Economic Development Article for 9/9/04

Over the past several weeks, we have been looking at the changing demographics of Taos and the services or products that might be needed in our community to service our changing population.  Several ideas have been suggested including developing a survey to determine what products or services individuals and businesses go outside of Taos to buy, and what services or products would they buy if they were available in Taos.  There is no single answer to this question, however, it seems there might be a buying pattern that if understood could result in new or expanded opportunities for business development in Taos.  
There is no question that a major emphasis for businesses on the Plaza and in the Historic District over the past few decades has been focused on products for tourists.  This is an important business sector but not one that business can depend upon for balanced annual sales.  Tourist focused business is reflective of multiple variables not the least of which are weather, the overall economy, and national and international tensions.  Many Historic District businesses recognize the instability of a solely tourist oriented trade and adapt their product offerings to attract locals into their stores.  Having a balanced trade servicing both tourists and locals seems to be a survival tactic that works for many small businesses in Taos.
New ideas that are surfacing directly address the needs of locals and their changing needs.  These ideas include a more upscale men’s and women’s accessories store, a modern environmentally friendly dry cleaners, a home delivery system for bottled water, an upscale shoe store, a modern nightclub, more neighborhood grocery stores, and a modern bowling alley.  There are many other ideas being suggested all pointing toward new and expanded services for the changing needs and desires of Taoseños and visitors to our community.
We have commented before on the reality that tourists go where locals go rather than the other way around.  If businesses provide services and products that appeal to locals and their guests, tourists will be attracted as well.  It is important that the offerings of businesses in the Historic District of Taos be accessible and of interest to locals.  Many of these businesses depend on locals for a significant part of their annual sales.  The environment of the core business district and ease of access needs to be effectively addressed to make it easy for locals to indeed ‘shop locally’.
One of the issues that is frequently voiced is that of parking in the Historic District, but that will be the subject of another column.

A survey may be part of the answer to more comprehensively address what additional new services and products are needed or desired in Taos.  That could be a good project for this fall.  If you would be interested in helping design and implement such a survey, please let us know.
John Otis is the Executive Director of Taos Business Alliance and can be reached at 758-2103 or info@taosba.org.
