +11.2% 
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Other job sectors included service sector jobs in Finance, Real Estate, Professional Services, 

Management, and Administration, along with jobs in Education (Private), Agriculture, 

Manufacturing, Wholesale Trade, Transportation, Other, and Non-Classified.  No single sector in 

the "Other" category accounted for more than 4 percent of the region's jobs.   

In 2007, jobs in the public sector accounted for 22,571 jobs, or 28 percent of the labor 

market in the region, about one-quarter of which (5,986 jobs, or 7% of all jobs in the region) were in   

state and federal public employment and three-quarters of which (16,584 jobs, or 20% of all jobs) 

were in local public employment.  These figures include not only employees of local governments 

and public entities but also employees of the region's public school districts.  Due to the small size 

of some of New Mexico's counties, New Mexico classifies school district employees, including 

teachers and administrative personnel, with the NAICS code
2
 for "Local Public Employment."  This 

quirk in the New Mexico data tends to skew the picture of public employment. 

Table 3 summarizes the breakdown of jobs by economic sector for the baseline year of 

2007.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About half of the region's jobs and gross receipts are generated in the five key private sector 

categories of Retail, Health Care, Energy, Tourism, and Construction.  Table 4 analyzes the relative 
strength of these sectors by both jobs and gross receipts.  

                                                
    2

 The North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) is used by federal agencies to classify businesses for 

statistical purposes. 

TABLE 3  

Jobs by Regional Economic Sectors, 2007 

Sectors Number of Jobs Percent 

Local Public (Includes public school employees)  16,584  20% 

Retail  10,694  13% 

Health Care & Social Assistance  9,240  11% 

Energy (Mining + Utilities)  7,943  10% 

Tourism (Accommodation & Food Service + Arts, 

Entertainment & Recreation)   

 7,914  10% 

Construction  6,053  8% 

Service Sector (Financial, Professional, Real Estate and 

Information Services, Management, Administration) 

 6,530  8% 

State/Federal Public  5,986  7% 

All Other  (Agriculture, Manufacturing, Wholesale Trade, 

Private Education, Transportation, Other, Non-Classified) 

 10,679  13% 

Total  81,623  100% 
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TABLE 4  

Jobs and Gross Receipts by Economic Sector, 2007
3
 

Sector 
Number of 

Jobs 

Percent of Jobs 

in Region Gross Receipts 
Percent of Gross 

Receipts in Region 

Retail 10,694 13% $2,487,642,850 23.0% 

Health Care 9,240 11% $201,956,573 1.9% 

Energy 7,943 10% $1,605,845,740 14.8% 

Tourism 7,914 10% $390,006,761 3.6% 

Construction 6,053 8% $953,151,078 8.8% 

Totals 41,844 51% $5,638,603,002 52.1% 

 

Labor Market Trends  

 

Until recently, the northwestern New Mexico economy has generated fairly robust 

growth rates in the labor market.  Between 2001 and 2007, our regional population grew by 

less than 2 percent, while our labor market added 10,604 jobs, for a growth rate of 14.9 

percent.  Based on this track record, we have added an average of about 1,500 jobs to our 

economy each year for the past seven years.  Table 5 summarizes this data: 

TABLE 5  

Growth in Jobs in Northwest New Mexico Region, 2001 - 2007 

# of Jobs 

2001 

# of Jobs 

2007 

Change in 

# of Jobs 

2001 - 2007 

Average #  

of Added Jobs 

Per Year 

Regional Labor Market  

Growth Rate, 

2001 - 2007 

71,019 81,623 10,604 1,515 14.9% 

 

Data for the sector analysis by jobs will not be available until later in 2009, so we 

cannot yet calculate the nature and extent of the impact upon our labor market of the 

national economic downturn that began to accelerate in the fourth quarter of 2008. 

In January, 2009, the aggregate unemployment level in the region was slightly 

below the rate for New Mexico, while county-level unemployment figures varied, as shown 

in Table 6. 

                                                
    3

Analysis of other sectors is incomplete due to redacted gross receipts data. 
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TABLE 6  

Unemployment Rates by Area 

[Local Area Unemployment Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics] 

Area January 2009 April 2009 

San Juan County  4.6% 5.5% 

Cibola County  5.2% 5.1% 

McKinley County  6.0% 6.1% 

Northwest Region  5.1% 5.3% 

New Mexico  5.1% 6.5% 

 

For technical reasons involving the manner in which unemployment figures are 

compiled and reported, these figures tend to understate actual unemployment.  As often 

noted by Council of Governments planners and their regional planning and labor statistics 

peers, these figures do not take into account citizens who may be unemployed and desire a 

job but have given up looking and are no longer counted as actively participating in the 

labor force through their registration for unemployment compensation.  In 2007, labor force 

participation rates (i.e., percentage of eligible persons actively involved in working or 

seeking employment) varied by county, as shown in Table 7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 

As also noted in various COG planning publications and comments provided to State 

and Federal agencies, the unemployment data do not reflect the prevalence of under-

employment and part-time employment for people who desire but are not able to find full-

time jobs.  

Additionally, aggregating data at the county and regional levels does not reflect 

variances in unemployment rates in certain areas of the region.  The 2004-2008 CEDS 

reported that thematic maps from the U.S. Census 2000 indicated there are large areas of 

each county with extremely rural conditions where unemployment rates range from 14 

percent to 100 percent.  According to the 2001 Navajo Nation Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy, unemployment rates in portions of the Navajo Nation ranged from 

42 percent to 48 percent. (Choudhury, 2000-2001) 

TABLE 7  

Labor Force Participation Rates by County, 2007 

Source Cibola 

County 

McKinley  

County 

San Juan  

County 

NWNM 

Region 

U.S. Census Estimate, 2007,  

Population aged 18 to 65 
15,016 41,227 66,342 122,585 

Labor Force, per LASER, NM 

Dept of Workforce Solutions 
11,833 26,875 56,713 95,421 

Participation Rate 78.8% 65.2% 85.5%  77.8% 
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E. Regional Business Outlook  

The outlook for the region's businesses is informed in part by national and state perspectives 

provided at regional forums and conferences.  Dr. David Sampson, Assistant Secretary of 

Commerce for Economic Development, visited the region in 2004 for an Economic Development 

Administration Regional Economic Development Forum at San Juan College in Farmington.  New 

Mexico Governor Bill Richardson held the Governor's Economic Development Summit in 

Farmington in 2005. 

The NWNMCOG completed local Business Retention and Expansion Surveys in San Juan 

and Cibola counties in 2007 and 2008 providing an overview of the business outlook that reveals 

significant commonalities across small businesses in the two counties.  The purpose of the surveys 

was to provide updated guidance to cities, chambers of commerce, economic development 

organizations, and the NWNMCOG on the needs of local businesses.   

Surveys were conducted by mail and in person with firms holding business licenses in 

Grants, Milan, Bloomfield and Aztec.  The Aztec and Bloomfield surveys in San Juan County were 

produced collaboratively with the San Juan College Small Business Development Center and the 

Aztec and Bloomfield chambers of commerce.  A survey of Farmington businesses is planned for 

2009.  In Cibola County, the surveys received field assistance and advisory reviews by New Mexico 

State University-Grants Small Business Development Center and the Grants-Cibola Chamber of 

Commerce.   

The survey process revealed a need to update the business license databases of the region's 

towns and villages to cull businesses no longer in operation.  With greater reliability, local records 

of business licenses could provide a crucial tool for measuring growth. 

Business Outlook in San Juan and Cibola Counties  

Responding businesses in San Juan and Cibola Counties represented a mix of the retail, 

construction, hospitality, and service industry sectors.  In all four municipalities surveyed, 

businesses tended to be well established and of long standing in the communities, typically 

operating with between five and ten employees.  In 2007 and early 2008, few of the 

businesses reported declining sales, and most were experiencing slow, modest growth.  

Between 24 and 44 percent of the businesses reported plans for expansion. 

Key positive factors impacting the business climate included close-knit communities, 

quality of life, and good customer base, typically with local residents providing the majority 

of support. Although customers tended to be local, supply lines tended to be out of town.  

