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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

This socioeconomic impact analysis considers the economic potential of the San Luis Valley 
Solar Project (SLVSP) against the present and long-term needs of the communities in the San 
Luis Valley (SLV) and their available resources. The goal of this analysis is to provide 
supporting information and analysis for the Saguache County solar guidelines decision criteria 
that “the natural and socioeconomic environment of this County will be protected and 
enhanced” by the project. 

The SLVSP could have socioeconomic impacts such as changes to employment, income, and 
tax revenues as well as to the capacity of public services and availability housing in 
communities near the project. For this impact analysis, we assume that the communities that 
could be affected by socioeconomic impacts from the SLVSP are located in the SLV, including 
the counties of Alamosa, Conejos, Costilla, Mineral, Rio Grande, and Saguache. A map of the 
affected area is included as Figure 1. Some of the localized impacts, such as those related to 
property tax revenues and public services, will be focused on Saguache County where the 
SLVSP is located. Therefore, more specific data are included for existing conditions in 
Saguache County when appropriate. 

Figure 1.  San Luis Valley Region – Base Map (SLVDRG 2007a) 
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In the socioeconomic analysis, we consider direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts related to 
construction, operation, maintenance, and decommissioning of the SLVSP. Direct impacts are 
the socioeconomic impacts that are generated by the project, such as jobs and tax revenues. 
Indirect impacts are those impacts that are caused, in part, by the project, such as changes 
to availability of housing or public services. Cumulative impacts consider the socioeconomic 
impacts of the project into the future as other development and changes occur in the SLV. We 
also identify and measure the change to socioeconomic impacts of mitigation measures. 
Socioeconomic impacts can be positive or negative depending on whether they benefit or 
harm the local community or economy. Generally, increases in employment, tax revenues, or 
community cohesiveness are considered socioeconomic benefits. Socioeconomic impacts such 
as reducing the availability or quality of housing or public services by straining capacity with 
newcomers or temporary workers are generally considered a negative impact.  

While it can be difficult to quantitatively estimate socioeconomic impacts, for this 
assessment we estimate quantitative changes for impacts to employment, income, tax 
revenue, housing, and public services. For other impacts, we use qualitative measures based 
on data developed from other socioeconomic studies by the San Luis Valley Development 
Resources Group (SLVDRG) such as the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 
(CEDS), SLV Statistical Profile (December 2007), and discussions with local experts and service 
providers. In all cases, we consider whether any thresholds have been exceeded or if the 
resulting impacts could be significant. Significance is determined by whether an average 
citizen of Saguache County would be able to notice a measurable difference in economic 
activity or social quality of life during the next 20 years because of the SLVSP. During the next 
20 years, there will be many changes to the economy and community of the SLV and Saguache 
County. Significant socioeconomic impacts will be those that are noticeable and measurable 
above this baseline level and attributable to the SLVSP. 

2.0 BASELINE SOCIOECONOMIC CONDITIONS 

To describe the socioeconomic environment for the potential impact area, we include 
demographic trends, employment and income opportunities, local government and special 
district revenues and expenditures, housing inventory, and other trends and infrastructure 
patterns for the SLV and Saguache County. 

2.1 AGE, INCOME LEVEL, EDUCATION, AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

The characteristics of the existing population of the SLV and Saguache County are summarized 
in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 shows population for each county in the valley and as a whole for 
2000, 2010, and 2030. Table 2 shows characteristics of the SLV population by county including 
average age, per capita income, and percentage of the population claiming Hispanic origin.  
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Table 1. Estimated Population. 

Location 2000 2010 2030 
Average annual % 
population growth 

2010 to 2030 
Alamosa County 14,970 16,700 21,820 1.5% 

Conejos County 8,400 8,880 10,240 0.8% 

Costilla County 3,660 3,770 4,500 1.0% 

Mineral County 830 1,030 1,200 0.8% 

Rio Grande County 12,410 13,260 16,010 1.0% 
Saguache County 5,920 6,980 8,670 1.2% 

San Luis Valley 46,190 50,610 62,445 1.2% 
Source: SLVDRG 2007b, San Luis Valley Regional Planning Commission, 2008 

 

Table 2. Characteristics of Existing Population in the San Luis Valley. 

Location Median Age 
Census 2000 

Per Capita 
Income 2005 

% of Population 
with Hispanic 
Origin in 2006 

% High School 
Graduates 

Alamosa County 30.6 $24,985 44% 83% 

Conejos County 34.2 $18,875 56% 72% 

Costilla County 42.1 $22,160 63% 68% 
Mineral County 45.0 $27,070 2% 92% 

Rio Grande County 37.3 $26,790 38% 78% 

Saguache County 36.9 $18,000 46% 70% 

San Luis Valley 35.3 $23,161 45% 77% 

Colorado 35.3 $37,510 17.1% 87% 
Source: SLVDRG 2007b  

 

The SLV includes some of the poorest counties in Colorado. In 2005, per capita income in the 
SLV was about $23,200, about two-thirds of per capita income for Colorado. However, 
between 2000 and 2005, per capita income in the SLV grew at double the rate of the State 
overall. In 2003, median annual household income in Saguache County was $23,680, which 
was less than half of the median household income for Colorado. While incomes in the SLV are 
significantly lower than Colorado as whole, the cost of living is only about 15 percent lower 
than Colorado. In the SLV in 2000, over 20 percent of the total population was living in 
poverty, compared to about 9 percent for Colorado. Table 3 includes details for median 
household income, cost of living, change in per capita income from 2000 to 2005, and poverty 
status for the counties in the SLV.  
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 Table 3. Median Household Income, Cost of Living, and Poverty Status for San Luis Valley. 

Location 
Median 

Household 
Income 2003 

Cost of Living 
Index 2002 

Colorado Ave = 
1.00 

Change in per 
capita personal 

income 
2000-2005 

Poverty Status 
2000 Census % of 

total persons 

Alamosa County $30,900 0.860 22% 21.3 
Conejos County $26,700 0.871 21% 23.0 

Costilla County $21,640 0.879 25% 26.8 

Mineral County $36,940 0.947 22% 10.2 

Rio Grande County $33,890 0.885 20% 14.5 

Saguache County $23,680 0.864 17% 22.6 

San Luis Valley n/a n/a 24% 20.2 

Colorado $49,250 1.00 12% 9.3 
Source: SLVDRG 2007b. 

 

Saguache County is the largest county by land area in the SLV where range, forest, and 
agricultural lands comprise 85 percent of the land use (Saguache County 2009). Saguache 
County can be divided into several distinct communities including the Town of Center, the 
Town of Saguache, and the Crestone/Baca community. The Town of Center, located on the 
southern border of Saguache County and near the geographic center of the SLV is home to San 
Luis Central freight service, a busy potato shipping and warehousing facility. The Town of 
Saguache is the county seat and can be characterized as a traditional rural western Colorado 
ranching and farming community. The Crestone/Baca community located on the eastern edge 
of Saguache County at the base of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains has the greatest diversity of 
ancestry in the SLV (SLVDRG 2007a). Saguache County is also home to part of the Great Sand 
Dunes National Park, La Garita and Sangre de Cristo Wilderness Areas, and Rio Grande 
National Forest and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land. Two-thirds of the land area of 
Saguache County is federally owned. 

2.2 NEIGHBORHOOD AND DISTINCT SOCIOECONOMIC GROUPS 

In the SLV, Alamosa County has the largest population. The per capita income of the Valley is 
lower than Colorado as whole. The distribution of income and ethnicity is generally uniform 
across the Valley, except for Mineral County, which is older and has a higher per capita 
income and very little population with Hispanic origin. In the remainder of the Valley, 
however, about half of the population reports Hispanic origin (the highest percentage of any 
region in Colorado) and about one-third of the Valley population 5 years and older are Spanish 
speakers at home (SLVDRG 2007a).  

