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Arts and Cultural Activities Define and Divide Community
It is no secret that the arts and cultural activities have been a focus of northern New Mexico communities for the past many decades.  Those who produce art as well as those who enjoy and buy art have been drawn to Taos by its mystic and reputation.  Various cultural activities have added to the attraction of Taos as a destination for tourists.  Plus, the community as a whole has been enriched by the energy and texture of the multi-cultural environment.  What does this imply for the future of our community?
It has been determined through studies in Santa Fe and Albuquerque that the arts and cultural activities are major contributors to the flow of the economy.  Millions of dollars flow through the local economy either directly or indirectly as a result of the arts.  We know the same is true for the Taos region but do not at this time have the data to show the true impact.  In the near future we will be proposing a study by the Bureau of Business and Economic Research of the University of New Mexico to determine the economic contribution of the arts and cultural industries in northern New Mexico.  When we are successful in obtaining funding, we will do the study.

As with other identified challenges and concerns, the impact of the arts and cultural activities is regional.  The study will look at the entire region of Taos County, western Colfax County and the High Road to Taos.  Various parts of the region are affected differently which determines local policies and levels of support for the arts.  The overall impact on the regional economy of the arts and cultural activities, however, is significant as the study will no doubt indicate.  Once the impact is quantified, there will be a clear rationale for public support of the arts and related cultural activities.

It has been seen in cities and towns across the country that having active and visible art and cultural activities brings vitality to a community.  Towns that fail to support and honor the arts seem to suffer economically.  Dr. Jeffrey Mitchell of BBER/UNM states that “communities throughout our country and, indeed, globally, have begun to invest heavily in cultural development.  Emerging global and national trends have begun to alter the dynamics of culture-based development in the Taos region”.  

Mitchell goes on to say that “changes in tourism and travel patterns, including more frequent, shorter, more ‘targeted’ trips, have fragmented cultural markets, forcing communities to position themselves within tighter, if deeper, market niches”.  These trends are complex with no easy solutions, but the reality is that we, as a community and a region, need to reassess how we are supporting the cultural environment.  

Another significant trend is the in-migration of Baby Boomers and others who become part-time and retired residents.  As a result, the demographics of the region are changing significantly.  The impact of this trend affects each community differently but overall the regional cultural geography is being restructured with consequences that impact the more rural and traditional communities. The study we propose will inventory the regions cultural assets and economy, and formulate policies related to promoting and sustaining growth of the region’s cultural economy. 

For tourists as well as local citizens there is an inner connection with the flow of creativity that everyone responds to on some level.  The Taos region is no different.  I like to say that ‘Taos is where creativity happens’.  We have a decades old legacy of the arts that is testimony to the sustainability and value of fostering creative activity.  It is imperative that we, as a community, develop sustainable and continuing support for the arts and cultural activities.  It makes sense socially, culturally and economically!
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