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$250I( not Iove, In cozy Black Hawk letter to Central

By Don Ireland
Senior Reporter

While Valentine’s Day cards and roses have been
abundant lately, City of Black Hawk leaders are hand-
delivering a “warm and friendly letter” to neighboring
Central City officials this week.

It is expected to convey some goodwill toward
Central and include what some call a generous “sweet-
heart offer” of $250,000 and some free land from the
neighboring city.

For years, Black Hawk has owned and maintained
the Briggs Lot across Gregory Street from Gregory
Point (formerly Mountain City) and very close to
Gregory Plaza. The 3.49-acre lot and surrounding
cliff-rock wall, however, lie within the official bound-
ary line of Central City.

Black Hawk leaders are hoping to spruce up the
. mostly unused parking lot this year and use it to ex-
tend its recreational trail system from the Maryland
Mountain/Quartz Valley area into the Briggs Lot. To
avoid having the plans going back and forth between
the two neighboring cities, Black Hawk has an idea:
Ask Central City to formally allow Black Hawk to an-
nex the little parking lot.

Black Hawk Council and Mayor David Spellman
were scheduled to vote at yesterday’s (Feb. 14) meet-
ing to formally request Central’s okay to annex the lot

H °| I i ng swo r-l-h f a c e s 2 mayor were scheduled to sign the request letter,
challengers for BoCC

hoping Central City leaders would accept it as a
By the WR-C Staff

friendship request.
Two businessmen have announced they will

In addition, Black Hawk is offering Central
$250,000 to grant its request to annex the lot.
be challengers for the Gilpin County District 3
commissioner’s race this year, each seeking to

The money would be “a one-time donation”
from Black Hawk’s historic preservation fund
oust incumbent Sandy Hollingsworth.
Corey Marshall is running for the GOP nomi-

to a similar historic fund operated in Central
nation this spring, while Darin Jones will be a

Black Hawk wants to give Central City $250,000 to annex the Briggs Lot (at left) into Black
Hawk’s city limits. The lot, which Black Hawk owns, adjoins High Street. It is across from the
Gregory Point Victorian historic homes and a dozen yards uphill from the west end of Gregory
Plaza.

Drone photo by Don Ireland

City. “Suggested Central projects the fund could
be used for include — but not limited to — the
Belvidere project, sidewalks along Gregory and
Lawrence Streets in Central, or advancing Cen-
tral’s trail system with the ability to connect to
Black Hawk’s trail system,” according to a copy
of the letter that was in the Black Hawk council
agenda scheduled for a vote yesterday.

write-in candidate for the General Election in
November.

Hollingsworth (D), who won by 85 votes in a
three-way race four years ago, so far is unop-
posed for the Democratic nomination in the
June 25 primary. The deadline for candidates
to petition to run is Tuesday, March 19.

Continued on page ? Continued on next page

Economic development discussions attract
capacity audience from Clear Creek-Gilpin counties

By Don Ireland

Senior Reporter

Despite cold weather and an anticipated
snowstorm, about 100 local business owners
and elected officials turned out to hear about
the present and future forecasts for business at

the Clear Creek Economic Development Corp.’s
first “Rural Resilience” economic development
mixer at the new Club Hotel in Idaho Springs
last Thursday and Friday.
From Rollinsville in northern Gilpin to Du-
mont in Clear Creek, the assembled community
members were given

SUBSCRIBE TO THE WEEKLY REGISTER-CALL NOW - NEWS@WEEKLYREGISTERCALL.COM an optimistic forecast
about how more busi-

ness could be attract-
ed to the neighboring
counties, with CCEDC
leaders offering as-
sistance to help turn
business dreams into
reality. (See related
story on how the
CCEDC helped the
Club Hotel launch its
new operation.)

The nearly three-hour meeting discussed the
demographic trends and the state of the econo-
mies in both Gilpin and Clear Creek, presented
by Greg Totten, an economist from the State of
Colorado Demography Office.

Gilpin County Manager Ray Rears and
Ryan Englund, president of the Better City
consulting organization, discussed resilience
and diversification in Gilpin County. Rears
was appointed to the CCEDC board last year
to inform Gilpin business owners and lead-
ers of how the non-profit organization serves
them.