About eighty percent of the businesses said they had to obtain services and supplies from 

outside the local area to meet consumer demands.  The main reasons for selecting outside 

suppliers were cost, selection, and availability, as well as convenience.  The majority of 

businesses purchased supplies from within New Mexico, including Albuquerque and Santa 

Fe, while some utilized national suppliers.   

About a fourth to a third of the businesses felt local governments created a favorable 

business climate and felt the business community worked together with community spirit.  
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In Aztec, businesses appreciated the city's proactive approach to economic development, 

citing passage of the Local Economic Development Act and creation of the Aztec Economic 

Development Advisory Board as helping small businesses thrive.  On the other hand, Aztec 

business owners complained about the city's detailed new sign ordinance, and about a third 

said they were frustrated by perceived inconsistent regulations and the cost of complying 

with the ordinance. 

Milan and Grants in particular felt that the local business climate was open to newcomers.  

In Bloomfield, about 80 percent of the businesses favored growth of the community. 

Factors negatively affecting the local business climate included the cost of doing business, 

taxes, government regulations, financing, businesses closing, low wages, and employee 

motivation.  San Juan businesses, in particular, reported labor force issues including 

problems recruiting, hiring, and retaining qualified employees. 

Recommendations.  Recommendations for how local governments and chambers of 

commerce could create a business retention and expansion program that would work to 

enhance the business climate for small businesses across Cibola and San Juan Counties 

include: 

Á Take a proactive approach to economic development; 

Á Involve strategic local partners to develop and implement specific initiatives; 

Á Support regional development initiatives; 

Á Increase workforce training and development through collaborative 

partnerships with secondary and post-secondary educational institutions; 

Á Develop professional seminars to address common issues affecting business; 

Á Provide technical assistance in the areas of small business loans, marketing, 

long-term planning and personnel issues; 

Á Encourage industrial recruitment through development of industrial parks. 

 

Key recommendations on how to enhance retention and expansion along with 

recommendations on economic development strategies implied by the findings were 

provided to the municipalities and published and distributed to the CEDS network of 
partners and stakeholders. 

Business Outlook in McKinley County  

A COG survey of businesses in Gallup was completed in Spring 2009 and is currently under 

review by local agencies.   Two other surveys provide an overview of the business outlook 

in McKinley in 2005 and 2006.  

The University of New Mexico-Gallup Small Business Development Center conducted a 

needs assessment survey of Gallup businesses in 2005.  Ninety percent of the responding 

businesses had ten or fewer employees, and more than half had less than $100,000 in gross 
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revenue.  About sixty percent of the businesses reported increased sales, and two-thirds of 

the businesses reported problems finding qualified employees. 

In 2006, the University of New Mexico Bureau of Business and Economic Research 

conducted an economic assessment for the now-defunct Gallup MainStreet program.  A 

principal finding of the study was that "the data suggest a long-term erosion of Gallup's 

strong market position" (Mitchell).  Evidence of the downward trend included overall 

decline in the net inflow of gross receipts revenues into Gallup.  Projecting from 1989-2002 

data trends, the study predicted that Gallup would be in a deficit position with respect to the 

net flow of gross receipt revenues in less than two decades. 

Recommendations included developments aimed at four target markets: 

Á Gallup residents; 

Á Regional residents who visit Gallup for retail and services, attracted downtown 

by providing cultural and entertainment opportunities; 

Á Travelers along I-40; 

Á Destination visitors who come to Gallup as part of a tour of western New 
Mexico and the Four Corners region. 

 

 Native American Business Outlook  

Pedro Garza, Director of the Austin Regional Office of the Economic Development 

Administration (EDA), visited the region in 2006 and spoke at a NWNMCOG luncheon in 

Farmington.  One of Director Garza's key points was a need to support, partner and help 

develop better economic development projects in Indian Country.  As an outgrowth of that 

conversation, the NWNMCOG developed the Native American Economic Development 

Investment Strategy (NAEDIS), an EDA-funded initiative to build organizational 

infrastructure for economic development by creating a comprehensive and cohesive network 

of collaborative tribal partnerships.  The aim of the project is to develop a portfolio of 

feasible investment-ready tribal economic development projects that would have a 

measurable impact on tribal economies. 

Meetings and discussions have produced several fruitful directions for development.  The 

Pueblo of Laguna Tribal Council has passed a formal agreement to participate in NAEDIS.  

The Pueblo of Zuni has indicated a strong interest in workforce development projects, with 

further meetings in the works.  The Certified Local Navajo Chapter Communities in 

Sheepsprings and Newcomb have begun to identify potential projects.  The Baahali Navajo 

Chapter south of Gallup (formerly Bread Springs) recently achieved formal Certified Local 

Chapter Community status, and Chapter leaders have begun to consider opportunities 

through NAEDIS. 

Through the NAEDIS program, the Museum of New Mexico Foundation visited the region 

for the first time on a successful New Mexico Creates buying tour to meet with both Native 

and non-Native artists and artisans of the region.  New Mexico Creates is an innovative 

program that promotes and strengthens the creative entrepreneurs of New Mexico by 
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providing direct artisan-to-market links to the vibrant arts market via five museum gift shops 

and an extensive online store. 

One NAEDIS strategy is a partnership with the New Mexico Department of Workforce 

Solutions to carry out a Tribal workforce assessment and labor market study to correct gaps 

due to data aggregation.  The study would provide a detailed focus to determine the 

workforce capabilities of participating Native American communities in order to link 

workforce development and education and training with strategic economic and 

entrepreneurial development, and to link business and industrial recruitment appropriately to 

actual workforce assets.  The idea of a new survey has met with resistance from some 

Native partners, who have expressed concerns about survey fatigue in their communities, 

and the study may proceed by mining existing data sets. 

The NAEDIS project has attracted interest from the private sector, with New Mexico 

Community Capital open to targeting match funds for NAEDIS projects.  The New Mexico 

Indian Affairs Department also has shown interest in partnering on project funding through 

use of the Tribal Infrastructure Fund (TIF).  Other resources could be leveraged through 

state and federal agencies, once a portfolio of investment-ready projects is defined. 

 A long-term objective of the project is to build within tribal communities quick response 

teams for business and industrial recruitment through the New Mexico Partnership which 

recruits businesses to New Mexico.  Other potential opportunities include development of a 

thermal solar plant, renewable energy businesses, or a call center.  A variety of other 

potentially investable projects currently are under scrutiny for inclusion in the NAEDIS 

portfolio. 

F. Population  
 

Our three-county region comprises a territory of 15,535 

square miles, about the size of the states of Massachusetts and 

Connecticut combined, although our population of 219,747 

people (15 persons per square mile) is about 2.2 percent of the 

population of those two states (at 650 persons per square mile).  

 

Overall, population growth has been relatively flat since 

2001, with gains in San Juan County offset by losses in McKinley 

County.  The lack of population growth in McKinley and Cibola 

Counties suggests the potential for political shifts and restructuring 

as we look toward the 2010 U.S. Census.  Table 8 shows the 

population changes between 2001 and 2007 by county and for the 

region. 

 

 

 

Regional Population 
Growth Rate, 2001-2007:  

1.64%   

in 7 years (0.25%/year)  

NW New Mexico (2007):  

220,000  People 

in 15,000 square miles 
[15 persons/square mile] 
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TABLE 8  

Population Changes, 2001 to 2007 

 Data Source  Cibola  McKinley  San Juan  Region 

2001 U.S. Census Estimate  26,631  74,421  115,150  216,202 

2007 U.S. Census Estimate  27,261  70,059  122,427  219,747 

Change, 2001 to 2007  +630  -4,362  +7,277  +3,545 

 

Population Distribution  

 

The regionôs population has tended to settle in urban clusters, with scattered small 

population centers in the rural areas.  This settlement pattern suggests that people tend to 

live where most of the jobs are concentrated.  The populations of Cibola and McKinley 

Counties are more predominantly rural, while there is a more urban tendency in San Juan 

County.  Table 9 shows the ratios of urban to rural populations in the three counties. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demographics  

The populations of the region's counties tend to have about the same proportion of males to 

females but are somewhat younger in comparison to the state and US populations.  Table 10 

shows the median ages of the three county populations compared to New Mexico and the 

United States. 

