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Montrose Strong

Come together

COMMUNITY COLLABORATION FUELING WIDESPREAD ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT EFFORTS

Montrose Economic Development Corporation Executive Director Sandy Head
on Jan. 10 goes over her notes while in her office. (Sydney Warner/Montrose
Daily Press)

By Matt Lindberg
John Hickenlooper first became
familiar with Montrose in 2011 shortly
after being elected Colorado’s governor
and appointing Montrose native Mike
King to his cabinet.
“He introduced me to Montrose, but
I’m not sure he knew how rapidly it
could change,” Hickenlooper recalled,

noting he had come to town to participate in an economic development
roundtable discussion at the time.
But even seven years ago the governor had an inkling of Montrose’s
potential.
“That bone structure was there to
have a really strong local economy,”
Hickenlooper said.
Montrose weathered the figurative

storm of the lengthy 2008 recession and
appears to be emerging stronger. Well
over $50 million has been poured into
creating new and enhancing existing
infrastructure in the last several years,
not including what’s in the works.
But more importantly, community
leaders and activists’ commitment to
view economic development in broader terms — with a sense of responsibility to improve the quality of life for
residents and visitors — has powered
innovative ideas that put Montrose
on the short list of bustling cities on
the rise. So much so, that it has caught
the attention of numerous state leaders as evidenced by their visits to town
in 2017 and the fact that the governor
mentioned the community in his State
of the State address the last two years.
“Well, I’m always on the lookout for
communities where there is unity in
approaching economic development.
Where they are saying, ‘we’re not where
we want to be, so let’s create a plan and
let’s get there,’” the governor said in
response to why he chose to mention
Montrose.
Take a look around town, and there’s
no denying the synergy that exists. In
the last several years voters approved
the construction and saw the opening
of the multi-million dollar Montrose
Community Recreation Center on the
south end; the development of a water
sports park and millions of dollars in
grant funding that has been secured
through local partnerships to enhance
the vibrancy of the city. More recently,
a new and much-needed middle school
is under construction, while private
and public partnerships are the foundation of a complete revamp of the north
end of town.
“I think that having our local governments, both city and county, willing to
take risk — saying, ‘OK, we’re going

Gov. John Hickenlooper
to be ready when the growth happens’ (helps) — people want to be in
a community that has positive energy,
and I think we’ve accomplished that in
the last several years,” said Montrose
Economic Development Corporation
Executive Director Sandy Head. “This
community knows we have to plan for
the growth because you can’t miss those
opportunities by not having your plans
laid out. I think everybody understands
we want to take the high road.
“What makes us special is the quality of the people who live here and the
leadership.”
Collaboration is undoubtedly the
key to the community’s success story,
according to Montrose County Media
Relations Manager Katie Yergensen.
“I think it’s truly an exciting time to
be in Montrose because you’re seeing strong leadership across the board
… It’s a combination of public and
private partnerships,” Yergensen said.
“We have so many wonderful things
to attract people to Montrose, and it’s
really neat and inspiring to see all of
our leaders coming together to more or
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less enhance the quality of life for our
residents and bring people and outside
dollars to our area.”

9

taxing districts whose boundaries cover
the 158-plus acres, an urban renewal
authority (URA), to finance public
infrastructure and improvements via
A river runs through it
a tax increment finance district was
formed.
Economic development took on a
Mayfly broke ground on its state-ofnew life locally just a few years ago
the-art facility in fall 2017; phase one
when the parent company of Montrose- of the overall project is already well
based Ross Reels, Mayfly Outdoors,
underway. The construction will help
considered creating a headquarters in
Montrose in more than just developing
another city.
the land.
But MEDC, the City of Montrose,
“We are proud to say that a local
Montrose County and the State of
business was awarded the contract in
Colorado stepped in and worked with
Ridgway Valley Enterprises (RVE). The
the owners to keep Ross Reels in town
initial bid was for $6.75 million and
and move its Abel Reels headquarters
officially began on Jan. 8, 2018. RVE
from Southern California to right here. has a great team and has the advantage
Within months, the City of Monof being headquartered a few minutes
trose declared about 160 acres along
from the property,” Mayfly President
the Uncompahgre River, from about
David Dragoo said.
North Ninth Street to Launa Drive, as
“To date, RVE has completed subblighted, in accordance with the statustantial clearing of the site, constructed
tory requirements of the Urban Reapproximately 1,000 linear feet of
newal Act for the Colorado Outdoors
Chipeta waterline improvements,
Using a CMM machine to check that everything is perfect, Crocket Sessions
Project. And with nine other entities,
started a major sanitary sewer trunk
works with various tools at Ross Reels to make sure what they are constructing is
including Montrose County and special line, began building a new water vault
what they are supposed to be making. (Sydney Warner/Montrose Daily Press)