Speaking on resilience and diversification
were Brian Bosshart, manager for Clear Creek
County, and Willie Wilkins, Colorado State
University’s Mountain regional specialist for
expanded rural engagement.

Continued on page 11
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Economic development discussions attract large

audience at Clear Creek-Gilpin counties event

Continued from page 1

Longtime Clear Creek resident Kelly Flen-
niken, chair of the CCECC, said she was pleased
about the turnout from those who work in the
two counties and wanted to hear the various
reports presented during the session. “A lot of
us believe that a good quality of life depends on
a good, quality job,” she told the audience.

“Why does economic development mean in
a small rural community and why should you
care?” asked Flenniken. “I can tell you that it
matters in all communities because it’s a series
of different programs, policies or initiatives
that seek to improve that economic well-being
in that community. We want to build a diverse
tax base and don’t want to be overly reliant on
one industry. We need to think about how to
build our community and have more quality
employment. We need to think about how we
can have quality housing and employment, plus
a robust education system. All of these pieces
are connected.”

Central City Mayor Jeremy Fey said he didn’t
know much about the CCEDC before he at-
tended the Rural Resilience event. “It was a
great networking opportunity, and I was actu-
ally impressed by the turnout,” he said. “I was
a little bit embarrassed that — until recently —
that I didn’t know much about them. Lyndsey
Valdez, their president, gave a short presenta-
tion at our council meeting recently. However, I
didn’t realize that they were available in Gilpin
County. I've actually gone to their website to
learn about the process
of what it takes to apply
for a loan.”

Rears joked, “Prior to
2019, Gilpin County’s
economic strategy was
to build another casino.
During the pandemic,
the county laid off
about one-third of its
staff. We realized we
really needed to diver-
sify our economy.” Fol-
lowing the pandemic,
Gilpin received a grant,
which it used to hire
Better City, a consulting
organization that helps
communities develop
plans for their futures
in the U.S. and other
countries.

Englund of Better
City commented that Black Hawk has begun
adding additional attractions to bring in tour-
ists not interested in gaming for an extra day.
He said Gilpin would like those visitors to ex-
pand their stay by offering other items. Increas-
ing the number of businesses in Rollinsville and
developing more information about available
trails and historical places in the county could
help leaders and businesses accomplish that
goal.

“Central City is in a different situation,” noted
Englund. “They have a larger population and
room to expand [along the Central City Park-
way]. Then there is Rollinsville, where busi-
nesses there would like it to be a true destina-
tion. We had 24 people show up for a meeting
there by people who want to change the com-
munity themselves. They're working together
and using their own money. They're trying to
figure out a way to make Rollinsville a true des-
tination. Parking is a big issue. This is a work in
process but there’s a lot of good things going on
there.”

Englund said installing broadband would
help those who work and live in Gilpin County,
a project currently being developed by the
county government and its partners. Gilpin
Grant Manager Jamie Boyle said Maverix
Broadband received a $6.78 million grant to
expand broadband service in northern Gilpin

Ray Rears Gilpin County manager.

County, in-
cluding Rol-
linsville. The
Better City
consultant
reported that
more than a
third of resi-
dents work
from home
sometimes,
so better in-
ternet service
is vital to
them.

According
to Englund,
another
item that
could attract
more people
to visit is
the national
forests in the
county. “Trail access is a big thing. It’s amaz-
ing how many little trails come out from Rol-
linsville. One of the problems is that there isn’t
enough parking, and many of the trails aren’t
marked. If you can get people to come and stay
an extra day, that would be good if they came
up to spend more time on the trails.”

Wilkins said a large part of Clear Creek’s
economy comes from mining and tourism.

One idea being considered for the county is an
increase in sales taxes,
which could help fund ad-
ditional tourism-related
projects. However, “some
people don’t want to see
more growth in the com-
munity,” he commented.
“Summers are crazy in
Clear Creek County, and
there are people who
don’t want more traffic.”