TABLE 10 

 Median Age of Population by Area 

Area Median Age 

San Juan 32.6 

McKinley 29.9 

Cibola 32.6 

New Mexico 35.6 

United States 36.4 

TABLE 9  

Urban/Rural Settlement, Northwest New Mexico Region  

 Cibola McKinley San Juan 

Urban 40% 39% 59% 

Rural 60% 61% 41% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
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The region's population is racially and ethnically diverse, with significant variations from 

county to county as shown in Table 11. 

TABLE 11 

Race and Ethnicity: Percentage Breakdown by County, Region, State and U.S. 

Race/Ethnicity San Juan McKinley Cibola Region N.M. U.S. 

White 55.1% 20.8% 44.2% 42.8% 68.7% 74.1% 

Black or African American 0.9% 1.0% 0.3% 0.8% 2.2% 12.4% 

American Indian and Alaska Native 35.9% 73% 41.2% 48.4% 9.2% 0.8% 

Asian 0.5% 0.7% 0.5% 0.6% 1.4% 4.3% 

Native Hawaiian & Other Pacific Islander 0 0 0 0 0.1% 0.1% 

Some Other Race 4.8% 2.9% 10.4% 4.9% 15.4% 6.2% 

Two or More Races 2.7% 1.6% 3.4% 2.5% 3.1% 2.1% 

Hispanic or Latino (of any race) 17% 13.1% 33.6% 17.8% 44.1% 14.7% 

 

Regional Economic Character istics  

 

Income tends to be low and poverty rates tend to be high in the region in comparison to 

figures for New Mexico and the U.S.  In general, poverty indicators were the most striking 

in McKinley County.  Of the three counties, San Juan had the highest income levels and 

lowest percentage of individuals living below poverty level.  Table 12 shows key economic 

characteristics for the three counties in comparison to New Mexico and the U.S. 

TABLE 12 

Key Economic Characteristics of Cibola, McKinley and San Juan Counties 

Compared to New Mexico and the United States 

[US Census, 2005-2007, American Community Survey Estimates] 

Characteristic San Juan McKinley Cibola 
New 

Mexico 
U.S. 

Median Household Income 42,331 32,117 38,010 41,042 50,007 

Per Capita Income 18,947 12,946 14,228 21,586 26,178 

Individuals Below Poverty Level 17.6% 34.2% 23.1% 18.4% 13.3% 

 

The State of New Mexico reported 18,959 Food Stamps (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program) cases in the District in October, 2008, a 12.9 percent increase from October, 2007.  

McKinley ranked #1 in the state, with a 25.5 percent Food Stamp recipiency rate.  Cibola ranked #7 

with an 18 percent recipiency rate, while San Juan ranked #29 of New Mexico's 33 counties, with a 

Food Stamp recipiency rate of 8.6 percent. 
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G. Geography  
 

From a Native perspective, the regionôs natural 

environment comprises the essential basis for material and 

sacred life in this part of the world ï with the key 

geophysical features being the mountains, rivers, clouds 

and rain.  In the north, Farmington is nestled at the 

confluence of three rivers where the valleys of the La Plata, San Juan and Animas Rivers come 

together in the Middle San Juan Watershed, an area known as Totah, a Navajo word meaning 

"between the rivers."  In the mid-region, Navajos know Gallup as Na'nízhoozhí, which means "the 

bridge," referring to the bridge over the Rio Puerco that the people had to cross to reach the trading 

center in Gallup.  In the east, the region is protected by Mt. Taylor, one of the four sacred mountains 

guarding the land of the Navajo people, known to the Navajo people as Tsoodzi[ and to the Acoma 

people as Kaweshtima: 

The Acoma way of life acknowledges and honors all natural cycles 

so important in an arid environment. Mt. Taylor, or Kaweshtima, 

plays a central role in replenishing Acoma lands and our river of life, 

the Rio San Jose, from winter snowmelt to monsoonal floods, the 

importance of this magnificent geologic feature to northwestern New 

Mexico and the region's hydrology cannot be ignored. 

The Mountain keeps the Rio San Jose and related springs alive at 

Acoma continuously throughout the year, supplying water for thirsty 

agricultural lands and regional aquifers.  Home to low-lying clouds, 

innumerable varieties of vegetation, wildlife species and spring 

waters, the Mountain is revered by every indigenous tribe in the 

southwest. All look to the Mountain for sustenance and life-giving 

water (Watchempino). 

At the northwest border of the region, San Juan County touches Arizona, Colorado, and 

Utah, forming the "Four Corners" area.   McKinley County shares common borders with San Juan 

County (to the north) and Cibola County (to the south).  All three counties abut Arizona on the west.  

San Juan County is situated entirely within the San Juan Basin, a high arid plateau which is 

part of the larger Colorado Plateau.  The headwaters of the San Juan River rise in the San Juan 

Mountains of southwest Colorado.  The river enters northwest New Mexico via the Navajo 

Reservoir and travels west, passing through San Juan County as well as through the Navajo Nation 

and Ute Mountain Ute Reservation.  The San Juan flows on westward into the Colorado River and 

ultimately drains into the Gulf of California through the Colorado River System.  The Animas and 

La Plata Rivers flowing through San Juan County are tributaries of the San Juan River; the Animas 

is the last wild, un-diverted river in Colorado and thus of special importance in the San Juan Basin.  

The three river valleys join near Farmington, San Juan County's largest city. 

Northwest New Mexico  

Land Base:  

15,535 sq. mi.  
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McKinley and Cibola Counties are situated in the southeast portion of the Colorado Plateau 

region.  Parts of northern McKinley County lie at the southern edges of the San Juan Basin, while 

Cibola County extends into the highlands to the southeast.  The Continental Divide passes along a 

generally north-south line through McKinley and Cibola Counties, with all land east of the 

Continental Divide draining into the Rio Grande, which itself rises in the San Juan Mountains of 

southern Colorado, flows southward through New Mexico, and drains into the Gulf of Mexico.   

The region's varied and diverse terrain consists of plateaus and high desert mesas with rock 

outcroppings, mountain ranges, forested and woodland areas, canyons, valleys and normally dry 

arroyos.  Key topographical features of the region include the Chuska Mountains to the west, Mount 

Taylor in Cibola County, the Zuni Mountains in Cibola and McKinley Counties, and the Shiprock 

volcanic uplift in San Juan County. 

Elevations in the population centers of the region range from 5,500 to 6,800 feet above sea 

level.  Average elevations are between 5,000 and 6,000 feet in all three counties.  Mountain ranges 
reach elevations of up to 9,000 feet with peaks at over 11,000 feet in the Cibola National Forest. 

 

Climate  

The northwest New Mexico region has a relatively temperate, arid climate characterized by 

low precipitation totals, abundant sunshine, low relative humidity, and relatively large 

annual temperate ranges.  Average temperatures recorded at the region's three major cities of 

Grants, Gallup and Farmington over the past 50 years reflect a range from average lows of 

13.3̄  F to average highs of 91.7̄  F.   

Principal sources of moisture for the scant rains and snows that fall on the region are the 

Pacific Ocean, 500 miles to the west, and the Gulf of Mexico, 500 miles to the southeast.  

Summer rains typically fall during brief but frequently intense thunderstorms moving north 

from the Gulf of Mexico.  July and August are the rainiest months in the region and are 

known as the "monsoon" season.  Winter precipitation is caused generally by fronts 

associated with Pacific Ocean storms moving in from west to east, falling as snow in 

mountain areas and rain and snow at lower elevations. 

Overall the region receives an average of about 10 inches of rainfall per year, ranging from 

6 inches in northern McKinley County to 24 inches in the Zuni Mountains.  Average 

snowfall is about 19 inches, ranging from 12 or 13 inches in Farmington and Grants to about 

30 inches in Gallup. 