2.3 MIGRATION TRENDS AND SEASONAL FLUCTUATIONS 

The number of migrant farm workers entering the SLV was estimated to be about 4,500 in 
2000. This number has been gradually decreasing because more farmers are using automated 
harvesting equipment and a smaller amount of crops are being grown, such as lettuce, 
spinach, broccoli, and other “stoop” crops (SLVDRG 2007a). While the population of the 
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Valley is stable and growing with lower rates of migration than other parts of Colorado, 
Saguache County had a rate 11 percent of non-citizens (more than twice the rate of the rest 
of the Valley) (SLVDRG 2007a). The CEDS report finds that “This is probably due to the 
concentration of potato packing and shipping operations and other farm-related jobs in the 
Town of Center. With the tightening of Immigration and Naturalization Service law 
enforcement in the area, we believe that most persons had legal green card status.” (SLVDRG 
2007a)  

2.4 ANTICIPATED POPULATIONS CHANGES 

The population of Saguache County is forecast to grow from about 7,000 to about 7,500 by 
2013, which corresponds to a growth rate of about 1.8 percent annually (EDIS 2009). Almost 
half of the population in Saguache County claim Hispanic origins, compared to the entire 
State of Colorado where about 20 percent of the population claimed Hispanic origin in 2006 
(U.S. Census Bureau Quick Facts 12/17/07 – Table b-8). The median age of Saguache County 
has increased from 37 years in 2000 to 39 years in 2008. In Saguache County, about two-thirds 
of county residents graduated from high school, well below the Colorado state average 
(SLVDRG 2007a). In 2008, the median household income was $31,100. In 2013, household 
income in Saguache County is estimated to grow to be $33,820 annually. 

3.0 CURRENT EMPLOYMENT 

The total number of jobs in the SLV was estimated to be about 23,500 in 2005, which is close 
to the total labor force in the SLV. The largest employers in the SLV are the agriculture 
industry and government sectors with 2 of 5 Valley jobs in one of these sectors. The number 
of jobs and weekly wages in 2005 for major industries in the SLV are shown in Table 4.  

Between 2000 and 2005, the total number of jobs in the SLV increased about 2 percent. 
Sectors with the largest job gains were State Government, Arts, Manufacturing, Real Estate, 
and the Professional and Business group. The largest jobs losses occurred in the Mining sector. 
The average weekly wage in the SLV in 2005 for all jobs was just over half the weekly wage 
for Colorado.  

In Saguache County, about one-quarter of the jobs are in the management and professional 
sector. Over one-fifth of the jobs are in the sales and office sector, and about 15 percent of 
the jobs are in farming, ranching, fishing, and forestry occupations (Saguache County 2009). 
The top ten employers in Saguache County include several large farms (potato and produce), 
sawmill, public school districts, county government, and Federal government (Census 2001b). 
In the second quarter of 2008, the average weekly wage in Saguache County was $477 per 
week or almost $12 per hour. 
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Table 4. Jobs and Weekly Wage by Industry 2005. 

Industry 
Estimated Total Jobs 

in San Luis Valley 
Region 

San Luis Valley 
Weekly Wage 

($/week) 

Colorado Weekly 
Wage 

($/week) 
Agriculture Forestry Related 4,700 $395 $470 

Mining 190 $671 $1,600 

Utilities n/a Incomplete data $1,381 

Construction 1,500 $536 $798 

Manufacturing 430 $432 $1,033 

Wholesale Trade 760 $597 $515 

Retail Trade 2,600 $394 $488 
Transportation & Warehousing 400 $575 $747 

Professional & Technical 
Services 630 $577 $1,299 

Management of Companies 110 $637 $1,918 
Health Services 2,300 $535 $748 

Administrative Services 300 $324 $573 

Accommodation & Food 
Service 1,400 $196 $289 

Government (Federal, State, & 
Local including Schools) 5,150 $554 $842 

TOTAL JOBS 
All Industry Average 

23,500 $477 $800 

Source: SLVDRG 2007b  

 

3.1 UNEMPLOYMENT 

The total labor force in the SLV was about 23,660 and the unemployment rate was 5.5 
percent in 2006, but it has risen sharply since then. The labor pool in 2006, estimated by 
adding the number of unemployed, underemployed, and discouraged workers, was about 
4,500 (SLVDRG 2007b). In Saguache County, the unemployment rate has risen from over 6 
percent in 2006 to 10 percent in June 2009. By comparison, the unemployment rate for all of 
Colorado was 7.8 percent in June 2009. The current labor force in Saguache County has 
dropped from over 3,300 in 2006 to about 2,900 in 2009 (Saguache County 2009).  

3.2 CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LABOR POOL 

The labor force, unemployment rate, and estimated labor pool in the SLV for 2006 is 
summarized in Table 5.  



SLVSP Social Resource Assessment  7 
June 2010 

Table 5. Labor Force, Unemployment Rate, Labor Pool. 

Location 
Labor Force 
2006 Annual 

Average 

Unemployment 
Rate 2006 

Labor Pool 
Approx. Total 

2006* 

Labor Force 
2035 

Alamosa County 8,230 4.7% 1,440 11,730 

Conejos County 3,800 6.6% 800 4,770 

Costilla County 1,320 8.6% 340 2,225 

Mineral County 445 5.2% 80 590 

Rio Grande County 6,620 4.8% 1,200 3,790 
Saguache County 3,320 6.3% 630 4,260 

San Luis Valley 23,660 5.5% 4,500 32,380 
Source: SLVDRG 2007b, San Luis Valley Regional Planning Commission, 2008 
Note:  * Approximate Labor Pool estimated by adding number of unemployed, underemployed, and discouraged 
workers. 

3.3 CONSTRUCTION EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME IMPACTS OF SLVSP 

The employment opportunities associated with construction of the SLVSP will include an 
estimated peak construction work force of 195. The average construction workforce is 
estimated to be about 85. The general job categories, numbers of construction jobs at peak 
workforce, and estimated wage range for these positions are summarized in Table 6. This 
table shows the estimated number of worker-months required for each trade during peak 
construction. The table also shows the estimated average weekly wage based on 2005 data 
for the SLV and Colorado. The average weekly wage for project workers would range from 
$450 per week to $1,300 per week depending on the position and pay scale. The weighted 
average wage for all project workers would range from $533 per week to $766 per week 
depending on whether the SLV or Colorado wage scale is used. 

Direct construction employment impact for the SLVSP would be a peak of 195 construction 
jobs. The average construction employment is estimated to be about half of the peak or 
about 85 construction jobs. Total estimated payroll for all SLVSP construction work completed 
over the construction period, assuming a total of 572,000 construction work hours, would 
range between $7.6 million and $11 million depending on the average weekly wage (SLV or 
Colorado). 

Indirect employment and income impacts for construction of the SLVSP would be related to 
jobs created to support the SLVSP construction employment. This indirect employment and 
income is estimated using multipliers generated by the RIMS II model 1997 and reported in the 
2007 CEDS. Assuming an average construction workforce of 85 during the 18- to 24-month 
construction period, the indirect employment would be 58 additional jobs using a 
construction employment multiplier of 1.674 (SLVDRG 2007a,b). The indirect impact to 
regional payroll associated with the construction earnings would be about $8 million (using an 
average of SLV and Colorado wages). This means in addition to the direct payroll impacts of 
$7.6 to $11 million, there would be an additional $8 million in earnings in the SLV because of 
the SLVSP. 
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Table 6. SLVSP Workforce and Wage Estimates. 