Description:
Working with the Colorado Division of Housing, CASA of the 7th Judicial
District will break ground on an 8 unit, micro-home community that will
provide affordable housing for young adults emancipating from foster
care and transitioning to independence. Young adults will receive life
skills training and supportive services to address health, employment,
and educational needs through partnerships with PIC, Center for Mental
Health, the Work Force Center, and the Montrose Housing Authority.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Western Colorado Community Foundation
Montrose Community Foundation
Temple Hoyne Buell
Colorado Health Foundation
Colburn Family
Francis Family

•
•
•
•
•
•

Hill Family
Judkins Family
Mize family
Pringle Family Governments
Colorado Department of Housing
City of Montrose

XNLV371955

Foundations / Major Donors (as of Feb. 15, 2018)

Project Partners:
• Montrose Housing Authority
• Center for Mental Health
• PIC Place
• Colorado Workforce Center
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“The vision they had —
that part of the town was
economically dormant
along the Uncompahgre
River. The Uncompahgre
is famous but yet here was
a piece of land nobody was
really utilizing or paying
attention to ...
I think that vision to have
clusters, outdoor recreation
companies, in smaller
communities, if it works
in Montrose, I think it is
something that could be
copied across the state and
exported to other states.”

With everything done by hand, Ross Reels sends the Abels to California to be anodized, a process that puts a hard surface
John Hickenlooper and coloring on the metal. They then get sent back with designs that represent fish, impressionistic ideas and all kinds of colors.
Colorado governor (Sydney Warner/Montrose Daily Press)

DO YOU WANT TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Call Today
to visit the only
sneaker factory
in Colorado

XNLV371500

in Montrose business climate?

near Highway 550, and procured all
waterline piping, storm drain piping
and major manholes. The schedule for
completion is for the fall 2018.”
URA members are actively recruiting
businesses to join the park, as well as continuing negotiations with officials about
the creation of a Marriott TownePlace
Suites on the site. When finished, it would
be the first major hotel built in Montrose
since the mid-2000s.
The C.O.P.’s goal is to have an enhanced
river corridor with Gold Medal Trout waters, a mixture of family-style restaurants,
outdoor retail and manufacturing, as well
as residential units.
“It’s a multi-faceted project. It could
really help our tourism economy by
adding another hotel,” said City Manager
Bill Bell, who is also executive director of the Montrose URA. “If it goes as
planned, it should help us truly become
the hub for outdoor recreation. I think
it’s definitely going to change the whole
face of the north side of town as you
come in.”
That goal will be further enhanced
thanks to collaboration between the city

and Montrose Recreation District. The
two entities, with support from Mayfly,
applied for and in 2017 were granted a
$2 million Great Outdoors Colorado
Grant that will support the construction of a total of 2.25 miles of new trails,
with underpasses, on both ends of town
to connect with parks and recreational
opportunities. Essentially, people will be
able to bike or walk from near the Justice Center on the north end of town to
the Community Recreation Center on
the south side, without the fear of crossing congested South Townsend Avenue
or Main Street.
Head emphasized Mayfly is an example of what often is the most overlooked
aspect of economic development: retention. Montrose and state leaders worked
long and hard to keep Mayfly here, and
the benefit proved to be wise because
the company’s impact has stretched beyond its facility, as the shovel-ready land
is an invaluable resource, she said.
“Montrose has a great community
feel, and one of the reasons we stayed is
the region’s most compelling attribute:
the proximity to awesome outdoor
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Montrose County Media Relations Manager Katie Yergensen, left, County Manager Ken Norris, Fairgrounds and Event
Center Director Emily Sanchez and Board of County Commissioners Chairman Keith Caddy discuss the event center’s potential during a tour of the facility in mid-January. (Matt Lindberg/Montrose Daily Press)

activities. Other areas of Colorado may
claim it, but Montrose is the outdoor
capital of the state,” Dragoo said.
“Montrose’s commitment to new
infrastructure and economic development (fiber optic, improved roads, new
walking trails, and river conservation)
was also one of the major reasons we
stayed. Simply put, we believe in the
community’s progressive economic
development and infrastructure goals.”
Hickenlooper praised Mayfly and
the Colorado Outdoors Project, which
he cited in his final State of the State in
January.
“The vision they had — that part of
the town was economically dormant
along the Uncompahgre River. The Uncompahgre is famous but yet here was a
piece of land nobody was really utilizing or paying attention to,” Hickenlooper said. “Once the three phases are
completed … I think that vision to have

clusters, outdoor recreation companies,
in smaller communities, if it works in
Montrose, I think it is something that
could be copied across the state and
exported to other states.”