Wind speeds over the region generally are moderate, although strong winds sometimes 

accompany storm fronts during late winter and spring months.  Winds associated with storm 

fronts may reach peak speeds of 30 to 50 miles per hour or more.  Spring is the windy 

season, bringing blowing dust.  During dry spells, soil erosion in unprotected fields can be a 

problem, producing quantities of blowing sand that occasionally reduce visibility to zero, 
resulting in roadway blockages and accidents. 
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Water Planning in the High Desert  

Across the high desert terrain of Northwest New Mexico, the scarcity of water has been a 

key factor in regional development throughout the region's history.   The New Mexico 

Interstate Stream Commission has subdivided the three-county economic development 

district into two water planning regions:  Region 2 in the north; and Region 6 in the south:   

¶ Region 2 encompasses the New Mexico portion of the San Juan River Basin, interfacing 

with neighboring communities in Colorado, Utah and the Navajo Reservation.  The 

communities of this water region are primarily dependent on surface water supply, 

primarily from three small rivers tributary to the Colorado River.  Region 2 waters also 

comprise a large portion of the surface water supplies available to the entire State of 

New Mexico, as well as to statutory water users in other states in the Southwest. 

¶ Region 6 includes most of McKinley and Cibola Counties, where most water is obtained 

from groundwater supplies whose aquifers have been mined for over a century at a rate 

far outpacing the rate of recharge, with no guarantee of ample water supply beyond the 

next few years: 

Current groundwater supplies are being ñminedò without 

recharge with a water table that is dropping at the rate of 20 

feet per year.  Within the next five years, [Gallup's] water 

storage could be tapped out during peak usage seasons, and 

within another decade, these limits could become chronic 

throughout the year (Kiely). 

For nearly 50 years, hydrologists and political leaders have proposed a comprehensive, 

long-term water supply solution for the entire northwest New Mexico region to draw upon 

the surface water supply in the San Juan River system and to serve the thousands of Navajo 

households that have never had running water, while at the same time securing the water 

future of the City of Gallup and protecting the water rights of other water users in the San 

Juan Basin.   

Under the Chairmanship of the Northwest New Mexico Council of Governments, the 

Navajo/Gallup Water Supply Project has been meticulously planned and designed to serve 

43 Navajo Chapters, the City of Gallup and its neighbors, and the Jicarilla Apache Nation.  

On March 30, 2009, President Barack Obama signed the Omnibus Public Lands Act, which 

included settlement of Navajo Nation water rights in the San Juan Basin and authorization 

of the Navajo/Gallup Water Supply Project. 
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H. Workforce Development and Use  
 

According to the New Mexico Department of Workforce Solutions, a civilian labor force of 

96,995 people resided in the region in January, 2009.  Table 13 shows the breakdown of the region's 

labor force by county. 

TABLE 13 

 Regional Labor Force by County, January, 2009 

County Civilian Labor Force 

San Juan 57,428 

McKinley 27,182 

Cibola 12,385 

Region 96,995 

 

Characteristics  of the Labor Force  

The labor force of the region is challenged by greater English language limitations and 

lower educational attainment than for New Mexico as a whole and for the United States.  At 

least one-third (77,859 of 219,747) of the region's people speak a language other than 

English at home.  In January 2009, 35 percent of San Juan County households were 

identified as non-English-speaking, with 59 percent in McKinley County, as compared with 

36 percent in New Mexico and 20 percent in the United States [data for Cibola County were 

not available due to confidentiality].    

Educational attainment rates also were low in the region compared to New Mexico and 

United States rates, measured by high school and college graduation rates within the 

population aged 25 and over.  Table 14 shows the rates for the region's counties compared to 

New Mexico and the United States. 

TABLE 14 

Educational Attainment by County 

Area High School Graduation Rate 
College Graduation Rate 

for B.A. & above 

San Juan  79.9%  13.4% 

McKinley  68.9%  11.2% 

Cibola  74.4%  10% 

New Mexico  81.7%  24.9% 

United States  84%  27% 
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One of the outstanding assets of the District's labor force is the entrepreneurial spirit of the 

people.  In April, 2005, S. Michael Camp, in The Innovation-Entrepreneurship NEXUS: A 

National Assessment of Entrepreneurship and Regional Economic Growth and 

Development, reported the results of his study of entrepreneurship in regions all over the 

United States.  He developed metrics such as the average annual change in new firm startups 

and the percent of firms growing rapidly.  He reported findings that Gallup and Farmington 

both ranked #2, above the 99th percentile, on some of these individual measures. 

Camp developed a "Regional Entrepreneurship Index" (REI) combining several measures 

into one index.  The REI was composed of the number of new firms per 1,000 labor force 

participants, average annual change in the number of new firms, and the percent of rapidly 

growing firms.  Camp found that, based on his average weighted rankings, Farmington 

ranked #6 and Gallup ranked #22 in a ranking of hundreds of municipalities, large and 

small, all over the United States.   

Camp rated entrepreneurship and the commercialization of new ideas as some of the most 

important keys to economic growth: 

  In today's increasingly competitive markets, the 

creation of economic value can only be sustained as firms, 

large and small, young and old, increase their capacity to 

generate new marketable ideas, rapidly commercialize those 

ideas, and adjust their competitive offering to changing 

market conditions.  This entrepreneurial spirit, whether 

observed in the creation of new or the growth of established 

firms, keeps industries vibrant and maintains the health and 

prosperity of regions. . . commercialization is key to 

capturing the economic value embedded in innovation 

(Camp). 

 

State Workforce Investment Strategies  

At the state level, New Mexico has made strategic investments in structuring a new 

Department of Workforce Solutions to integrate workforce system services.  The 

overarching goal of the new department is to ensure New Mexico's youth and adults receive 

the education they need for success. 

The Department of Workforce Solutions Two-Year Strategic State Workforce Investment 

Plan outlines Governor Richardson's vision for moving New Mexico forward.  Some of the 

Governor's key tactics for economic development include partnerships with South Korea 

and Japan for commercializing new technologies, trade partnerships with Mexico, 

advancing clean energy, and expanding New Mexico's flourishing film industry.  In our 

region, the Cubero Land Grant Comprehensive Plan includes an objective to capitalize on 

New Mexico Film Industry initiatives to bring in movie productions, film sets and film 

locations. 
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The Department of Workforce Solutions offers several workforce development programs 

such as Mexico YouthWIN, Welfare-to-Work, School-to-Work, and the Job Training 

Incentive Program (JTIP), sometimes known as in-plant training.  Through the JTIP 

program, the state works with qualified companies to provide state money for specific 

training costs and reimburses qualified companies for 50 to 70 percent of employee wages 

and required travel expenses.  JTIP funds classroom and on-the-job training for new jobs in 

expanding or relocating businesses for up to six months.  Custom training at New Mexico's 

public educational institutions also may be covered. 

New Mexico has a system of regional Workforce Development Boards charged with 

developing and supporting One Stop workforce centers at the local level.  Our region is 

represented on the Northern Area Local Workforce Development Board, comprised of ten 

counties across the breadth of northern New Mexico.  In addition to San Juan, McKinley 

and Cibola counties, the Northern Board represents Colfax, Los Alamos, Mora, Rio Arriba, 

Santa Fe, San Miguel and Taos counties.   

In the northwest New Mexico region, there is one comprehensive One Stop center in 

Farmington which houses the workforce development career center along with several 

related agencies such as the New Mexico Department of Vocational Rehabilitation.  There 

are also smaller sub-offices in Gallup and Grants that offer some of the available workforce 

development services.  Considering the travel distances in the region of up to 150 miles 

between locations, the Northern Area Local Workforce Development Board may need to 

consider establishing additional career centers at more strategic locations to improve access 

to services. 

In 2007, our Northern Area Workforce Development Board One Stop workforce centers 

met or exceeded target performance levels on 15 of 17 indicators, serving 1,058 Workforce 

Investment Act clients who required extensive services such as job counseling, certificate, 

license or degree training, on the job training, and/or faced barriers to employment such as 

language or math deficiencies, homelessness, or domestic violence.  These WIA clients 

included 549 adults, 35 dislocated workers, 113 older youth (19-21), and 361 younger youth 

(14-18).  Most of the adults (95.5 percent), 81.8 percent of dislocated workers and 55.3 

percent of the older youth entered employment.  These statistics reflect the aggregated 

performance of the One Stop centers in all ten counties represented by the Northern Board. 

