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Taos – A Changing Scene
What a great beginning to summer in this month of June with warm weather, occasional cloudy afternoons with highly energized lightning storms, music on the Plaza every Thursday evening, and a notable increase in out-of-state license plates.  There’s also the rumble of trucks carrying construction materials to job sites, an expansion of ‘for sale’ signs throughout the county, and an increasing recognition that the economic patterns of the region are changing.

There’s a lot of talk about tourism and the lack of tourism dollars finding their way into the retailers till.  Many retailers in the Historic District have commented on the slow winter and even a slow beginning to what has traditionally been the busiest time of the year.  Of course there are exceptions but most of what we hear is that business is slow and surviving is a challenge.

So what’s going on?  The last few columns have touched on this theme.  There is no one answer to that question or one solution to balance the changing scene.  With the cost of travel (read that the cost of fuel) tourists seem to be more cautious with their discretionary money.  They are taking shorter trips and traveling closer to home.  Purchases made are more for necessities and less for non-essential items.  

Add to that trend the impact of purchases over the internet and there is an even greater dilution to local retail sales.  Some retailers are adjusting.  Several gallery owners have commented that a significant percentage of their sales are over the internet.  Without those sales, doors would be closed.  One retailer commented today that people used to come into his store and buy $400 worth of goods.  Now few sales are over $100.

Supporting these trends, some of the data that will soon be released on the first quarter gross receipts taxes for Taos County indicate a definite shift in where the economy of the region is headed.  It appears that overall gross receipts taxes in Taos County for January through March were down about 7% from the same period a year ago.  Notable decreases occurred in construction, real estate, and retail trade.  These three sectors have been supporting and driving the local economy for the past several years.  A counter trend is the increase attributed to accommodations and food service.  A detailed report will be available soon.
The world is changing and our region is the microcosm of that change.  As a community we are becoming more aware of the need to support our local businesses.  If businesses in the community aren’t healthy, the community suffers.  On the other hand, local businesses are becoming aware of the need to adjust to new marketing methods and perhaps offering new products that meet the changing needs of consumers, particularly local consumers.  

There seems to be a trend in communities around the country to become more self-sufficient relying on locally produced food and other commodities, and more focused on generating renewable energy.  In our region we see the success of weekend farmers markets.  We see an increased utilization of solar energy with some new mega projects on the horizon.  Does this mean that we have the answer in Taos?  Not really, but it does mean that we’re at least heading the right way.  

At some point, a critical mass of interest, community and political support will be generated that will hopefully stimulate conscious sustainable development.  As a nation and as communities we are great at responding to a crisis.  Do we need a crisis to bring about more focused support for a local sustainable economy?  Hopefully not.  As awareness is raised about options, perhaps we’re smart enough to see the trends and to do something creative about solutions.  I sincerely hope so!
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