Trade 
 

Peak Workforce 
 

Average Weekly 
Wage 
SLV 

Average Weekly 
Wage 

Colorado 
Carpenters 13 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Concrete Crews 12 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Electricians 22 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Ironworkers 13 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Laborers 38 $450 - $550 $500 - $700 

Miscellaneous Crews 3 $450 - $550 $700 - $900 

Operators 23 $550 - $650 $700 - $900 
Plumbers 7 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

SLVSP Technicians 4 $700 - $900 $700 - $1,300 

SunCatcher Assemblers 17 $450 - $550 $700 - $900 

SunCatcher Electricians 4 $700 - $900 $700 - $900 

SunCatcher Ironworkers 9 $550 - $650 $700 - $900 

SunCatcher Laborers 4 $450 - $550 $500 - $700 

SunCatcher Materials Handlers 4 $450 - $550 $500 - $700 
SunCatcher Operators 2 $550 - $650 $700 - $900 

SunCatcher Teamsters 3 $550 - $650 $700 - $900 

SunCatcher Technicians 9 $700 - $900 $700 - $1,300 

Teamsters 7 $550 - $650 $700 - $900 

Technicians 1 $550 - $650 $700 - $1,300 

Total/Average 195 $533 weighted 
average weekly wage 

$766 weighted 
weekly average 

Source: SLVDRG 2007a,b  

 

3.4 OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME IMPACTS  

For on-going operations and maintenance, the estimated staffing and wage range for these 
positions are summarized in Table 7. The total number of permanent full-time jobs to operate 
and maintain the SLVSP is estimated to be 45. The table shows the estimated number of staff 
required for each position for the operations phase of the project. The table also shows the 
estimated average weekly wage for each position based on 2005 data for the SLV and 
Colorado. The average weekly wage for project workers would range from $450 per week to 
$2,500 per week depending on the position and pay scale. The weighted average wage for all 
SLVSP workers would range from $610 per week to $950 per week depending on whether the 
SLV or Colorado wage scale is used as the basis. 
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Table 7. Estimated Operations and Maintenance Staff and Average Weekly Wage. 

Position 
Operations & 

Maintenance Staffing 
Estimate 

Average Weekly 
Wage 
SLV 

Average Weekly 
Wage 

Colorado 
Operations Manager 1 $800 - $1,500 $2,000 - $2,500 

Administration Management 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Safety Supervisor 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

General Accounting 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Operations Supervisor 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 
Controls Engineer 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Electrical Engineer 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Mechanical Engineer 1 $700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Maintenance Supervisor 1 700 - $900 $1,300 - $1,500 

Operating Technicians 3 $700 - $900 $700 - $1,300 

SunCatcher Mirror Washing 10 $450 - $550 $700 - $900 

Instrumentation & Control 
Technician 

1 $700 - $900 $700 - $900 

Electrician 2 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Mechanical Technician 15 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Security 3 $450 - $550 $700 - $900 

Housekeeping 1 $400 - $500 $700 - $900 
High-voltage Maintenance 1 $500 - $600 $700 - $900 

Total/Weighted Average 45 $610 Average weekly 
wage 

$950 average weekly 
wage 

Source: Tessera Solar Project Description for employment, SLVDRG 2007a,b 

 
Therefore the direct employment impacts for operations and maintenance of the SLVSP would 
be 45 full-time jobs with an annual payroll estimated at over $2 million. The indirect impacts 
of the SLVSP would be an additional 167 jobs in the community estimated by using a utility 
services employment multiplier of 4.709 (SLVDRG 2007a,b). The indirect impact to regional 
payroll associated with the SLVSP earnings would be about $1.8 million (using an average of 
SLV and Colorado wages and multiplier of 2.462). This means in addition to the direct payroll 
impacts of $2 million, there would be an additional $1.8 million in earnings in the SLV 
because of the SLVSP. Note the indirect employment and earnings are higher for permanent 
employment at the SLVSP than the construction employment because the multipliers or the 
indirect impacts on the community are higher for utility services jobs than construction jobs. 

3.5 TRAINING AND RETRAINING POTENTIAL 

The Rocky Mountain Service Employment Redevelopment organization provides subsidized job 
training funded by the Workforce Investment Act. Their employer assistance includes on-the-
job training that pays up to 50 percent of wage costs for a specified training period 
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determined by type of occupation as well as various types of classroom training support to 
workers. Employees or prospective workers are required to meet certain program eligibility 
guidelines based on income and other factors, such as a commitment regarding a minimum 
term of employment. Some of the programs relevant to the SLVSP include an incentive 
program to cover part of training costs for companies relocating or undertaking major 
expansions in Colorado and grants for worker training for companies adding a significant 
number of new full-time jobs. 

Several educational opportunities exist within a 50-mile radius of the project site. They 
include: Colorado College - Baca (Crestone), Colorado Mountain College (Salida), Adams State 
College (Alamosa), Trinidad State Junior College, Valley Campus (Alamosa), and Trinidad 
State Junior College Readiness Project (Blanca). Additionally, Colorado State University 
operates the San Luis Valley Research Extension in Center, Colorado. 

4.0 LOCAL GOVERNMENT REVENUES AND EXPENDITURES 

The local government that will primarily be affected by the SLVSP is Saguache County. In this 
section, we consider the baseline revenues and expenditures for Saguache County and 
highlight potential revenue sources and public service expenditures that could be affected by 
the SLVSP. 

4.1 SAGUACHE COUNTY OPERATING REVENUE AND EXPENDITURES 

In 2009, Saguache County budgeted for total operating revenue of $3,329,226 and a total 
operating expenditure of $3,268,605. A summary of Saguache County’s general fund revenues 
and expenditures are provided in the Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Saguache County General Fund Revenues and Expenditures. 
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4.2 SAGUACHE COUNTY TAX BASE 

The sources of general fund revenues are primarily property taxes, Payment in Lieu of Taxes 
(PILT) from Federal government agencies, and fees. Property taxes comprised about one-third 
of the County’s general fund revenues for 2008. Property taxes are based on the valuation of 
each property type in Saguache County. In 2008, more than half of the property parcels in 
Saguache County were classified as vacant land. The total assessed value of property in the 
County in 2008 was just over $62 million, and total revenue from county property taxes and 
special districts was $4.57 million. The total county mill levy in 2008 was 22.618. In 2008, 
local governments in Saguache County received more than $740,000 in PILT from the U.S. 
Department of Interior/BLM (DOLA 2008). 

In 2008, Saguache County began collecting a 1 percent sales tax on all goods purchased within 
the County. These revenues are distributed as grants to individuals, organizations, and 
agencies that support projects for emergency services, public health and safety, youth and 
senior programs, and renewable energy projects or business opportunities and job creation. In 
November 2008, the County awarded grants totaling $33,000 to health and safety projects 
and programs, $30,000 to youth and senior programs and projects, and $16,000 to renewable 
energy/economic development projects. In June 2009, the grant awards totaled $36,400 for 
health and safety, $53,900 for youth and seniors, and $43,400 for renewable energy/ 
economic development. The estimated total distributions from the sales tax have totaled 
more than $200,000 per year.  

4.3 CURRENT LEVEL OF TAXATION FOR SLVSP LOCATION 

The current level of taxation for the SLVSP site is dependent on the special districts in the 
area. The project area is within multiple special districts including the Rio Grande Water 
District, Saguache Fire Protection District, School District #1 and School District #2, and 
Saguache Ambulance District. These special districts and the corresponding 2009 mill levy are 
included in Table 8. 