Disaggregated data for the three One Stop centers in our three-county region show that our 

centers served 357 WIA clients including 97 adults, 16 dislocated workers, 71 older youth 

and 173 younger youth.  Our three centers underperformed in comparison to the overall 

performance of Northern Board centers.  Of the adults served by our centers, 22 percent (21 

of 97) entered employment, while 75 percent of the dislocated workers and 39 percent of the 

older youth entered employment. 

Under the Workforce Investment Act, the Northern Area Workforce Development Board 

sponsors customized training programs such as Proactive Host, a culturally appropriate 

customer service training program tailored to our region and offered through Chambers of 

Commerce in McKinley and Cibola counties. 
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Small Business Development Centers (SBDCs) affiliated with institutions of higher 

education provide training, technical assistance and business mentoring.  In northwest New 

Mexico, there are three SBDCs, affiliated with San Juan College in Farmington, University 

of New Mexico-Gallup Campus, and New Mexico State University-Grants Campus.  The 

SBDCs work in partnership with the Northwest New Mexico Council of Government's 

Enterprise Loan Fund to provide business plan assistance to local businesses applying for 

small business loans.  For example, in San Juan County the SBDC has provided assistance 

to FireSafe Homes, Quicktruss, and Riverside Pizza. 

 

WorkKeys  

One of the most promising of the programs offered through the state Department of 

Workforce Solutions is WorkKeys Skill Assessment, a program to assess key foundation 

skills in reading, mathematics and locating information.  The program provides assessments 

of individuals to identify skill sets and promotes qualifications for New Mexico Career 

Readiness Certificates in bronze, silver or gold verifying the potential employee's skill sets 

to potential employers.  WorkKeys also uses the individual assessments to build a database 

offering immediate feedback to employers and providing empirical evidence of a skilled 

work force.   

According to the New Mexico Department of Workforce Solutions, WorkKeys Assessments 

taken by high school students reveal that rural high school students tested considerably 

higher than students in larger urban schools.  Due to confidentiality issues, school districts 

where WorkKeys testing occurred have not released the specific data to document this 

finding. 

In our region, the San Juan College Business & Industry Training Center has undertaken a 

major WorkKeys initiative, and the Aztec Economic Development Advisory Board 

promotes collaboration with economic development partners to implement WorkKeys.  

Large employers such as the Navajo Agricultural Products Industry (NAPI) and Western 

Refinery are using WorkKeys.   

Through the Northwest New Mexico District's Native American Economic Development 

Investment Strategy (NAEDIS), a new EDA-funded project, the regional Community 

Development Representative for the New Mexico Economic Development Department and 

the University of New Mexico, Gallup branch, worked together to convene a region-wide 

forum on workforce preparation to strengthen the education-workforce connection.  A 

highlight of the forum was the introduction of WorkKeys to a broader audience.  Additional 

NAEDIS events are planned to support implementation of WorkKeys throughout the region.  

Plans are in development to conduct a followup meeting for schools in Zuni, Acoma and 

Laguna with representatives of the Department of Workforce Solutions to further plans for 

integrating education with the jobs of the future.  
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Local Workforce Investment Strategies  

According to NWNMCOG surveys of businesses in San Juan and Cibola Counties in 2007 

and 2008, labor force and workforce development issues were among the factors negatively 

affecting the local business climate, including employee motivation and problems recruiting, 

hiring, and retaining qualified employees. 

The 2004-2008 CEDS specified investments in our human capital as one of four key 

strategic directions for development, with more than two dozen projects targeted to 

improving regional opportunities for education and training. 

San Juan College has developed training programs to prepare workers for jobs in the energy 

industry and a program in alternative energy and sustainable technology which could be 

linked more effectively to specific jobs.  San Juan College also has worked in partnership 

with the One Stop Career Center in Farmington to develop job skills training programs 

targeted to specific job opportunities.  For instance, San Juan College partnered with the 

One Stop Career Center, the Northwest Regional Planning Organization, New Mexico and 

Navajo Nation Departments of Transportation, and the Operating Engineers Union to begin 

discussions on developing training for higher paying construction jobs in connection with an 

expansion project for the U.S. 491 highway. 

San Juan College may have the potential to become an EDA-designated "University 

Center."  The idea has been floated in the region without a specific action plan.  The benefits 

of such a designation could be evaluated in terms of the potential to support economic 

development projects. 

The Anderson School of Management at University of New Mexico has developed an 

entrepreneurship training program for the Gallup branch of the university which has been 

offered to poor response from the community, with insufficient class registrations to 

implement the classes.  UNM-Gallup has created a new funded full-time faculty position for 

fall, 2009, to provide more focused support to the development of entrepreneurship training 

in the region. 

Efforts to implement financial literacy training at the secondary level began within the 

Gallup-McKinley County school district.  House Joint Memorial 59, "School Financial 

Literacy Content Standards," passed in the 2009 state legislative session, directed the New 

Mexico Secretary of Education to include financial literacy in statewide curriculum 

standards. 

Cibola County planners have committed to lifelong learning for the workforce.  

Collaboration among local educational programs for workforce development is a strategic 

direction in the county. 

In the private sector, non-profits such as CARE 66 in Gallup and Tohatchi Area Opportunity 

Service (TAOS) provide youth training targeted to meeting housing needs.  Care 66 is 

working on mixed-use residential development in downtown Gallup, and TAOS operates a 

YouthBuild program which weatherizes housing and provides other construction services. 
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Some efforts to integrate education and workforce development initiatives with economic 

and business development have produced mixed results.  In Cibola County, a Workforce 

Development Work Group met for a time but was unable to implement an action program.  

In McKinley County, the Youth Conservation Corps and the award-winning National Indian 

Youth Leadership Program are active in promoting service-learning culture, but attempts at 

UNM-Gallup to develop a service learning component were abandoned or placed on hold.  

An effort to form a Regional Volunteer Service Corps did not get off the ground. 

I.  Transportation  Access  

 The region's transportation network includes:  

¶ Interstate 40 traversing McKinley and Cibola Counties;  

¶ three U.S. Highways connecting the region's population centers:  

o U.S. 491 linking Gallup with Shiprock;  

o U.S. 64 crossing northern San Juan County from east to west; and U.S. 550 

entering the region from the southeast as a four-lane highway from I-25 at 

Bernalillo and extending from Farmington northward through Aztec and into 

southwest Colorado.   

¶ a number of State roadways; 

¶ approximately 2,000 miles of county roads, more than half of which are unpaved; 

¶ 78 bridges; and 

¶ hundreds of miles of Tribal roads, representing an additional regional resource for 

transportation access. 

Major transportation-related assets include strategic transportation corridors such as the I-40 

interstate highway and railroad lines of the Burlington Northern-Santa Fé Railroad, as well as a 

four-lane highway linking metropolitan San Juan County with I-25 about 200 miles to the southeast.  

Weaknesses included hundreds of miles of unpaved rural roads and uneven inter-jurisdictional 

collaboration.  Many of the bridges are obsolete one-lane structures.  The three counties expect to 

pave a combined estimate of about 44 miles of new road per year and have rehabilitated or rebuilt 

four bridges in recent years. 

Land status and jurisdictional issues are barriers to transportation access in remote locations 

with widely scattered Navajo homes and ranches.    

The Northwest New Mexico Regional Long Range Transportation Plan (RLRTP) for 2002 

to 2022, updated in October 2007, provides an overview and general projection of transportation 

needs in the region through 2012.  The plan sets forth a combined total of 269 transportation 

projects with an aggregate total projected cost of $750 million.  
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The majority of RLRTP roadway projects involve improvements and expansion of 

highways, roadways and streets in the region.  Other projects range from improvements or 

expansion of highways, roads, and streets to replacement of bridges, airport improvements, support 

or development of local transit systems, creation of new bike and pedestrian trails, improvements to 

scenic byways, rockfall mitigation, planning studies, and traffic safety projects.  Some of the major 

goals of the RLRTP that dovetail with economic development goals include: 

¶ Link regional assets to global markets; 

¶ Capitalize on regional trade routes for market access; 

¶ Fully exploit the potential tourism assets of the Native Heritage Trail Byway; and 

¶ Establish stronger regional and local air service in consultation with economic 

development districts and other regional partners. 

