Economic Development Article for 1/4/07
2007 – A Year of Promise for Taos
As we enter into a new year, a new cycle of energy, it would be constructive to look at the challenges and opportunities we face in economic development in the Taos region.  Perhaps the challenges aren’t much different than last year, or different than what we will face in future years.  But, with a bit of focus, there are some potential opportunities we can address that will assist in the ongoing effort to bring economic stability to our community.
As stated in my last column, there is no silver bullet that will magically bring long term economic prosperity to Taos.  History shows us that the strength of our local economy has been tied to a number of factors including the flow of tourism, weather patterns, variations in employment by large employers such as Molycorp, construction activity, in-migration of retirees, and the expansion or startup of new enterprises.  All of these elements are connected.  There is no single answer that generates a consistent and predictable pattern as to how all these dynamics interact.
It is often said that what we need in Taos is jobs that pay well, offer career opportunities and hire locally.  Certainly creating jobs is part of the answer, but it’s not the entire solution.  Along with jobs there is the need for affordable housing.  There is also the need for an employable or trained workforce.  For companies considering locating in Taos, these are both major factors in their decision.  If they can’t find qualified employees in Taos, they have to bring folks in from elsewhere.  Then the cost of housing needs to be faced.

Currently, the unemployment rate in Taos is around 5.5%, rather low indicating that most people who want to work are employed.  It’s interesting to note that at this time there are over 70 jobs unfilled through the NM Department of Labor.  The ski resorts have over 100 job openings.  Advanced Call Center Technologies has openings for over 100 career oriented jobs.  We are looking at other companies that could potentially locate in Taos.  The big question is always ‘what’s the available workforce’.  It seems that the challenge is not so much jobs as it is qualified employees who want to work.
Jobs created, affordable housing, transportation, workforce training, flow of tourism, global markets, local purchasing habits, housing starts, construction, and weather all affect our local economy.  Again, everything is connected.  So, what are the opportunities?
Starting a new year, we have the opportunity to take a fresh and hopefully open-ended look at how the various parts of our community are working together in support of economic vitality.  There are many agencies and individuals working in business consulting, entrepreneurial development, marketing of the Taos region, promotion of the arts, property development and attracting tourists.  How are these efforts aligned?  Is there a feeling of a common goal?  How are policies of Town and County government supporting an economic development agenda?

It seems that our greatest opportunity lies in bringing the talent, dedication, and commitment of these organizations and individuals together along with a cross section of interested individuals from throughout the community to have open dialogue about the economic future of the Taos region.  From such a gathering, new and creative solutions might be generated regarding the identified challenges to economic stability.  We have the talent, interest and commitment to find solutions.  All we need is a forum.  That will be the purpose and intent of the Regional Economic Development Summit to be held this spring.  If you would like to help organize the Summit, please let us know.  
John Otis is Executive Director of Taos Business Alliance for Economic Development and Chair of The Taos Project can be reached at 758-2103 or by email at info@taosba.org