Event Center on the rise
Not too far east of the Colorado
Outdoors Project lays the muchanticipated Montrose County Event
Center. The previous Montrose Board
of County Commissioners controversially approved construction on the
93,000-square-foot exquisite facility
in late 2016, to the dismay of several
residents, including Keith Caddy.
“I would have liked to have seen people vote on it; this was a large expenditure,” said Caddy, who was elected to
and joined the board as chairman in
January 2017. “I think it would have
passed, but the residents of Montrose

County didn’t have the opportunity
to vote on that, and that really bothers
me.”
Despite those initial feelings, Caddy
is a believer in the facility. He said he
commissioned Yergensen, Fairgrounds
and Event Center Director Emily Sanchez and Government Affairs Director
Jon Waschbusch to develop a comprehensive business plan for the site upon
joining the BOCC.
On a January afternoon, Caddy, Sanchez, Yergensen and County Manager
Ken Norris, hard hats and all, gave a
tour of the center, offering insight and
sharing their plans for it before the
summer 2018 grand opening.
“It’s probably one of the biggest facilities on the Western Slope,” Caddy said
upon entering it. “If not the biggest.”
County leaders envision it as a multipurpose building, with the ability to
host all kinds of activities. Sanchez said
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there are already eight to 10 events
planned in year one, and discussions
are ongoing with the school district
about hosting Montrose High School’s
graduation ceremony, sporting events
and more.
Concerts have been routinely discussed as a form of entertainment at
the venue, which can fit roughly 6,000,
giving the county a realistic expectation
for talent. Don’t expect to find Top 40
acts like Taylor Swift or Bruno Mars,
but you can bet on quality.
“I don’t anticipate getting the top
names; we have to be fiscally responsible,” Sanchez said, adding the county
will rely heavily on a promoter to
attract talent. “But I think we can get
some really cool names in here.”
Caddy suggested there’s potential to
land up-and-coming musicians early
on in their careers as they travel along
I-70 and are willing to stop on short
notice for a performance.
“We’re getting calls from those in the
concert industry,” Sanchez said, adding
promoters have talked about the venue
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having $20 general admission seating
and then a more expensive VIP package for most shows.
The dirt inside the facility has been
a point of contention for the center’s
detractors, but Sanchez stressed it
shouldn’t be.
“That dirt is awesome,” Sanchez said.
“You can actually pack it together so
hard you could wear high heels on it.
We’ve done it, they do it in Denver, they
do it in a lot of facilities.”
Caddy actually gets more excited
when he thinks about the event center’s
potential beyond what was previously
envisioned. Equipped with a complete
commercial kitchen (the kitchen won’t
be ready until after the facility’s grand
opening) and several other rooms, the
county is hoping the facility can secure
a designation as an emergency shelter
in the event of a catastrophe, Caddy
noted. And through the creation of the
business plan, officials learned having
stalls on hand for animals could really
increase the facility’s profitability, he
added.
“We found the biggest money-maker
for the event center is the horse stalls
for people coming in for equestrian
events, like roping,” Caddy said of the
animal stables on site. “Animals are a
big investment for them, so we want to
protect their investment.”
Montrose County leaders aren’t
thinking the facility is “pie-in-the-sky;”
they know there will be work. One of
the biggest barriers for the event center
is having enough hotels to attract
events and having enough big events to
bring those hotels, Sanchez said. Norris
said he thinks it will take two-three
years before officials see the fruits of
their labor, but he’s confident it will get
better through word of mouth. Sanchez
agreed.
“Bringing outside dollars to Montrose and creating that positive economic impact for the community,”
she said of officials’ goal for the center,
adding the county is also engaged in a
dialogue with the city about using it.
“That’s ultimately what we’re working
toward: filling this every weekend.”
On a grander scale, Caddy said
the center goes hand-in-hand with
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The floor plan of the Montrose County Event Center. (Submitted photo/
Montrose County)

the nearby Colorado Outdoors Project in terms of giving new life to the
north end of town and supporting the
economy.
“There’s a little truth to when they
say, ‘if you build it, they will come.’ If
we build it, manage it right and have
some great events, people will want to
come here and use this facility,” he said.
“I believe it can bring people to spend
their money in the Montrose area.
It’s not only going to help the county.
It’s going to help the businesses in the
area. People will be spending money in
town, in the businesses, in the restaurants. It might help with building on
this end of town.”