Table 8. Special Districts that could be affected by the SLVSP. 

Special District 2009 Mill Levy 

Rio Grande Water 2.200 

Saguache Ambulance District 4.402 

Saguache Fire  22.618 

SD-1 Mountain Valley 23.653 

SD-2 Moffat 34.914 

 

4.4 SUPPORT FACILITIES NEEDED BY SLVSP 

Saguache County currently provides most of the public services to the SLVSP. The public 
services and support facilities provided by Saguache County that the project may require 
include county roads (Road and Bridge), public safety (Sheriff), and a health clinic. Utility 
services (water, sanitary sewer, electric, and telephone) will be provided privately or by local 
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utilities or conservation districts. The types of services and capacity of the public services and 
facilities that may be required by the project are summarized in Table 9. Impacts to county 
roads are discussed in Section 12.0 on Transportation and Traffic impacts.  

Table 9. Public Service and Facility Requirements for SLVSP. 

Potential Service Needs Current Capacity Project Needs 
Saguache Fire Protection District 24 volunteers, 3 trucks As needed for emergency 
Center Fire Protection District 30 volunteers, 5 trucks, 2 

ambulances  
As needed for emergency 

Northern Saguache County 
Ambulance Special District 

2 ambulances, volunteer EMTs, 
and nurses 

As needed for emergency 

SLV RETAC Hazmat Response 
South Fork Fire Dept 

1 hazmat truck, 10 trained 
volunteers 

As needed for emergency 

Saguache County Sheriff 18 law enforcement personnel As needed for public safety. 

SLV Regional Medical Center Largest trauma center in the 
SLV; Distance from SLVSP 58 
miles. 

As needed for emergency 

Saguache County Clinic  
Saguache location 
Center location 

2 services providers 
Nursing services 
 

As needed for non-
emergency medical care 

Key: EMT = Emergency medical technician; Hazmat = hazardous material; RETAC = Regional Emergency Medical 
and Trauma Advisory Councils. 

 
Due to the remote location of the proposed project location, the nearest full-service hospital, 
SLV Regional Medical Center is located in Alamosa, approximately 58 miles from the SLVSP 
site. Non-emergency medical care is available in Saguache on a limited basis, as the clinic is 
presently only open two or three afternoons per week. 

4.5 IMPACTS TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT REVENUE 

The major impact to local government revenues during SLVSP operation would be property 
tax revenues. For projects larger than 2 megawatt (MW), the State of Colorado determines 
the assessed value of power plant property. Assessment methods for renewable energy (wind 
and solar) and associated transmission property are under development based on recent state 
legislation. Using the most recent worksheets from the Colorado Division of Property Taxation 
(DOLA 2009), we estimated potential property tax revenues for the SLVSP using the income 
method developed for renewable energy projects. We confirmed that this is the same method 
used to assess property taxes on the existing 8.2MW solar photovoltaic power project located 
in Alamosa County. Assuming annual energy production of 406,000 megawatt hours (MWh) and 
an energy price of $70.00/MWh, the estimated annual property tax revenue would be 
$2,125,000. This revenue would more than double annual property tax revenue to Saguache 
County. The expected amount of property tax revenue from the SLVSP alone would cover 85 
percent of the 2009 Saguache County general fund budget. Over the 20-year lifetime of the 
project, this would amount to over $42 million in property tax revenue to Saguache County. 
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Another impact to local government revenues by construction of the SLVSP would be sales tax 
revenues to Saguache County associated with local purchases during construction. The 
estimated capital investment for the SLVSP is $300 to $500 million. This capital expenditure is 
expected to occur over an 18- to 24-month period during construction and start-up of the 
project. Approximately 20 to 30 percent of the total capital expenditure will be spent locally 
in Saguache County and the SLV. The local capital investment for the SLVSP is estimated to be 
about $60 million to $150 million. Assuming this level of local capital investment, the 
estimated sales tax revenues associated with SLVSP during construction would total $60,000 
to $150,000 during the 18- to 24-month construction period. This would almost double current 
annual sales tax revenue. 

There will also be on-going capital investments associated with operations and maintenance 
of the project. These expenditures are expected to increase in the future as replacement 
parts and vehicles are required. Estimated average annual capital investment for operations 
and maintenance is $1.3 million. As with the initial capital investment, it is assumed that 
approximately 20 to 30 percent of this capital expenditure will be spent locally. On-going 
maintenance and operations are estimated to have $270,000 to $400,000 in local spending 
that would amount to $2,700 to $4,000 in sales tax revenues annually. 

4.6 IMPACTS TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURES 

The major local government expenditures would be related to additional county road 
maintenance (discussed in Section 3.0) and additional public service demand primarily for 
emergency services. Emergency service providers within the SLV were contacted to confirm 
that they maintain sufficient capacity to meet the emergency needs of the SLVSP during both 
construction and operation. Emergency service providers within the SLV are accustomed to 
summer population fluctuations due to migrant workers and second home owners. The 
temporary population increase does not affect their ability in responding to an emergency. 
Fire protection and emergency personnel have regular meetings about newly proposed 
structures and fire use on sites to be prepared for emergency responses. Therefore, there 
would be no measurable impacts to public services associated with the construction or 
operation of the SLVSP.  

5.0 HOUSING 

5.1 CURRENT HOUSING INVENTORY 

The current housing inventory and characteristics for the SLV are summarized in Table 10. 
The total number of housing units in the Valley in 2006 was estimated at 24,800 units with 
about half of the housing located in Alamosa or Rio Grande counties. Compared to the rest of 
Colorado, the SLV has a relatively high vacancy rate. This may be due in part to seasonal 
housing and some skew in the housing data for the Valley. The median sales price for a single 
family home in the Valley from actual sales data was found to be about $150,000, which was 
about two-thirds of the sales price for a home in Denver. 
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Table 10. Housing Inventory and Characteristics for the San Luis Valley. 

Location 
Total Housing Units 

2006 
Vacancy Rate 

2006 

Median Sales Price 
Single Family Home 

2007 

Alamosa County 6,440 10% $130,000 

Conejos County 4,600 31% $109,200 

Costilla County 2,250 34% $101,600 

Mineral County 1,225 64% $200,000 (est) 

Rio Grande County 6,600 27% $166,300 

Saguache County 3,670 30% $140,190 

San Luis Valley 24,785 26% 150,000 (est) 

Colorado 2,100,000 6% $235,000 (Denver) 

Source: SLVDRG 2007b 

 

Lodging capacity for the SLV is summarized in Table 11. There were estimated to be a total of 
about 1,700 hotel, motel, bed and breakfast rooms, cabins, and RV sites in the Valley 
(SLVDRG 2007a). In addition, there were a total of about 5,600 rental units in 2006 with a 
median rent of approximately $400 per month. Recent rent data for Alamosa show average 
rent was $409 per month in 2007 (SLVDRG 2007a). As with housing units overall, about half 
the lodging capacity is located in Alamosa and Rio Grande counties.  

Table 11. Lodging Capacity Estimate. 

Location 
Rooms 

Hotel/Motel, 
B&B, Cabins 

RV Sites 
Estimated Rental 

Units 2006 
Median Rent 

($/month) 2000 

Alamosa County 590 140 2,080 $408 

Conejos County 90 120 750 $332 

Costilla County 70 40 335 $316 

Mineral County 300 0 100 $500 

Rio Grande County 490 110 1,520 $382 

Saguache County 130 35 840 $404 

San Luis Valley 1,670 445 5,625 $401 

Source: SLVDRG 2007b 

 

Currently a housing needs assessment is being conducted for the SLV region by Community 
Strategies Institute under a contract with the State Division of Housing. To date, no public 
draft is available for review. 