Public Transit Systems  

Six transit systems currently operate within the region, providing a foundations for future 

improvement and expansion of transit services and systems throughout the region:    

¶ Red Apple Transit -- In existence since 2002, the Red Apple saw total system 

boardings pass 100,000 for first time in 2007, surpassing the target of 85,000 for the 

year.  The Red Apple system includes three routes serving Farmington and three 

additional routes serving Bloomfield, Aztec and Kirtland respectively, as well as 

Dial-a-Ride and paratransit services.   

¶ Gallup Express -- Beginning in 2005, a local non-profit agency, Na'nizhoozhi 

Center, Inc., established the Gallup Express bus transit system in response to a 2002 

Long Range McKinley County priority to develop public transportation options.  

The Gallup Express operates six twelve-seat passenger mini-buses, all equipped with 

wheelchair lifts, on three fixed routes within the City of Gallup.  Ridership averages 

3,000 riders per month.  

¶ Cibola County Public Transit System -- The Cibola Area Transit program 

commenced services on May 1, 2008, with three 15-passenger vans in the fleet (one 

vehicle equipped with a wheelchair lift and tiedowns) with a plan to operate three 

fixed routes serving the city of Grants, the Village of Milan, and other areas in 

Cibola County.  The program planned to begin charging fares in June 2008.  As of 

the spring of 2009, the program is temporarily on hold due to technical regulatory 

issues, but plans are in progress to resume service as soon as the technical issues can 

be resolved. 

¶ Shaa'skr'a Transit (Laguna Pueblo) -- Shaa'skr'a Transit provides public fixed-route, 

public demand-responsive, and paratransit services primarily for the benefit of 

members of the Laguna Pueblo community.  The authorized service area 

encompasses the Laguna Reservation in Cibola County and the Acoma Casino on 

the Acoma Reservation.  Future routes will  serve the City of Grants and 
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Albuquerque.  Service to Albuquerque will be designed to connect with ABQ Ride 

bus routes and access key destinations such as University Hospital and the UNM 

main campus.   

¶ ZEE -- The Zuni Entrepreneurial Enterprise public transportation program (ZEE 

Trans) is a demand-responsive service with a fleet of 15 vehicles, all 15 passengers 

or less.  Three of the vehicles are equipped with lifts and tiedowns.  Zee provides a 

fixed service three times daily for Zuni to UNM-Gallup and persons employed in 

Gallup with an average ridership of 3,958 one-way trips per month.  

¶ Navajo Transit -- Navajo Transit is a public transportation and charter bus system 

operated by the Navajo Nation out of an operations and maintenance center in Ft. 

Defiance.  The system includes seven routes with one or a few trips per day.  The 

service includes five trips per day between Ft. Defiance and Gallup.  The Gallup 

route serves many key destinations in town.  Navajo Transit provides some 

opportunities to connect to Gallup Express routes, Amtrak trains, and Greyhound 

intercity buses. 

J. Resources  

Oil & Gas, Coal and Power Generation  

San Juan County's natural resources include significant reserves of oil, natural gas, and coal 

that are important both to the state and to the nation: 

  San Juan County serves the energy needs of millions; electricity, oil 

and gas are exported to power up conveniences and necessities 

throughout the western grid . . . The San Juan Basin contains 80 

percent of New Mexico's natural gas reserves, and San Juan's natural 

gas fields are some of the most important in the country.  An El Paso 

Natural Gas pipeline has served California markets for over fifty 

years. . . . This [Basinôs] geologic formation can fuel the local and 

regional economy for years to come (Le Ferrand). 

Abundant San Juan basin coal fields support the siting of coal-burning electrical power 

generation stations in San Juan county.  Coal is mined mainly along the north-south uplift 

known as the Hogback between Farmington and Shiprock, and economically viable power 

plants are located near the mines to fire electric power generation for western customers. 

McKinley County has significant coal reserves.  The County also has potential for extracting 

coal-seam gas from pockets of natural gas, but the resources are primarily on Indian 

allotment and tribal trust lands, the locations are remote, and the politics are not always 

favorable for development of these resources. 

Construction of a rail spur would support exploitation of these resources:  "The rail network 

is adequate, but a spur line into the northwestern coal fields would benefit New Mexico 

greatly" (Price, et al.). 
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In McKinley County, the McKinley Coal Mine, owned by Chevron, has been a significant 

economic presence in the region for forty years.  The mine faces closure at the end of 2009, 

to be followed by a reclamation period with a significantly reduced workforce.   

The Peabody Western Coal Company operates two coal mines in our region.  The Lee 

Ranch Coal Mine near San Mateo in Cibola County has been mining coal from the Fruitland 

Formation since the mid 1980s.  A second coal mine in the area, the El Segundo mine near 

Ambrosia Lake in McKinley County, resumed shipping coal in 2008.  The two mines are 

managed jointly and supplied with workers by New Mexico Employment Resources, a 

subsidiary of Peabody Energy.  Between them, the two mines provide 283 jobs and are 

expected to remain viable for the next twenty years.  Operations Manager Scott Pearson 

expects only small growth in employment over the next five years.  This may be seen to 

partially offset the job losses from the shutdown of coal mining operations at McKinley 

Coal Mine. 

The Lee Ranch and El Segundo Mines generate about another 50 jobs for outside 

contractors who provide explosives services and exploration drilling in future mine areas 

and help to maintain the facility, equipment and fleet.  Peabody explored the possibility of 

building a power plant in the area, but was unsuccessful in obtaining a permit from the State 

of New Mexico for a new coal-fired power plant.  The company does not foresee revisiting 

this issue unless State policies are changed with regard to the permitting of new coal-fired 
power plants in the state. 

Uranium  

New Mexico ranks second in the United States in known uranium reserves, with most 

known uranium resources located in the world-class Grants Mineral Belt between Gallup 

and Laguna.  These are the richest uranium deposits in New Mexico.  Similar deposits are 

found in the smaller Shiprock mining district (Bland and Scholle).  A very significant 

economic resource, uranium reserves in new Mexico are estimated by the U.S. Department 

of Energy to be approximately 341 million pounds.  With production costs between $50 and 

$100 per pound, the region's uranium reserves could be worth as much as $34 billion (Peach 

and Popp). 

Production costs for uranium tend to vary depending upon the choice of mining method, 

which in turn depends on the type of ore.  Many deposits are not amenable to in situ leach 

(ISL) technology and can only be mined by more traditional underground or surface open 

pit mining methods. 

Huge uranium reserves and rapidly escalating prices for uranium in the world's energy 

markets have positioned Cibola County on the verge of a new uranium boom.  The previous 

Cibola uranium boom of the 1970s resulted in a "bust" due to a downturn in worldwide 

energy markets followed by a 22 percent decrease in the Cibola County population between 

1980 and 1990.  
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Cebolleta Uranium Opportunity.   In 2007, two private uranium exploration and 

development companies entered into a joint venture to explore for uranium resources on 

land held by the Cebolleta Land Grant.  These explorations were governed by the terms of a 

lease acquired from La Merced del Pueblo de Cebolleta, covering approximately 6,700 acres 

of the Cebolleta Land Grant estimated to contain an un-mined historic resource of 20.65 

million pounds of uranium.  NEI made cash payments of $3 million to Cebolleta, with 

further payments and advance royalties to be paid annually until start of mine production.  

Cebolleta will also receive a royalty ranging from 4½ to 8 percent depending upon the sales 

price of uranium.  Potential gross royalties could exceed $200 million. 

Due to ñlegacyò cleanup issues remaining from previous uranium mining operations, ISL 

mining technology is preferred to open pit mining for new uranium mines in Cebolleta Land 

Grant.  For the ISL technology to be appropriate, certain conditions must be met, i.e., the 

uranium ore zone must be in water and the ore zone must be enveloped by less permeable 

rock.  ISL technology also requires significant quantities of water.  Neutron Energy began 

exploring conditions on the Land Grant in 2007 to determine if they are suitable for ISL.   

Two or three years of sampling would be required before permitting for the new mining 
operation could go into effect. 

Tourism Assets  

Tourism and recreation have been mainstays of the economy for decades in all three 

counties of the region, supported by the areaôs scenic beauty, national parks and 

monuments, varied opportunities for outdoor recreation, boating and fishing on the river 

corridors, Native American arts and crafts, and world heritage sites such as Chaco Canyon. 