Among the ideas dis-
cussed are special events
or festivals during the
off-season months, which
could bring in more tour-
ism revenue. Wilkins said
fishing or hockey tour-
naments at Georgetown
Lake are possibilities. It
is also possible a “round-
up program” could be
considered, where shop-
pers would be asked to round up their purchase
price receipt to the next dollar — with the dif-
ference used to pave roads or pay for additional
events.

Wilkins said the creation of a proposed
parking garage and the Argo Gondola ride in
Idaho Springs are ideas that — if developed —
could help increase tourism. He noted the hot
springs and a gondola in Glenwood Springs
have helped bring visitors to that section of the
mountains.

While most people at the CCEDC event were
from the Clear Creek area, it attracted several
people from Gilpin County and Rears and Fey.
Gilpin County Commissioner Marie

Capacity crowd at CCEDC Rural Resilience event.

Photos by Don Ireland

Counties. Since 1985, the CCEDC has provided
over $8 million in business loans, which has
leveraged approximately $17.5 million in area
investments. The goal of the loan program is to
support business retention and expansion, and
new job growth within Region 3.

Loans are generally between $5,000 and
$200,000 but will be considered case-by-case.
CCEDC loans may be used to purchase real
estate, furniture, fixtures, equipment, working
capital and inventory. For additional informa-
tion, contact CCEDC President Lindsey Valdez
at 303-710-9218 or visit www.ccedc.org.

Central City Heritage West Realty owner Roy

Varela joins Central City Mayor Jeremy Fey at

the Idaho Springs Economic Mixer event.
Photo by Bob Sweeney

Mornis, Boyle, Black Hawk busi-
nessman Eddie Miller and a few
Rollinsville business owners also

THRAShER
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turned out. Another Gilpin com-
missioner, Susan Berumen, sits on
the loan committee for the CCEDC.

On Friday, elected officials and
leaders from both counties met to
discuss what they heard on Thurs-
day night and shared ideas on
what future opportunities could be
considered.

The CCEDC administers the
Region 3 Business Loan Program
(BLF) for Clear Creek and Gilpin

with
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(Editor’s note:
The name of
the Clear Creek
Economic
Development
Corp. might
sound a little
confusing or
misleading.

It should be
noted the orga-
nization serves
businesses in
the Clear Creek
watershed in
both Gilpin
and Clear
Creek counties,
not solely Clear
Creek County.)

Rural Resilience meeting.

By Don Ireland
Senior Reporter

After Colorado experienced a population boom for several years af-
ter 2010, the state’s number of new residents has slowed, according to
Greg Totten, an economist from the Colorado Demography Office who
spoke during last week’s Clear Creek Economic Development Corp.’s

He noted that Clear Creek County’s population has barely declined
during the past two years while the number of Gilpin County residents
has slowly increased. He explained that Clear Creek’s drop hasn’t
been extreme since it lost fewer than 100 residents. On the other
hand, Gilpin added up to 100 new residents during the same period.

Today, most of the populations in Clear Creek and Gilpin are made
up of those who are age 50 and higher. Totten said Gilpin’s population
began growing in the early 1990s when the casino industry arrived in
the county. He said younger families with children moved from the

Totten said.

There will always be changes
in the mountain economy

By Bob Sweeney
WR-C Publisher

As WR-C readers have noticed, we consider Clear
Creek County is a crucial adjacent neighbor of friends,
entrepreneurs, mining and gaming employees, and folks
who like to dine at Marian’s, making Idaho Springs and
Georgetown home. Throughout the lengthy history of
mining, the communities have formed a strong bond,
including the Argo mine tunnel that runs from Central
City to the mine. We can’t forget the “Oh My God” wind-
ing road to the Clear Creek mills.

Last Thursday evening, I was a guest at the Rural Re-
silience Economic Development
mixer at the newly refurbished
Club Hotel in Idaho Springs by
owners Jonah and Lana Hearne.

Arriving early as an Elks Club
member of 1566 Craig Lodge, I
spent a few minutes in the Lodge.
It was a beehive of activity as the
Square Peg Catering staff were
preparing the appetizers for the
mixer at the Club Hotel across
Colorado Street, using the Elks
Club kitchen. And what a great
job they did. The abundant trays
of tasty appetizers were a big hit,
with dozens who attended during
the dinner hour.

