
The Rise and Fall 

of Colorado’s 

Counties
Colorado has seen tremendous population growth in the past 20 years. In fact, Col-

orado as a whole has been steadily growing since its inception. That growth, how-
ever, has not been borne evenly. Some counties that boomed in the early half of the 
century have experienced steady decline since. Other counties have benefited from 
the trend towards urbanization seeing continuous growth throughout the century. 
Others, still, have weathered booms and busts.  

In this exhibit we will examine the factors contributing to the uneven growth and 
decline of a selection of Colorado counties. We have selected a county from each re-
gion listed below. They are representative of the disparate experiences of the coun-
ties statewide. What political, environmental, geological, social and other factors 
contributed to the success or decline of these counties. What can the shrinking 
counties learn from those that have been able to recover from population decline?

Adams County

Located in the southeast 
corner of the state, Prow-

ers County is a land of prairie 
and canyons.  The Arkansas 
River passes through the coun-
ty from west to east bringing 
much needed water to a rela-
tively arid landscape.  Until the 
railroad was put in around the 
turn of the century, the Santa 
Fe trail passed directly through 
the county, following the Arka-
sas River and brought industry 
and goods through trade. 

Due to the hard, dry land tra-
ditional farming was not suc-
cessful in the county. Therefore 
homesteaders tended to stick 
to grazing animals on their land. 
Prowers  County has never had 
the mineral extraction draw 
other Colorado counties ex-
perienced, but it did serve as 
a way-station for travelers on 
their way to the mountains. 

    In the 1930s and 40s Roos-
evelt’s New Deal brought relief 
and jobs to the county suffering 
from both the depression and 
the dust bowl. 

In 1942 a Japanese intern-
ment camp, Granada WRA, was 
created just 10 miles east of 
the small town of Granada to 
hold people of Japanese origin 
during World War II. 

Since then, however, the pop-
ulation of the county has re-
mained level as young people 
are drawn away to the cities to 
the east and west. Manufac-
turing has come and gone in 
the county and fewer and fewer 
people tend the ranches they 
traditionally relied upon. The 
opening and subsequent clos-
ing of the Neoplan Bus Man-
ufacturer can be seen in the 
population growth and decline 
around the year 2000.
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summit County

Located deep in the moun-
tains, getting to Summit 

County was a formidable  trek 
early in the century. The county is 
bordered by three high mountain 
passes all over 10,000 ft in eleva-
tion. Despite the remoteness, the 
discovery of gold and silver in the 
late 1800s brought a mining boom 
to the area which lasted into the 
early part of the 20th Century. 
Once the mines were tapped out, 
however, population went back 
into decline and stayed stagnant 
with little industry for decades. 
The railroads closed down in the 
late 30s. 

The major story of Summit 
County in the 20th Century is ski-
ing. 

While some small privately owned ski 
areas came and went throughout the 
30s, 40s and 50s, the ski mountain 
boom really began in the 60s. Arap-
ahoe Basin is the oldest existing ski 
mountain in Summit County having 
opened in 1946.    

Brekenridge mountain opened in 
1961 with 1,764 acres and 6 trails. To-
day it encompasses 2908 acres with 
187 trails. Keystone opened in 1970 
and Copper in 1972.  

Known as “Colorado’s Playground” 
Summit county attracts tourists year 
round. Lake Dillon is a popular sum-
mer destination and even some ski 
mountains have embraced downhill 
mountain biking to attract more sum-
mer tourists.

The county, however, was not im-
mune from the effects of the Great 
Recession as can be seen in the 
slightly declining  Leisure and Hospi-
tality employment data.
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Routt County

Located in the northwest 
portion of the state, Routt 

county is mainly mountain-
ous, although not as rugged as 
its neighbors to the east and 
south. 

The major industry of the 
early 20th Century was coal, 
originally accessed by the cre-
ation of a freight train line in 
1909 from Steamboat Springs 
to the southeast. Ranching also 
had its place in the county as 
around the state. Commodities 
such as cattle, hay, lettuce and 
strawberries were the major 
agricultural exports from the 
county. 

Today, coal does not play as 
major a role in Routt County 
economics as it once did. Coal 
is still mined at one large mine 
in the district, however, and in 
the neighboring county to the 
west, Moffat County, coal min-
ing is a major source of income.

Located in the Front Range, 
just north of Denver, Ad-

ams County’s history is one of 
steady urbanization. Industry in 
the first half of the century cen-
tered mostly around farming 
and manufacturing. The coun-
ty does not contain the coal or 
mineral resources other Colo-
rado counties have enjoyed so 
mining was never a substantial 
form of employment. The coun-
ty has contained a number of 
gravel and sand quarries, some 
of which have since been con-
verted into recreational lakes.

Adams County is significant 
in its highly uneven settlement 
profile. The eastern three quar-
ters of the county is rural and 
unincorporated. The eastern 
quarter, on the other hand, is 
either densely urban or subur-
ban. Today, only 4% of the pop-
ulation lives in the rural areas of 
the county. 

