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The Business of the Colorado River
If the Colorado River were a company, it would rank #155 
in the 2011 Fortune 500 ahead of companies like General 
Mills, USAirways, and Progressive Insurance, and be the 
19th largest employer on the Fortune 500. 

Economic Impact of Recreation Along the Colorado River
 5.36 million adults use the Colorado River for recreational activities each year

 Supports 234,000 jobs across Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming

 Produces $26 billion in economic outputi

 Generates $17.0 billion in retail salesii

 Out performs regional farming revenues by 14.6% on average

 Contributes $3.2 billion in federal, state, and local tax revenue annually

 State and local tax revenues are enough to fund over 29,000 teacher positions

 Creates $10.4 billion in annual earnings, salaries, and wages

The Bottom Line: When Supply & Demand Don’t Add Up
You can’t run a business without watching your bottom line. The river works the same way. 
Right now:

Stored water on the river has dropped 35% in the last 12 yearsiii

Demand now far outweighs the river’s supplyiv

The river now dries up in the Sonoran Desert, miles before it reaches the sea

iTo estimate the economic impacts, the data were analyzed with the IMPLAN input-output model. Input-output models describe how sales in one industry impact other industries. For example, once a consumer makes a purchase, the 
retailer buys more merchandise from wholesalers, who buy more from manufacturers, who, in turn, purchase new inputs and supplies.  In addition, the salaries and wages paid by these businesses stimulate more benefits.  Simply, the first 
purchase creates numerous additional rounds of purchasing.  Input-output analysis tracks how the various rounds of purchasing benefit other industries and generates economic benefits.  

The relationships between industries are explained through multipliers. For example, an income multiplier of 1.29 for industry X would indicate that for every dollar of income generated by the industry under study, $0.29 would be paid 
to the employees of industries impacted by the indirect and induced e!ects. The IMPLAN model provides multipliers for all major industries in the U.S. and for each state. The IMPLAN model includes output, earnings and employment 
multipliers.  The output multiplier measures the total economic e!ect created by the original retail sale.  The earnings multiplier measures the total salaries and wages generated by the original retail sale.  The employment multiplier 
estimates the number of jobs supported by the original retail sale.  IMPLAN also estimates federal, state and local tax revenues.

To apply the IMPLAN model, recreational expenditures were matched to the appropriate industry sector.  The resulting estimates describe the salaries and wages, total economic e!ects, and jobs supported by the purchases made by 
Colorado River recreational users.  This same process is repeated for all reported expenditures for all activities, and then summed to arrive at state and regional totals.  
iiSales include not just recreational equipment, but also include travel expenses (restaurants, lodging, fuel and transportation, etc.), apparel, maintenance and repair of equipment, and more.
iiiU.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation. 2012. Colorado River Basin Water Supply and Demand Study
ivBureau of Reclamation. 2011. Colorado River Basin Water Supply and Demand Study, Interim Report No. 1.
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What’s At Stake
If we stay on our current course, the Colorado River will slow to a trickle. Fish won’t be beckoning 
anglers to book a weekend trip. Rafters won’t show up to brave the rapids. Hikers and scenery 
seekers will go elsewhere. Local communities will become a less attractive place to live. State and 
the federal economies will su!er. 

Without water flowing in the Colorado River and its tributaries to attract recreation and tourism:

Basin state unemployment rates would increase by an average of 3%

State treasuries would risk losing $614 million in taxes

Federal government would risk losing over half a billion dollars in tax revenue

The six state area’s economy would shrink by $25.67 billion—equivalent to the 
entire economy in Wyoming

Colorado 
Colorado provides the largest share of the river’s recreational activity, with over one million 
adults (or 45% of its adult population) using the Colorado River or its tributaries for recreation. 
It also stands to benefit the most. Its tributaries include the Green, Little Snake, Blue, Gunnison, 
Uncompahgre, Yampa, White, Delores, San Miguel, and San Juan, plus any of the creeks and other 
tributaries that flow into these rivers.