Major attractions include Chaco Culture National Historical Park, Aztec Ruins National 

Monument, Salmon Ruins and Heritage Park, Bisti Badlands, Acoma Sky City, Bandera 

Volcano, El Malpais lava flows, La Ventana natural arch, Ice Caves, Bluewater Lake State 

Park, El Morro National Monument, Old Laguna Pueblo, Pueblo of Zuni, and Red Rock 

Park, and McGaffey mountain recreation area. 

The Trail of the Ancients Scenic Byway is a major new asset to the region's tourism 

initiatives.  The Byway is a four-state byway system with sections in New Mexico, 

Colorado, Utah and Arizona.  The Colorado and Utah portions of the byway have received 

federal certification, and certification of the Arizona portion is in progress.  The New 

Mexico portion of the byway has received designation as a scenic byway from the State of 

New Mexico, and an application for federal certification has been submitted.  The purpose 

of the federal designation is to protect and preserve natural historic, cultural and 

archeological resources along the corridor. 

Adventure tourism is an emerging niche industry.  Assets include primitive wilderness 

areas, campgrounds, forest and woodlands, state parks for hunting, fishing and outdoor 

recreation.  Navajo Lake and several reservoirs provide venues for boating and water sports.  

According to a recently published San Juan River economic impact study, stretches of the 
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San Juan River and the associated trout fishery have been classified as ñquality watersò and 

ñspecial trout waterò (STW), qualifying them as world class recreational fishing venues.  

Agriculture  

Irrigated farmlands in the San Juan River Valley in the northwest produce major crops of 

alfalfa and corn as well as small amounts of a variety of grains, beets, potatoes, hay, orchard 

crops and vineyards.  Navajo Agricultural Product Industries (NAPI), is a large farming area 

operated by the Navajo Nation.  Both McKinley and Cibola Counties have some ranching 

and agriculture, and livestock graze on open range throughout the region.  Agriculture, 

agricultural support services, and ranching contribute a small number of heritage jobs to the 

region's economy. 

Manufacturing  

Included in the region's inventory of assets are industrial parks in San Juan County and the 

Village of Milan in Cibola County that provide a basis for recruitment of manufacturing 

companies.  In Cibola County, Laguna Industries is considering strategies for adapting to the 

manufacture of new products.  The Cities of Aztec and Bloomfield in San Juan County and 

Gallup in McKinley County have new industrial parks in the planning stages. 

The New Mexico Partnership, an agency of the state, forwards manufacturing and industrial 

recruitment opportunities to counties and municipalities on a regular basis.  Our region has 

an ongoing initiative to improve our competitive position in recruitment of new 

manufacturing companies to create higher-wage base jobs. 

Transportation and Warehousing  

The region contains significant distribution assets, including Interstate 40 and the 

transcontinental rail line running through Cibola and McKinley counties. These assets can 

be marketed to develop a warehousing and distribution system expanding access to global 

markets.  A regional storage and distribution hub in Gallup or Grants could include 

components such as construction and staffing of the warehouses as well as infrastructure 

improvements.  

K. Environment  

The northwest New Mexico region has a productive history in extracting, utilizing and 

transporting its substantial mineral resources for energy production.  While anchoring a substantial 

portion of the regionôs economy, this prodigious activity has also generated a number of cumulative 

risks to the health and quality of the air, water and soil components of the regionôs environment.  

Although federal and state regulations have increased in quantity and rigor as a means of reducing 

negative environmental impacts, the challenge of forging and implementing a balanced 

development agenda going forward ï balancing economic opportunity with environmental 

protection ï may best be met through finding solutions at the local and regional levels. 

Comment [r1]: Define this term. 
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In 2005, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) awarded to the Northwest New 

Mexico COG one of its first multi-year grants under the inter-disciplinary CARE program 

(ñCommunity Action for a Renewed Environmentò).  Emerging from the preliminary community 

conferences held under this grant, the CARE project was able to identify 37 distinct ñenvironmental 

risksò for possible study and action at the community level.  However, two ñmega-issuesò remained 

prominent:  (a) air quality issues in the San Juan Basin; and (b) environmental contamination from 

uranium mining in McKinley and Cibola Counties. 

Air Quality  

With regard to air quality, the New Mexico Environment Department's Air Quality Bureau 

found that power plants are a primary source of air quality impairment in the San Juan 

County region, although air quality data have recently come under new review regarding the 

areaôs non-attainment of air quality standards.  As one of the nationôs largest coal-fired 

generating stations, the Four Corners Power Plant emits about 15 million tons of carbon 

dioxide per year along with nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide, mercury and particulates.  Its 

nitrogen oxide emissions have exceeded all other power plants in the US, and San Juan 

County is sixth in the US in carbon production and tenth in toxins production (Le Ferrand). 

In 1999, the EPA began efforts to regulate the Four Corners Power plant, but a pollution 

control plan has not yet been finalized.  Jurisdictional issues between New Mexico, the 

Navajo Nation and the Environmental Protection Agency have added to confusion over 

regulatory oversight.  The Four Corners Air Quality Task Force, composed of State and 

local environmental representatives, has recommended further study in a variety of areas. 

Threats to the health of the Animas, La Plata and San Juan Rivers include algal growth, high 

levels of fecal coliform contamination from farming, ranching and wastewater treatment 

systems, and drug residues including antibiotics, antiseptics, cardiovascular medicines, 

cholesterol regulators, hormone therapies, chemotherapy agents, and analgesics.  

Additionally, coal-fired plant air emissions precipitate during rain events and can 

accumulate in water bodies, leaving high concentrations of mercury.  Mercury has been 

detected in local fish.  Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action (UMTRA) sites in Durango 

and Shiprock contain contaminated ground water that interacts with the Animas and San 

Juan rivers. 

The San Juan River Basin Recovery Implementation Program, a model for cooperative 

planning in the region, has involved multiple partners and stakeholders in the process of 

ensuring that river flows remain adequate to sustain populations of previously endangered 

fish and other wildlife species.   

Uranium Mining  

 Past mining has been linked to health problems in miners and nearby 

residents. As a result, fear of sickness and contaminated land and 

water supplies has created enormous resistance to allowing new 

mining in New Mexico.  Central to opposition is the Navajo Nation. 
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The Navajo Tribal Council passed a resolution in 2005 banning all 

future uranium mining (Bland and Scholle). 

According to Thomas Power, in An Economic Evaluation of a Renewed Uranium Mining 

Boom in New Mexico: "Substantial natural resources, such as groundwater, have been 

irreparably contaminated by uranium mining and therefore cannot be considered as a 

resource to support future economic growth in the area." 

During Phase I of the region's Community Action for a Renewed Environment (CARE) 

Project, working groups in San Juan, McKinley and Cibola Counties came together to 

identify issues held in common, as well as potential community projects to reduce identified 

environmental risks.  The Cibola County CARE Working Group focused on resumption of 

uranium mining and proper reclamation and remediation of legacy uranium sites. 

CARE Working Groups in the region also focused on Brownfields reclamation and 

redevelopment projects as well as economic development projects on former Brownfields 

sites.  The EPA defines a ñbrownfieldò as a property, the expansion, redevelopment, or 

reuse of which may be complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous 

substance, pollutant, or contaminant.  The CARE groups also identified needs for 

comprehensive local and regional solid waste recycling, reduced energy use and the 

development of alternative energy sources, improved forest health and wildfire risk 

reduction, control of invasive species like tamarisk, mitigation of illegal trash dumping, and 

a need for education and outreach about environmental issues.  

The McKinley CARE Partnership recently applied to the EPA for funding and designation 

as a ñLevel 2ò CARE grantee, emphasizing implementation projects in community 

recycling and alternative energy.  The project was not accepted for funding or designation in 

the current annual funding cycle; however, local groups comprising the CARE coalition 

have committed to continuing activities in fulfillment of the CARE environmental priorities.   

Climate Change  

According to the New Mexico Governorôs Climate Change Advisory Group, if the 

magnitude of global warming is consistent with simulations of the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC), "serious and damaging societal and ecological impacts are 

likely to result" (Richardson, 2007).   