In 1942 the Rocky Mountain 
Arsenal was created, encom-
passing a large swath of the 
southern central section of  
the county. The arsenal was 
established to manufacture 
chemical weapons and was 
operated by the United States 
Army throughout the century. 
It closed in 1992 and has been 
the site of environmental con-
troversy since the 1980s. At its 
height, the arsenal employed 
3100 people. 

The Fitzsimons Army Hospi-
tal, located in the town of Auro-
ra, opened in 1918, somewhat 
ironically to treat the large 
number of causalities from 
chemical weapons during WWI. 
At the time, the town had 1000 
residents. It was further en-
larged in 1941 and is still in use 
as a hospital today. In the 50s 
the hospital treated President 
Eisenhower several times for 
heart conditions.

 Skiing and other tourism 
came to the county in the 70s, 
similar to Summit and other 
mountain counties.  Steamboat 
Springs Resort opened in 1963. 
The town of Steamboat Springs 
hosts an Olympic Ski Jumping 
training center as well as hot 
springs nearby. 

In the Great Recession, some 
industries, such as Leisure and 
Hospitality and Construction 
took a hit. Major additions to 
the local medical center in 1999 
& 2010, which services Routt as 
well as the surrounding coun-
ties, have help to boost jobs in 
the Health Services industry. 
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la plata County

Located in the southwest 
corner of the state, La Pla-

ta county lies just southwest of 
the mineral rich mountains to 
the northeast. The county seat 
of Durango was originally es-
tablished to receive silver and 
other minerals mined in those 
mountains. With the combina-
tion of the Animas River and 
nearby coal sources the city 
was a prime location for smelt-
ers and coal driven steam en-
gines to process ore from the 
mines. 

The county encompasses two 
Native American reservations: 
the Southern Ute and the Ute 
Mountain Tribes. In recent years 
the Southern Ute tribe has be-
come a major employer of both 
tribe members and non-Indi-
ans. New business both on and 
off the reservation have been 
built including oil and gas 

production, natural gas gath-
ering, real estate development, 
housing construction, sand and 
gravel products, media, and 
gaming.

Traditionally the county re-
lied on the mineral, ranching 
and timber industries but since 
the 1970s the county has been 
transitioning to tourism and 
embracing a more urban popu-
lation. 

Fort Lewis College in Durango 
is the largest public universi-
ty outside of the Front Range 
and attracts students from all 
across the state. 

Today tourism and state gov-
ernment provide the majority 
of jobs in the county. Like most 
other counties, construction 
and tourism were hit during the 
Great Recession. The construc-
tion crash, however, was not as 
sever for La Plata as for other 
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teller County

Located on the western slope 
of Pike’s Peak, Teller County 

is indicative of a typical Colorado 
county shaped by mineral and coal 
mining. The peak of the Teller Coun-
ty mining boom centered in Cripple 
Creek, came around the turn of the 
century. The value of the gold mined 
in the county was greater than all 
other gold mining operations ever 
conducted in the US combined- al-
though much of that money was 
funneled out to Front Range cities 
like Colorado Springs. In the 1890s 
the county was the site of some of 
the first mining union revolts. 

As the mineral and coal mines be-
came tapped out the population of 
the county went into a deep decline. 
With lack of work, young people 
were forced to move over the moun-
tain to the cities on the Front Range.

In 1922 the railroad, which used 
to ferry the goods and money that 
sustained the county, went bank-
rupt. 

In the 1950s interest returned 
to the county as fossils were 
discovered in Florissant. In 1969 
the Florissant Fossil beds were 
declared a National Monument, 
attracting tourists to the area.

Today the area is known for 
adventure tourism, historical 
tourism, and gambling. In 1991 
gambling came to the county 
as can be seen in the boom in 
the leisure and hospitality work-
force. The town of Cripple Creek 
has a robust historical society.  

As is similar to many other 
counties, the major employer, 
leisure and hospitality, took a hit 
during the Great Recession and 
local government has served to 
fill the void.  
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las animas County

Located on the southern 
slopes, Las Animas is both 

a mountain and a plains county 
and has served as a way-sta-
tion for travelers on their way 
to the mountains. Coal mining, 
smelting and refining were the 
dominant force in the economy 
of the county at the turn of the 
century. Additionally, farming 
and ranching played an import-
ant role. 

The Depression and the dust 
bowl years, however, took a toll 
on the county. Works Project 
Administration jobs, funded 
through the New Deal, helped 
to buoy the county some but 
could not halt the steady popu-
lation decline.  

Trinidad, the county seat was 
once a bustling city with great 
mansions and roads paved with 
bricks emblazoned with the 
name Trinidad. 

The mansions, originally 
owned by mine bosses, are now 
either boarding houses, histori-
cal museums or have fallen into 
disrepair. 

Trinidad, in recent years, has 
begun to recover, especially 
with the legalization of mari-
juana in 2012. The county as a 
whole, however, has essential-
ly not recovered from decline 
after the coal boom in the ear-
ly part of the century. Tourism 
makes up a small portion of the 
county’s income and has not 
taken off as in other counties. 
This is despite being easily ac-
cessed by the Interstate 25 cor-
ridor. 
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