Building a backbone
The two massive projects on the
north end of town are promising, but

really just the tip of the iceberg in Montrose’s revitalization efforts. Region 10
is implementing a phased broadband
project through six counties, including
Montrose. As of November 2017, the
project had been extended into the city,
as well as Gunnison and Delta. Ridgway, Ouray and Crested Butte also were
in the works.
The project is funded in part by millions in grant awards, including the
Colorado Department of Local Affairs;
in-kind and other support from local
governmental entities, including the
city and county of Montrose, as well
the support of Delta-Montrose Electric
Association, which provided six nontransferable fibers to Region 10.
Its executive director, Michelle
Haynes, said she took it upon herself to
talk with elected officials when she took
her job several years back and knew

broadband had to be an area of focus.
“It keeps us from getting crossed
off the list. Employers expect it, so if
you don’t have it, you get crossed off,”
Haynes explained.
“People are looking for a work-life
balance; having the availability of these
services enables that: rural lifestyle and
the ability to do their work. And having
the level of service we are going to have
available at the pricing available it’s
going to be at is going to help us stand
out, particularly in rural communities.”
Virgil Turner, the city’s director of
innovation and citizen engagement,
said broadband has become an essential service people depend on for health
care, education, entertainment and
business.
He said back in 2012 the Montrose
City Council had heard from businesses and residents about the limited availability of broadband and the challenges
this caused for them. Some businesses
even said they were considering moving operations out of Montrose to areas
with adequate broadband coverage.
“The health of our economy is
dependent on the economic health of
our region,” he said. “For this reason,
we continue to work with those in the
region and around the state who share
our goals to ensure we have a bright
and connected future.”
Fiber continues to be deployed all
over the community and the goal is
to pass by every premise, Turner said,
adding it’s up to the property owner to
connect at that point.
“Until every home is connected there
is going to be opportunity for improvement,” Haynes said.
A commitment to extraordinarily
high-speed broadband has provided
the tentacles for other major investment projects in the community, according to Head.
“Broadband, that was huge. If you
can’t keep your iPhone and gadgets
running, you don’t want to live here,”
she said. “All the things happening
within the community are items that
will encourage young people to be here.
We have a large number of companies
in Montrose that do business globally.
Without a strong fiber network, they
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cannot do business here. It is an invaluable tool in our toolbox for attracting
and retaining business.”
The governor is also a big believer in
it.
“For Colorado, broadband is the
basic currency of the future economy,”
Hickenlooper said. “Whether you’re in
a big city or a small town, you’ve got to
have high-speed access to broadband to
be competitive in the modern economy. Whether a big business or a small
business, you have to be connected to
the rest of world. The internet allows
you to expand your local, regional market into a truly international one.”