In Saguache County, where the SLVSP is likely to have the largest impact on housing, the 
recent data from the (DOLA 2007) indicated that there are about 3,700 housing units in 
Saguache County, which equates to 1 unit per 1.84 people. This number does not include 
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unfinished houses, which are estimated to be considerable according to the County’s 2009 
Draft Comprehensive Plan. In Saguache County, there are currently 40 housing units 
subsidized under the Federal Section 8 program. There are 15 units located in Saguache and 
Crestone, and an additional 25 units located in Center. There also exists a 12-unit Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) public housing complex in Saguache and another 16-
unit facility that is eligible (but has not been issued vouchers) for Section 8 housing in 
Saguache.  

The recent Saguache County Master Land Use Plan noted that despite excess supply, housing 
has become less affordable for the majority of Saguache County residents. In comparing 
trends of median household income and median single family home sales prices between 2000 
and 2007, it was found that income increased about 18 percent while the price of single 
family homes increased nearly 90 percent (Saguache County 2009). Using a standard 
affordability formula, County planners found that about one-quarter of Saguache County 
residents were unable to afford the price of an average single family home or rent and 
utilities for a rental unit. 

5.2 IMPACTS TO HOUSING 

Given the employment estimates for the SLVSP, the estimated housing requirements would be 
approximately a maximum of 195 lodging units during the 18- to 24-month construction period 
and up to 45 single family housing units after that. These likely overstate housing needs 
because it is probable that local employees will already have some type of housing in the 
region. However, they may change or upgrade their housing with a job at SLVSP.  

The communities most likely to be impacted by the SLVSP housing requirements are the towns 
of Saguache and Center as well as the remainder of Saguache County. There is estimated to 
be approximate lodging capacity of 1,000 rooms or rental units in Saguache County. These 
would be more than sufficient to meet the average housing requirements during the 
construction period. However, the number of hotel/motel and B&B rooms in Saguache (130) 
would not be sufficient to meet the peak housing requirement during construction. Therefore, 
some mitigation for meeting housing needs during the peak construction period may need to 
be implemented depending on the number of out-of-town workers that require. This could 
include providing van transportation from lodging in Monte Vista, Alamosa, or other location 
with sufficient lodging capacity. 

Long term, the housing requirements of 45 units could easily be met without adding housing 
units in Saguache County. Assuming a vacancy rate between 15 and 25 percent, there are 
more than 500 housing units currently unoccupied in the county. 

6.0 RECREATION AND TOURISM 

The SLV has many opportunities for outdoor recreation and tourism activities. The 
surrounding national forests and state land offer camping, fishing, hunting, hiking, horseback 
riding, jeeping, snowmobiling, cross country skiing, wildlife watching, and access to 
recreational facilities such as hotsprings, museums, and cultural heritage attractions. There 
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are approximately two dozen heritage events and festivals held annually throughout the SLV 
that attract tourists as well as locals. 

6.1 OUTDOOR RECREATION 

The San Juan, Rio Grande, and San Isabel National Forests as well as BLM lands in and around 
the SLV offer diverse recreational opportunities. Hunting and fishing are popular recreational 
activities for visitors and support the rural quality of life among SLV residents. Hiking, 
jeeping, and horseback riding in the Sangre De Cristo, San Juan, and La Garita mountains are 
also popular recreational activities. Penitente Canyon, Wheeler Geologic Area, and Zapata 
Falls are a few of the destinations that attract tourists to the SLV because of their unique 
qualities for climbing, horseback riding, and hiking. Areas used for wildlife watching, hunting, 
and fishing within a 30-mile radius of the proposed project site are San Luis Lake and Russell 
Lakes, Homelake, and Rio Grande State Wildlife Areas.  

6.1.1 Cultural Heritage Tourism 

The SLV contains some of Colorado’s oldest places, making it a cultural heritage tourism 
destination. There are approximately 29 designated Heritage sites in the SLV. They include 
agriculture, archaeological, churches, historic downtowns, and historic and mining sites. 
Museums, historic railroads, natural areas, heritage events and festivals, driving tours, visitor 
centers, farms and ranches, and farmers’ markets are also tourist destinations in the SLV (San 
Luis Heritage 2009).  

6.1.2 Nature-Based Activities 

The SLV is part of the Pacific flyway, making it a popular birding destination. According to the 
Subcommittee on Rocky Mountain Greater Sandhill Cranes, the major spring and fall migration 
staging area of the Rocky Mountain Population of greater sandhill cranes is in the SLV, where 
the population will stage for up to 4 months (Rocky Mountain Greater Sandhill Subcommittee 
2007). The Monte Vista Crane Festival began in 1983 to celebrate the crane migration. An 
estimated 5,000 to 10,000 people participate in this festival each year. This wildlife viewing 
activity brings an estimated $500,000 to the communities of the SLV annually (CDOW 2009b). 

6.2 COLORADO TOURISM TRENDS 

According to the 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and U.S. Census Bureau (USFWS/Census), 2.2 
million people 16 years old and older fished, hunted, or wildlife watched in Colorado. Of the 
2.2 million participants, about one-third of them fished, one-tenth of them hunted, and the 
bulk of them, 1.8 million, participated in wildlife watching activities such as observing, 
feeding, and photographing wildlife. The participants also spent $3.0 billion on wildlife 
recreation in Colorado, which included equipment, licenses, land ownership, travel, and 
other items.  From 1996 to 2006, the percentage of people who fished declined by 43 percent 
and the number of people who hunted declined by 20 percent. However, the number of 
people who wildlife watched in Colorado from 1996 to 2006 increased approximately 15 
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percent. The Colorado Division of Wildlife also reports lower numbers from 2005 to 2008 in 
number of hunters and total hunter days in the SLV (CDOW 2009).  

Another measure of tourism in the SLV is visitor use at Great Sand Dunes National Park and 
Preserve (GSNP), the major tourism destination in the SLV. According to GSNP visitor use 
numbers from 1996 to 2006, there was a decline of 17 percent (2009). However more recent 
figures from 2006 to 2009 show an increase of 10 percent (GSNP 2009). 

Estimates of tourist expenditures from the 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and 
Wildlife-Associated Recreation for Colorado show an overall increase in expenditures for 
wildlife-watching activities and a decrease for both hunting and fishing. Expenditures for 
wildlife-watching activities rose from $1.0 million in 1996 to $1.3 million in 2006. However, 
during the same period, expenditures for hunting and fishing decreased in Colorado. Hunting 
expenditures fell by almost half between 1996 and 2006. Angling expenditures fell by one-
third.  

Table 12 shows lodging tax trends from 2000 to 2005 for Saguache County and the SLV. 
Saguache County had the highest gain of 31.5 percent within the 5-county area between 2000 
and 2005. The 6.3 percent increase from 2000 to 2005 in the 5-county area represents an 
increase of 1.3 percent per year, whereas Saguache County receives an increase of 6.3 
percent per year (SLVDRG 2007a). 

Table 12. Lodging Tax Trends. 

Year Saguache Percent Change 
San Luis Valley 
5-County Total* 

Percent Change 

2000 7,145  196,067  

2001 7,253 -2.2 210,272 7.2 

2002 7,987 10.1 194,703 -7.4 

2003 9,756 22.1 207,671 6.7 

2004 9,075 -7.0 212,478 2.3 

2005 9,754 7.5 208,437 -1.9 

2000-2005 Percent Change  31.5  6.3 

Source: 2007 CEDS 
Note: *5-County Total includes Alamosa, Conejos, Costilla, Mineral, Rio Grande and Saguache counties. 