Colorado’s River Economy
The number of adults who use the Colorado River and its tributaries for recreation 
is 2.2 times greater than the population of the 
Denver metropolitan area.

Employs 79,585 Coloradans; that’s equivalent 
to Fed Ex and outranks DISH Network, a major 
Colorado employer with 22,000 employees.

Retail sales in Colorado on recreation activity 
associated with the Colorado River is greater 
than the value of the state’s annual agricultural 
production. 

If people stopped using the Colorado River and 
its tributaries for recreation, and did not spend 
their dollars elsewhere in the state, Colorado’s 
unemployment rates would increase by 
approximately 3.5%.
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Economic Gains of River-Related Recreation

Arizona

Nevada

Utah

Colorado

New Mexico

Wyoming

Direct Spending $3,794,644,820 
Total Output $5,962,031,159 
Labor Income $2,456,958,038 
Employment 53,508 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes $763,857,410

Direct Spending $6,364,292,781 
Total Output $9,577,271,371 
Labor Income $4,046,382,438
Employment 79,585 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes  $1,188,371,868

Direct Spending $1,206,132,350 
Total Output $1,684,428,434
Labor Income $666,992,155
Employment 17,129 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes $191,158,581

Direct Spending $1,587,748,500
Total Output $2,208,194,838
Labor Income $741,102,520
Employment 24,681 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes  $302,732,874

Direct Spending $2,089,492,177
Total Output $3,351,775,769
Labor Income $1,347,511,505
Employment 34,100 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes  $428,485,240

Direct Spending $1,996,169,031 
Total Output $2,888,735,494
Labor Income $1,178,298,209 
Employment 25,329 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes  $358,613,631

REGIONAL TOTALS
Direct Spending $17,038,479,659 
Total Output $25,672,437,065
Labor Income $10,437,244,865
Employment 234,332 jobs
Fed., State, Local Taxes  $3,233,219,604
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Colorado Economic Gains of River-Related Recreation 
by Activity

Trail Activities

Bicycling

Camping

Picnicking

Snow Sports

Water Sports

Hunting

Fishing 

Wildlife Viewing

Trail Activities

Bicycling

Camping

Picnicking

Snow Sports

Water Sports

Hunting

Fishing 

Wildlife Viewing

$1,145,487,372 

 $494,885,500 

$2,874,441,938 

 $353,179,799 
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$1,437,727,940 
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Total $9,577,271,371 

Total 79,585
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Methodology
Southwick Associates, Inc. conducted a telephone survey from among randomly selected, English-
speaking adults, 18 years and older, residing in Arizona, Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Nevada, 
and Wyoming in January and February 2012. 1,050 participants were considered “qualified 
respondents,” meaning they had participated in at least one of the outdoor activities within the past 
year. 175 respondents from Colorado completed the survey. The data reflects 2011 activity.

The economic study covered recreational activity on the Colorado River and all its tributaries in the 
six states that represent the Colorado River system’s primary region: Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, 
New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming. California also has part of the river basin within its extreme 
southern section, but based on the limited population in this area and the expected low economic 
contributions from Colorado River-based recreation to the State’s economy, California was not 
included in this study. To any degree economic impacts are generated by the Colorado River within 
California, the results in this report are understated.

Similarly, out of state tourism is not a part of the estimates. The results reflect only residents’ 
in-state travel. While many are still tourists, they are not out-of-state residents. Considering the 
tourists who head west every year for vacation, it is important to note that the study findings are 
much more conservative with the exclusion of out-of-state tourism. 

Southwick Associates, Inc. The economic analysis was conducted by Southwick Associates, Inc., 
which specializes in quantifying the economics of fish, wildlife, and outdoor-related activities for 
government agencies and industry. www.southwickassociates.com

Protect the Flows is a coalition of more than 400 businesses from the seven Colorado River 
basin states of Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, Wyoming, California, and Utah who directly 
depend on the river for their livelihood. www.ProtectFlows.com