Other investments
Montrose has projects underway in
all areas of the city, such as the ongoing construction of a new Columbine
Middle School. According to Montrose
County School District Superintendent
Stephen Schiell, the new Columbine
will come in with a gross area of 83,438
square feet — roughly 20,000 feet bigger than the current building. The new
school will open on time in late August
with all of the other schools in the
district, he said.
“It replaces an old building that is
After months of work, bleachers for future spectators are installed in the event
falling apart and outlived its usefulcenter on a January afternoon. The inside of the center is massive.
ness,” he said, noting the building
(Sydney Warner/Montrose Daily Press)
will show tangible support for STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering and
percent growth in 2013, followed by
Math) learning. “It definitely gives you other activities going on there, it was
7.15 percent in 2014, and 13.38 percent
just a space that was underutilized.
the feel of being in a STEM middle
in 2015, according to the county.
“So
we
thought
we
could
take
that
and
school promoting STEM learning. This
The city has been diligently working
revitalize
it,
”
Elder
said,
adding
they
will give our kids a better educational
on
projects that may seem smaller in
partnered
with
the
city
to
help
with
experience.”
scale,
but make a big difference. Ofland
improvements.
“We
cleaned
it
up
Then there’s the Town Centre project,
ficials
are currently working to improve
and
revitalized
it
with
the
buildings
and
a shopping center that opened in 2017
and
replace
signage throughout town,
businesses.
All
three
of
them
are
doing
at the intersection of South Townsend
while actively collaborating with the
tremendously good.”
Avenue and South Fifth Street created
Rotary Club of Montrose on plans for
The county is in the midst of conthrough a partnership between busian amphitheater in Cerise Park.
struction on a new road and bridge
nessmen Jim Elder and David Coker.
Those efforts come less than a year
It already features a Jimmy John’s, Cold facility, while its regional airport
after the construction and opening of a
continues to thrive by offering flights
Stone Creamery and another Coffee
dog park in that same area and not long
Trader location and is awaiting a fourth throughout the year. The Montrose
after the creation of the nearby Water
Regional
Airport
in
February
was
listed
business’ arrival.
Sports Park. The Montrose Chamber of
as
the
top
growing
airport
for
Com“We looked at various locations in
Commerce sold off its old office buildmercial Airline Passenger Activity in
town, but that location’s proximity
the Colorado Department of Transpor- ing and relocated into the co-working
to the high school, to the downtown
tation’s Division of Aeronautics Annual Proximity Space as it works to promote
business district, library, hospital, all
Report. Specifically, MTJ marked 12.33 all areas of town.
the city and county buildings, all the
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“I think economic development is
much broader than what most people
talk about when they mention economic development,” Bell said. “Tourism development helps to diversify
our economy and moving forward on
community infrastructure projects
such as Columbine Middle School, the
Community Recreation Center and
Major Street Improvements, will put us
in a great position as we move forward
into the future.”
The city manager stressed the key has
been collaboration — something Bell
sees as having been non-existent when
he came onboard roughly seven years
ago.
“Seven-10 years ago, we weren’t collaborating back then, and now we are.
So that’s been the biggest difference,”
he explained. “The reason? The people
involved … there are different players
involved.”
He later said that collaboration was
also necessary to earn millions of dollars in grant money. Grant applications
were actually getting rejected and area
leaders were being told they needed to
collaborate to get funding, he recalled.
“That really did help,” Bell said. “Now
we’re the envy of many cities around
the state ... several of us serve on statewide boards and committees and it is
always awesome to hear people from
all over Colorado asking us how we are
able to achieve such success ... ‘What
is our secret sauce?’ ‘What makes us
competitive for grant funding and gives
us that edge over many other cities and
towns? How do we keep our community moving forward?’ Our answer
is always: patience, perseverance and
wonderful people.”
Mesa County Administrator Frank
Whidden said Montrose is on Grand
Junction’s radar.
“We certainly at times are even envious of what they’ve accomplished,”
Whidden said. “I realize we have some
advantages, like proximity to I-70, but
they’ve done well trying to position
themselves with resorts and the airport,
and things like that are good moves.”
Mayor Pro Tem Roy Anderson said
broadband and increased flights at the
airport are two of the biggest assets the
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Columbine Middle School Principal Ben Stephenson, left, and Montrose County School District Superintendent Stephen
Schiell discuss the new Columbine facility and what it will have to offer the community during a tour on Oct. 10, 2017.
Construction is progressing nicely, the superintendent recently said. (Sydney Warner/Montrose Daily Press)

community has going for it at the moment, noting those factors can appeal
to a broader group of people.
“I think a number of things are falling into place that will attract not only
younger people who can make a living
here in the future and bring children,
but also older folks like myself, so I
believe it’s going really good,” he said.
“Certainly some things have progressed
slower here than on the Front Range
just because we are a smaller economy,
but a number of things have come together over time that has really kind of
started getting the engine moving.”

Chamber Executive Director Chelsea
Rosty, also the city’s director of business innovation, comes from a big-city
background and said she sees the tide
turning locally.
“My little slogan right now is that ‘It’s
a great time to be in Montrose.’ It’s exciting; you can’t help but get energized
by the fact all of these things that are
happening,” Rosty said.
“People wonder how we’re going to
be able to sustain these things, like a
new event center and an amphitheater,
but I’m optimistic because I see the vision of where these things will take us.

“I see these assets bringing people to
our community who ordinarily would
overlook Montrose as a place to live.
You never know what could become of
that. Private and public investment is
happening left and right in Montrose,
and it’s really amazing to see.”
Schiell had a similar perspective on
Montrose’s growth.
“Our community is excited and ready
to be progressive. The environment we
live in, the mountains, canyons, rivers,
trails, people throughout the world
are looking for beautiful places to raise
their families,” he said. “I think they’re

realizing Montrose is a diamond in the
rough. People want things to happen
here and they are.”
Montrose’s growth in recent years
isn’t surprising to the governor, who
mentioned similar transformations in
Buena Vista and Salida.
“Each of these small towns is recreating what Denver did back from around
2000 to 2010 — really investing in the
quality of life for your citizens and
marketing that to businesses that may
want to relocate or expand,” the governor said. “That’s really what Montrose
is doing, just at a very intense level.”
The efforts locally are encouraging,
he said.
“Montrose should be very proud,”
Hickenlooper said. “You guys have
done a great job.”