 

6.3 TOURISM AND RECREATION IMPACTS OF THE SLVSP 

The SLVSP would change the character of the landscape and indirectly impact outdoor users 
who enjoy the current characteristics of the SLV. This could indirectly adversely impact 
tourism and recreation in the SLV. However, renewable energy tourism is a growing industry, 
and the SLV could become a new tourist destination. Participants in nature-based tourism 
generally have a strong ecological foundation and support renewable resources, and it is 
possible that not all tourists and recreationist would find the SLVSP objectionable. The 
designated Historic Byways and driving tours in the SLV do not pass near the proposed project 
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location. Visual simulations of the SLVSP confirm that users of these routes will not be able to 
view the SLVSP due to the distance from them unless they choose to drive by the site. 

No other measurable impacts are expected to tourism activities in the SLV. Potential positive 
impacts would be economic benefits in the SLV due to increased tourism days associated with 
renewable energy tourism. A mitigation measure for impacts to tourism includes an 
interpretative center or signs to educate visitors on the benefits of renewable energy in the 
SLV. 

7.0 SLVSP IMPACTS ON PRODUCTIVITY OF 
AGRICULTURAL LAND 

The Saguache County solar guidelines require the benefits of the proposed developments 
outweigh the losses of any productivity of agricultural lands as a result of the proposed 
development (Saguache County 2009b. The proposed location for the SLVSP is on land that is 
occasionally used for grazing cattle. The section of land that is proposed for the location of 
the SLVSP is owned by Woodard Ranches Partnership and has been traditionally referred to as 
the “Gardiner Section” (Personal Communication Woodard). The Gardiner section does not 
have any artesian or pump wells on it and is operated as dry ranch land. There are 11 springs 
on the Gardiner Section that presently only produce water during the winter season. Most of 
these springs/wells are in disrepair, and collectively they do not produce enough water to 
irrigate the section for hay production. The Gardiner Section has been leased to Jim Coleman 
until 2012. Currently, this section is used for calving operations of longhorn cattle for a short 
period during the winter months. Otherwise, the land is not used for agriculture or grazing 
because there is not sufficient irrigation water to be productive. 

Of the 195,933 acres currently used in Saguache County as grazing land, approximately 1,525 
acres or 0.77 percent would be impacted due to the proposed project. Highly disturbed and 
altered vegetation communities are the result of historical heavy grazing on vegetation 
communities within the proposed project site. The BLM Colorado’s Standards and Guidelines 
for Public Land Health (BLM 1997) can also be used on private land to determine the 
sustainability and potential of the landscape. According to indicators of the Standards and 
Guidelines, the proposed site does not contain conditions needed to sustain land health (BLM 
1997). These assessments are based on field observations by Ecosphere biologists and 
ecologists from the summer of 2009. There would be little to no impacts on the current land 
use due to the existing character of the land. However, due to restoration of native grasses 
post construction, it can be assumed that the overall quality of the land will increase. 

8.0 SLVSP IMPACTS ON PROPERTY VALUES 

Because of the large contrast between existing land use (dry ranching) at the SLVSP and 
proposed land use (industrial), there is a possibility that the SLVSP could change surrounding 
property values. It is difficult to estimate the change to property values that would be 
directly caused by the SLVSP because there are no comparable projects in the SLV. However, 
recent studies have found that any impacts directly caused by the installation of a wind 
power project or transmission lines would likely be small or immeasurable. A recent study by 
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the U.S. Department of Energy Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory found that there was 
no measurable effect on nearby property values by wind farms on the sales prices of 7,500 
homes in 10 communities near two dozen wind farm projects (Denver Post Dec 3, 2009). A 
review of the research and summary of key findings from dozens of studies of transmission 
lines and property values (Priestly 2005) found that: 

 Proximity to transmission lines is not the major factor that determines property 
values. In some cases, there may not be any impacts. 

 Any impacts on the value of single family homes tend to be small. In some cases, 
the impact can be positive.  

 In some specific cases – single family homes located immediately adjacent to 
towers, vacant rural land suitable for residential development – the degree of 
impact could be somewhat higher. 

 When there are impacts, they tend to be highest right next to the line and to taper 
off very quickly with distance, essentially disappearing at distances ranging from 
200 to 650 feet. 

 Some studies indicate that property value impacts are greatest right after a 
transmission line is constructed or upgraded, and that the impacts decrease over 
time. 

Given these findings and the large contrast between existing land use and the SLVSP, it is 
possible that there could be a small negative impact on adjacent property values immediately 
after the construction of the SLVSP. However, given the distance between the SLVSP and 
nearby residences, this impact is likely to be small and temporary. Given that there is not 
similar solar installation to use for comparison, it is also possible that there would be no 
impact or a positive impact on property values associated with the SLVSP. 

9.0 CUMULATIVE SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS 

The potential cumulative socioeconomic impacts for the SLVSP would be related to changes to 
employment and income that would be exacerbated by the addition of the SLVSP to other 
development and growth in the SLV. The major cumulative impact identified for the SLVSP 
has been a concern that good employees would be pulled to work at the SLVSP because it 
would have higher wages than other jobs in the SLV. This would leave lower wage jobs in 
potato processing and transport, for example, to be filled by less skilled or experienced 
workers. In the extreme, these jobs may not able to be filled at all unless employers paid 
higher wages. Given the current market for potatoes, higher wages are not feasible. 

The total labor force in the SLV was about 24,000 in 2006 (see Table 5). During 2006, the 
unemployment rate was 5.5 percent, and the labor pool was estimated to total 4,500 workers 
in the SLV including unemployed, underemployed, and discouraged workers. Given that the 
unemployment rate in 2009 was about double the rate in 2006, the labor pool in the SLV has 
likely grown significantly. Compared to the employment needs of the SLVSP (195 peak 
construction workers, 50 permanent workers), even if the SLVSP pays significantly higher 
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wages than other jobs in the SLV, it is unlikely that there would be a measurable difference in 
the quality or quantity of workers available for lower paying jobs in the SLV. Therefore, there 
would be no measurable cumulative socioeconomic impacts associated with the construction 
or operation of the SLVSP. 

10.0  ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority 
Populations and Low-Income Populations, requires each Federal agency to make the 
achievement of environmental justice part of its mission by identifying and addressing 
disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of its programs, 
policies, and activities on minority and low income populations. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines minority or low-income populations 
as follows:  

 The minority population of the affect area is greater than 50 percent of the 
affected area’s general population; or 

 The minority population percentage of the area is meaningfully greater than the 
minority population percentage in the general population or other appropriate unit 
of geographic analysis. 

According to the 2000 U.S. Census Bureau, approximately 45 percent of Saguache County is of 
Hispanic origin, as compared to the SLV of approximately 46 percent (SLVDRG 2007). The 
minority population percentage of Saguache County (48 percent) is measurably greater than 
the minority population percentage of the remainder of Colorado at 17 percent (Census 
2001). According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), in 2007 Saguache County was 
ranked 63rd of 64 counties for per capita personal income in Colorado at 46 percent of the 
state average (BEA 2009). While incomes in Saguache County are significantly lower than 
Colorado as a whole, the cost of living is only about 15 percent lower than the remainder of 
Colorado. In Saguache County in 2000, over 20 percent of the total population was living in 
poverty, compared to about 9 percent for Colorado.  

The SLVSP would not impact or result in disproportionately high or adverse human health or 
environmental effects on vulnerable populations including minority and low-income 
communities. No minority or low income populations would be directly affected in the vicinity 
of the proposed action. Indirect effects could include positive effects due to overall 
employment opportunities related to the SLVSP and support industries in the region as well as 
the increased revenue to local governments. 

