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Everyone Prospers From Sustainable Growth
We are constantly asked about the rate of growth in the Taos region, how is employment for locals generated, what are the prospects for sustainable economic vitality in our community?  There obviously are no easy answers to such questions.  They’re the same questions being asked in many rural communities throughout the west.  We do, however, have some insights that might put the questions into the right perspective related to trends, potential and the reality of this region.
The first observation is that the economy of the Taos region is primarily driven by small enterprises.  Of course we have the regional giants of Taos Ski Valley, Inc., Angel Fire Corporation, and Molycorp followed by Holy Cross Hospital, Wal-Mart, various local and Federal government entities, the banks and perhaps a few others.  The other over 2,000 business enterprises in the region are companies with fewer than 30 employees, many of them with only 1-5 employees.  Our economy, to have a degree of sustainability, depends on the strength and vitality of these small businesses.
It is because of this preponderance of small enterprises that make up our economy, and the constant stream of emerging new entrepreneurial enterprises that we brought the Sirolli Enterprise Facilitation project to Taos.  This project, now entering its third year, has been eminently successful in assisting the would-be entrepreneur in evaluating a new business idea and putting the support team together that gives the entrepreneur the best chance of being successful.  Support for this and other entrepreneur development programs is essential for the long range sustainability of our local economy.  That’s one of the answers to the question of future growth trends.
A second observation is that through developing and expanding new enterprises, jobs are created not only for the new entrepreneur but for the staff eventually hired.  This creates opportunities for the local workforce, especially if the entrepreneur understands what makes a business really click and understands what motivates employees.  
A third observation is that across the country there is an expanding list of companies that have established a framework of reference for a model of employee ownership and community involvement.  In the words of John Abrams, author of ‘The Company We Keep: Reinventing the Small Business for People, Community, and Place’, he states "This is a book about a different way of doing business in today's world, a way based on workplace democracy, shared ownership, staying small, building community, commitment to a place, and long term thinking."  The successful small business becomes a model of employee ownership and community involvement, a sustainable pattern for long term economic vitality of the community.
Shared ownership with employee participation as owners is proving to be a strong motivator for the success of small enterprises.  One employer states that when hiring for a position he looks not at a future employee but at a future participating owner of the company.  Ownership creates a new and invigorating attitude towards one’s work.  Having a stake in a company creates pride of ownership and stimulates an ever present awareness of customer service, controlling costs of doing business, and the need to plan for the future.  It’s no longer just a job, but a partnership in building for the future.
So what does this mean for the Taos region?  It means that the long term economic sustainable growth in the community comes from within, not from some external source.  Recruiting companies from outside of Taos certainly helps: jobs are created; careers are enhanced, gross receipts taxes grow.  Recruiting is certainly part of the economic development puzzle.  But growth from within by establishing new enterprises or helping existing businesses grow and expand is where the true long range sustainable growth comes from throughout our region.
Through supporting local small businesses you support the foundation for the long term economic vitality of our community.  Think about where you buy certain goods and services.  Could they be bought locally?  That’s a good question, one we will explore in future columns.
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