Although the most severe predicted changes are associated with higher latitudes and coastal 

areas, New Mexico also may experience ongoing increases in temperatures and other 

significant effects: 

 Some climate change models predict an increased tendency toward drought 

over semi-arid regions.  New Mexico and other Western states have 

particular concerns about the impacts of climate change and climate 

variability on the environment, including the potential for prolonged drought, 

severe forest fires, warmer temperatures, increased snowmelt, reduced snow 

pack and other effects (Richardson, 2007). 
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As they evolve over time, these changes may have a major impact on land use, industry and 

the economies of the region.  According to the Colorado River Water Users Association, the 

majority of the water flowing in San Juan County's three rivers comes from spring 

snowmelts from the San Juan Mountains in southwestern Colorado, so reduced snow pack 

and/or increased snowmelt could have a profound effect on the availability of water in the 

region.  The Cibola National Forest and other forested areas could be affected by forest fires.  

Prolonged drought could have a long-term impact on agriculture.  These changes, along 

with more severe temperatures and other changes to the climate, could have a moderating 
effect on the region's economy, including for example the tourism industry.   

 



 
 

Northwest New Mexico CEDS, 2009 -2014  Page I -30  

 

 



 

 

 

Northwest New Mexico CEDS, 2009 ð2014   page II -1 

Section II  

ANALYSIS OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT  
PROBLEMS AND OPPORTUNITIES  

 
A. Overview  
 

The purpose of this section is to provide a summary analysis of the economic development 

problems and opportunities in our region.  The analysis is drawn from a comprehensive review and 

analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, problems and opportunities embodied within or reflected in 

the experience of dozens of specific projects and initiatives that local governments and stakeholders, 

economic development organizations, and public and private sector partners have undertaken or 

begun planning over the period 2004 through 2008 to support economic development in our region.    

 

 

 

 

Entering Summer 2009, the nation's economy is experiencing significant distress.  National 

job losses have topped 5 million since the recession began at the beginning of 2008 (Goodman and 

Healy), with losses spread across the country in every industry and sector.  In the fourth quarter of 

2008 alone, over a million jobs were lost in the national economy and the national Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) shrank by 6.2 percent.  An additional 2 million jobs were lost in the national 

economy in the first quarter of 2009 (Isidore). 

Against this backdrop of national and global economic crisis, leaders in our region are 

divided on how they view our economic situation.  Some believe that recent upticks in the stock 

market in response to aggressive Federal recovery programs are a sign that the nation has reached 

the bottom and the worst is over.  Others believe this is only the end of the beginning, the bottom is 

nowhere in sight, and job losses will continue for years.  Opinions abound, but it is impossible to 

know what will happen to the world's economies over the next five years.  In this context, the 

challenge in creating a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy for Northwest New 

Mexico for 2009-2014 is to find a way to remain strong in an era of uncertainty marked by global 

economic collapse. 

The following summary provides an overview of the strengths and weakness in the regional 

makeup of human and economic assets and the problems and opportunities posed by external and 
internal forces affecting the economy. 

NOTE:  A detailed analysis of ñPast, Present and Future Economic 

Development Investments in Northwest New Mexicoò is included in Appendix 

A of this document, as a reference tool that provides in-depth discussion of 

economic development activities in each key economic sector of the region. 
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B. Strengths  & Opportunities; Problems & Weaknesses  

 

STRENGTHS & OPPORTUNITIES  WEAKNESSES & PROBLEMS 

REGIONAL WORKFORCE  

V A Large Available Workforce 

In January 2009, we had a labor force of 96,995 

people with aggregate regional unemployment of 

5.07%, slightly lower than the State rate of 5.2%, 

although unemployment varied by county.   

V Pockets of Unemployment  

The region has pockets of unemployment ranging 

from 40% to 100%. 

V Entrepreneurial Spirit 

Our workforce has a high degree of entrepreneurial 

spirit, evidenced by a 2005 Michael Camp study that 

ranked Farmington and Gallup in the top 25 most 

entrepreneurial municipalities in the United States. 

V Poverty 

Our region has higher poverty rates and lower per 

capita and household income levels than the State of 

New Mexico and the nation. 

V Higher Education Opportunity 

We have major opportunities for higher education 

through community colleges and university branches 

in the region; integration of training programs with 

available and emerging jobs could be improved. 

V Educational Attainment 

Limitations include underperforming public school 

systems and a workforce challenged by greater 

English language limitations and lower educational 

attainment than New Mexico as a whole and the US.  

ENERGY INDUSTRY  

V An Energy Industry in Transition  

¶ The oil and gas industry in San Juan County faces 

threats from environmental regulation, as well as 

volatile and declining market prices, but new 

opportunities are emerging in the development of 

alternative energy resources such as solar, wind, 

geothermal and biomass projects.  

¶ New uranium mines currently are in the 

development and permitting stages in McKinley 

and Cibola Counties, and a new coal mine 

resumed production in McKinley County in 2008. 

V Stress on Energy Economy 

Obstacles to conventional energy development include 

concerns by tribes and other groups about 

environmental degradation and threats to public 

health, and industry concerns about perceived over-

regulation. 

ü A Growing Health Care Industry 

¶ The presence of three major private hospitals and 

two Indian Health Service facilities has generated 

the development of hundreds of ancillary health 

care businesses with potential for significant 

additional growth.  

¶ Replacement of the Gallup Indian Medical 

Center with a new building, currently in the 

planning stages, presents an important 

opportunity to acquire an expanded health care 

facility in the region. 
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STRENGTHS & OPPORTUNITIES  WEAKNESSES & PROBLEMS 

ECONOMIC CHANGE & RESI LIENCE 

V A Robust Regional Economy 

¶ In 2007, our baseline year, our economy generated 

$10,836,107,234, or almost $11 billion, in gross 

receipts. 

¶ Our gross receipts for the first three quarters of 2008 

were up 15.23 percent over the first three quarters of 

2007, but regional growth slowed to 8.66 percent in 

the third quarter. 

¶ Between 2001 and 2007, our regional population 

grew by less than 2 percent, while our labor market 

added 10,604 jobs, for a growth rate of 14.9 percent.  

¶ Threats to big-box retail have produced an 

opportunity for niche and specialty retail operations, 

especially in our downtowns. 

ü A National Economy in Recession 

¶ The national and global economic collapse in the 4
th
 

quarter of 2008 and ongoing economic recession are 

expected to affect every sector of our regional 

economy, and job losses may continue beyond early 

signs of possible recovery in other aspects of the 

national economy. 

¶ General Growth Properties, the parent company of 

Rio West Mall in Gallup, declared bankruptcy in 

April 2009, and some of the regionôs big box stores 

such as Home Depot and national franchises such as 

Applebee's are announcing store closings on a 

national level. 

V A Diversified Regional Economy 

¶ Our economy is dominated by the private sector, 

with 72 percent of our jobs (59,052 of 81,623 jobs) 

in private sector categories. 

¶ Significant jobs and gross receipts are generated 

across a variety of sectors including retail, health 

care and social assistance, energy, tourism, 

construction, and combined service sectors. 

¶ Agriculture, manufacturing, wholesale trade and 

transportation sectors contribute strongly to the 

economy in terms of jobs and gross receipts. 

ü Reduced Demand for Manufactured 

Goods 

Reductions in global trade have opened up an opportunity 

for manufacturing specialty products such as the Pioneer 

Project utilizing small-diameter wood from thinning the 

Cibola National Forest, contributing to the health of the 

forest and producing products such as the wood pellets 

that provide alternative winter heating in many of our 

remote rural areas. 

V A Commitment to Revitalizing Downtowns 

¶ Our cities, towns and villages have made 

commitments to downtown revitalization.  The 

Farmington Metropolitan Redevelopment Area, the 

Aztec Economic Development Advisory Board, the 

Gallup Business Improvement District, the Grants 

MainStreet Program, and the Village of Milan all 

have formulated ambitious plans for downtown 

development.  

¶ Downtown development plans have highlighted the 

need for greater market penetration for customer 

service training programs for frontline staff 

throughout the region. 

 

 