11.0  LAND USE IMPACTS 

This section provides an assessment of land uses issues and effects for the SLVSP. Specifically, 
this section provides an evaluation of the Project’s conformance with local plans, land use 
regulations, and general land use compatibility. 
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Land use regulations in Colorado vary from one jurisdiction to another. Most cities and 
counties within the state of Colorado have adopted a comprehensive, long-term general (or 
comprehensive) plan for the physical development in their jurisdiction. Typically, a 
comprehensive plan includes a Land Use Element that establishes the desired pattern of 
appropriate land uses, as well as policies and guidelines for the development of those uses. 
Local zoning ordinances, specific plans, and maps are used to implement the Land Use 
Element of the Comprehensive Plan. Land Use Elements reflect future and desirable land uses 
whereas zoning ordinances and zoning maps reflect current land use designations. Zoning 
categories in Saguache County are subject to the land use designations that are found in the 
1979 Resolution of the Saguache County Board of County Commissioners (BOCC) and the Draft 
Saguache County Master Plan 2009 (Saguache County 2009). The Resolution created zoning 
within Saguache County and contains details about building codes and regulations for the 
design and improvement of lands within the county. The purpose of the draft master plan is 
to guide Planning Commission decisions, the adoption of land use regulations, and aid the 
communities in developing in ways that reflect and perpetuate Saguache County’s core 
values.  

The project site comprises private lands that are fully under the jurisdiction of Saguache 
County. The property is owned by George Woodard Ranch Partnership and is subject to a long-
term lease to Tessera Solar. This lease was executed on September 25, 2009, and grants full 
rights for development of the project to Tessera Solar.  

11.1 REGIONAL SETTING 

Saguache County has a land area of about 2 million acres that is largely undeveloped. The 
primary land use is agriculture. More than three-quarters of the land is owned and managed 
by the Federal government including BLM, National Park Service, USFWS, and U.S. Forest 
Service (USFS) as shown in Table 13). 

Table 13. Land Ownership in Saguache County. 

Owner Acres Percent 
Federal  1,394,376 68.7% 

Bureau of Land Management 344,554 17.3% 

USFS  903,736 47.6% 

National Park Service 89,326 5.0% 

USFWS  56,760 4.6% 

State 95,195 4.7% 

State Land Board 83,332  

School Trust Fund 10,222  

Private 538,369 26.6% 

TOTAL 2,027,940  
 
Land use in Saguache County is predominantly agricultural, and according to the Saguache 
County Comprehensive Plan, it will remain an agricultural region into the foreseeable future. 
According to the Saguache County Draft Master Plan, over 85 percent of county land is 
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consumed in range, forest, and agricultural lands. Table 14 shows the land classifications 
among private land in Saguache County.  

Table 14. Private Land Use in Saguache County. 

Type/Use Acres Percent 
Agricultural  61,897 12% 

Corners – Irrigated/Non-Irrigated 18,417 3% 

Meadow 40,979 8% 

Graze 195,933 36% 

Waste 175,846 33% 

Residential – Vacant  45,297 8% 

Total Private Lands 538,369  
 

11.2 PROJECT SITE AND VICINITY 

The SLVSP Site of 1,525 acres is private parcels, owned by George Woodard Ranch 
Partnership, and is legally defined as Township 43N, Range 9W, Section 5 and Section 6. The 
Project Site is generally flat with a number of natural washes, irrigation ditches, and marginal 
grasslands. Site elevations range from 7,570 to 7,580 feet above mean sea level.  

The Project Site is located approximately 8 miles southeast of the incorporated Town of 
Saguache, 40 miles north of Alamosa, Colorado, and located within the unincorporated area 
of Saguache County. The project site is flanked by County Road T on the south boundary. 
Land uses immediately adjacent to the Project site are agricultural lands within scattered 
single-family development. All property within Saguache County is in zone classification 
“Agricultural,” which allows for use by right agriculture. 

11.2.1 Residential Structures near SLVSP 

Approximately 53 residential structures, with an approximate 75 percent occupancy rate, are 
located within a 5-mile radius of the proposed project area. A mobile home park with 
approximately 10 homes is located approximately 1 mile southwest of the proposed site. 
Residential areas and subdivisions are mainly associated with the nearby towns of Center (17 
miles southwest), Saguache (8 miles northwest), Moffat (5 miles east), Hopper (17 miles 
southeast), and La Garita (16 miles southwest). 

11.2.2 Designated Conservation Areas near SLVSP 

Rio Grande, San Juan, and San Isabel National Forests  
There are three National Forests that surround the SLV; The Rio Grande to the west and 
south, the San Isabel to the west, and the San Juan to the north, east, west, and south. The 
Rio Grande National Forest comprises 1.86 million acres managed by the USFS. The San Juan 
National Forest is combined with the USFS and BLM to manage 2.9 million acres. The San 
Isabel National Forest is 1.1 million acres managed by the USFS.  



SLVSP Social Resource Assessment  23 
June 2010 

Baca Wetlands - White Wing Wetland and Spanish Creek Wetland 
Two wetland areas in the Baca area, the White Wing Wetland and the Spanish Creek Wetland, 
were transferred to the Crestone/Baca Land Trust by the Saguache County Commissioners in 
2005. The Land Trust is currently committed to preserving the 51 lots of wetland areas for its 
biodiversity and elk habitat (Land Trust 2009).  

Saguache Creek Corridor  
The Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT) and several partner organizations 
have permanently protected 1,575 acres in the Saguache Creek Corridor. The 1,575 acres that 
lies within the Quarter Circle U Ranch is among 14 other ranchland conservation easements 
helping protect the beauty and productivity of ranches as well as wildlife habitat (CCALT 
2009). 

Alamosa and Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuges (NWR) 
Both the Alamosa and Monte Vista NWRs were established under the Migratory Bird 
Conservation Act of 1929 and Public Land Orders 2204 (dated September 1960) and 3899 
(dated December 1965). The Land Orders drew approximately 886 acres of public land 
administered by the BLM for the inclusion in the NWRs. Both orders withdrew the 886 acres 
from all forms of appropriation under public land laws, including mineral laws. However, if 
known geological resources exist, mineral leasing laws pertaining to drilling are applicable. 
The 14,800-acre Monte Vista NWR was approved for acquisition on June 10, 1952. The Monte 
Vista NWR is located approximately 30 miles southwest of the proposed project area, and the 
11,169-acre Alamosa NWR is located approximately 40 miles southeast of the proposed 
project area. On June 27, 1962, the Migratory Bird Conservation Committee approved the 
acquisition for the Alamosa NWR. The purpose of managing habitats in this Refuge Complex is 
to provide healthy plant communities in a variety of successional and structural stages that 
best support migratory birds (USFWS 2003).  

Baca National Wildlife Refuge 
The Baca National Wildlife Refuge was authorized by Congress in 2000 under the Great Sand 
Dunes National Park and Preserve Act of 2000. Congress granted the USFWS authority to 
acquire land within the approved acquisition boundary of the refuge. The approved 
acquisition boundary of over 92,500 acres lies in Saguache and Alamosa counties, 
approximately 7 miles west of the proposed project area. Lands included in the boundary 
include BLM, private, state, and Luis Maria Baca Grant No. 4. The Baca NWR focuses on 
protecting the region’s hydrology as well as ecological, cultural, and wildlife resources of the 
area (USFWS 2005). The Baca NWR is currently closed to public access. 

Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve 
In 1932, Herbert Hoover established the Great Sand Dunes National Monument, and in 1976 
the Great Sand Dunes Wilderness Area was established. Most recently in November 2000, the 
Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve Act authorized the expansion of the national 
monument into a national park and preserve, approximately 40,000 acres. The Great Sand 
Dunes National Park and Preserve lies approximately 16 miles southeast of the proposed 
project area. The park and preserve is managed for the sustainability of its resources as well 
as providing positive visitor experiences. 
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State Wildlife Areas 
There are four State Wildlife Areas (SWA) within a 30-mile radius of the proposed project 
location. The SWAs are managed to protect wildlife habitat as well as provide outdoor 
recreational opportunities. There are 22 SWAs within 90 miles of the proposed project area. 
The four closest SWAs are San Luis Lake, Russell Lakes, Homelake, and Rio Grande, totaling 
approximately 4,814 acres. 

11.2.3 Airports near SLVSP 

There are three airports in the SLV: Monte Vista, Alamosa, and Saguache. The City of Monte 
Vista airport has an average of 126 flights per week with 19 single engine airplanes and 3 
multi-engine airplanes. The Saguache Municipal Airport has an average of 100 flights per year 
and is 100 percent transient general aviation. The SLV Regional Airport/ Bergman Field 
Airport in Alamosa has an average of 84 flights per day with 46 single engine airplanes, 6 
multi-engine airplanes, and 1 helicopter. 

11.3 LAND USE IMPACTS 

Saguache County acknowledges the vast amount of potential energy development in the 
County and supports the appropriate scale development of renewable energy resources. The 
Saguache County Draft Master Plan states:  

“To the maximum extent feasible, new energy development will be required to utilize 
existing infrastructure, be sited to ensure minimal negative impacts to wildlife habitat, 
viewsheds, recreational activities and ongoing agricultural operations. In addition, any 
energy development that poses a significant threat to the underlying aquifers will be 
stringently regulated and/or restricted.”  

One of the guiding principles of planning for sustainability in the Saguache County Draft 
Master Plan is supporting energy conservation and efficiency while also promoting the use of 
renewable resources. The Planning Commission has completed and recommended solar 
development regulations for the County that are in the process of being reviewed by the 
Board of County Commissioners (Saguache County 2009b). These solar development guidelines 
were used to guide the social resource assessment. 

Although the Project would contrast significantly with the surrounding land use in terms of 
character, the Project is an allowable use requiring a Conditional Use Permit per the County’s 
Land Use Code or as allowed via an approved 1041 application. Therefore, no significant 
effects to land use are expected 

In general, the operation and maintenance of the SLVP is compatible with adjacent and 
surrounding land uses. Operations and maintenance will not disturb the agricultural use or 
residential use of surrounding land. There will, however, be a loss of approximately 0.77 
percent of agricultural land use in Saguache County at the proposed project site, which is 
moderately used for grazing. Nearby residences may be impacted visually from the project 
(Visual Impacts are addressed in the Visual Impacts Assessment); however, the Project and 
associated operations will not divide any established communities. The Project will not 
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conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation of an agency with jurisdiction 
over the Project adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an environmental effect; 
nor will the plan conflict with any applicable habitat conservation plan or natural community 
conservation plan. 

12.0  TRANSPORTATION AND TRAFFIC IMPACTS 

Access to the SLVSP will be primarily from Saguache County Road T which is a graded gravel 
county road that is used as an east-west thoroughfare across Saguache County. Generally 
traffic to the SLVSP site will feed onto County Road T from U.S. Highway 285 from the west or 
Colorado Highway 17 from the east. There are acceleration/deceleration lanes at the 
intersection of County Road T and U.S. Highway 285.  

12.1 CIRCULATION AND COMMUTING PATTERNS 

According to U.S. Census data, in 2008 just over half of the workers that reside in Saguache 
County work at jobs in Saguache County. About one-fifth of the workers that reside in 
Saguache County work in Rio Grande or Alamosa counties. The remaining workers 
(approximately 25 percent) that reside in Saguache County work elsewhere, with the majority 
of these workers commuting to Chaffee County or the Front Range.  

12.2 CAPACITIES  

Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) has traffic volume data for U.S. Highway 285 
and Colorado Highway 17 near County Road T. Traffic volumes in terms of Annual Average 
Daily Traffic (AADT) were reported to be 2000 AADT at the intersection of U.S. Highway 285 
and Colorado Highway 114 in the Town of Saguache. Traffic on Colorado Highway 17 heading 
south was estimated to be 1,000 AADT in 2005 (CDOT data). A recent transportation study for 
the SLV found that the traffic capacity of these highways will not be exceeded in the 
foreseeable future (San Luis Valley Regional Transportation Commission 2008). However, 
because Saguache County does not have traffic count data for County Road T, we cannot 
estimate existing conditions. It is reported in the recent Saguache County Land Use Plan that 
the County has the capability to conduct traffic counts. A traffic count of County Road T 
under current conditions would help to quantify potential traffic impacts of the SLVSP. 

12.3 MAINTENANCE PROVISIONS AND COSTS 

Saguache County maintains almost 900 miles of roads. About two-thirds of these roads are 
unpaved county roads. The Saguache County Road and Bridge Department employs 26 full-
time positions (Saguache County 2009). In 2008, the County Road and Bridge Department 
budget totaled $2,560,000. In 2009, it was almost double that amount due to additional 
Federal funding.  

12.4 TRANSPORTATION NETWORK IMPACTS 

The estimated traffic associated with construction and operation of the SLVSP is a maximum 
of 200 vehicle-trips per day during peak construction period for workers commuting to the 
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site. This peak would only be for a 1- to 3-month period during the 18- to 24-month 
construction period. The average daily traffic during construction is estimated to be about 
100 vehicle-trips per day. For this analysis one vehicle-trip is defined one vehicle traveling 
into and out of the SLVSP primary access road from County Road T.  Maximum daily truck 
traffic for construction materials and equipment deliveries is estimated to be 83 vehicle-trips 
during the peak construction period. Average daily truck traffic is estimated to be 27 vehicle-
trips. 

These traffic estimates are likely to be higher than actual traffic levels because they are 
based on peak construction workforce and assume there will not be any carpooling or group 
transportation to the site. Assuming that one-third of the peak construction traffic (187 trips) 
will use Highway 17 to access the SLVSP and the remaining traffic (373 trips) will use Highway 
285, compared to AADT, peak construction traffic will not likely impact travel speeds or 
capacity on these highways. A recent transportation study for the SLV found that the traffic 
capacity of Highway 285 and Highway 17 will not be exceeded in the foreseeable future (San 
Luis Valley Regional Transportation Commission 2008). However, because Saguache County 
does not have traffic count data for County Road T, we cannot estimate existing or future 
conditions. It is likely that additional maintenance will be required on County Road T to keep 
the road in good condition during construction and operation of the SLVSP. Mitigation 
measures for dust control and road maintenance will likely be required to maintain air quality 
and road condition on County Road T. 

The estimated average daily vehicle traffic during the 20 years of operation of the SLVSP is 50 
vehicle-trips per day.  This level of traffic is not likely to have measurable impacts on the 
access routes to the SLVSP. However, additional dust control and road maintenance on County 
Road T may be required to maintain air quality and road condition. 

In an informal meeting with County Road Supervisor, Mr. Randy Arredondo on August 31, 
2009, Mr. Arredondo estimated that the major road impact associating with the SLVSP would 
be dust suppression. He estimated that dust suppression would be need on approximately 8 
miles of County Road T and two miles of County Road 53. The estimated annual cost for dust 
suppression, based on current county methods, is $12,000 per mile. Therefore the total 
estimated cost for maintenance on the Saguache County roads used to access the SLVSP would 
total $120,000 annually. This total cost would likely be apportioned to the SLVSP according to 
road use and traffic levels. 
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