Lindsey Valdez, president and
CEO of the Clear Creek Develop-
ment Corporation, welcomed the
packed house in the new meet- L
ing room to hear demographic
and state-of-the-economy reports for both Clear Creek
and Gilpin Counties. Kelly Flenniken, board chair of the
Clear Creek EDC, also presided. The room was filled with
county commissioners, city managers, council members,
city officials, organization members and guests.

Members of the press included myself and Don Ireland
from the Weekly Register-Call. Gilpin County Manager
Ray Rears was on the program; Commissioner Marie
Morris and Mayor Jeremy Fey were spotted from Gilpin
County as participating members in the two-county EDC
organization.

Don and I wisely sat on the front row where we could
read the fine print on the many demographic charts
shown by Greg Totten from the State of Colorado demog-
raphy office. The charts showed that mining, tourism,
and restaurants, but not gaming, were the two major
employers in both counties. Ireland took furious notes on
the chart statistics found elsewhere in this week’s edition.

A gripping portion of the program came from Ryan
Englund, president of Better Cities, who has been con-
sulting with business leaders in Rollinsville. He said the
historic railroad community wants to become a more
viable destination and significant community. There is a
strong movement, led by Gov. Jared Polis, to commence
railroad passenger service from Denver through Rol-

B
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Lyndsey Valdez
president CCEDC

Photo by Don Ireland

linsville through the Moffat Tunnel to Steamboat Springs
and Craig. This could mean passenger service stopping in
Rollinsville, including winter ski business, gaming inter-
ests, lodging, food, and great hiking trails.

I remember my Chamber of Commerce days in Craig
as mayor 50 years ago as we sought new industry for that
remote corner of Colorado, and we landed four coal-fired
power plants that ballooned Craig from 4,000 residents
to 15,000 in several years. Colorado Local Affairs, direct-
ed by Gov. Dick Lamm, awarded the community $1 mil-
lion for a new high school. The tax base boomed, creating
many career jobs for residents and high school graduates.

Today, while China builds a
power plant every week, the
Craig coal plants are shutting
down as environmentalists
promote wind and solar. My
hometown is struggling to
gain a new identity that will
be based on tourism, outdoor
recreation, hunting, fishing,
golf and 40 miles downstream
from Steamboat Springs, one
of the best ski resorts in the
world. Real estate in Craig is
selling fast, far less than in
the Steamboat Springs area,
with the concept of driving a
little and saving a lot on real
estate.

The challenge with that
type of economy is a bedroom
community with many indus-
trial resident payrolls lost to
other areas.

It was interesting in Craig that when our economic de-
velopment efforts were successful, some older residents
told us we were destroying the town with newcomers
and rising home prices. A few crusty residents sold their
homes for five-fold profits and left town. Locally, gaming
created a housing shortage in the area, and much higher
prices exist today. Great if you already own a home.

Living in the foothill mountains of Eastern Colorado,
there will be continued growth for fresh mountain air,
solace, and privacy, and a growing demand for people to
escape the ever-increasing city populations and poverty
challenges.

Seeing the energetic audience welcoming growth and
development and creating a sound economy for jobs
and business was heart-warming. The welcome mat is
definitely out for Martin Marietta and the stellar Climax
Molybdenum, who provide most jobs in Clear Creek
County and huge amounts of taxes. Gaming may last
longer than mining somewhere in the distant future, but
we will always have the majestic mountains and tourists
seeking beauty.

However, we may need oil lanterns when the sun
doesn’t shine and the wind doesn’t blow.

We no longer write this, “But all had a good time.”

Demographics of Clear Creek,

Denver area to Gilpin to be in a less-populated area while remaining
not too far from the metro area.

“A lot of the people who lived in Clear Creek in 1990 still live here
today,” according to Totten. He said statistics show that
more people who live in the county commute to work in
other places, a significant number than those who live
in other areas and commute into Clear Creek. In Gilpin
County, the trend is the opposite: many workers travel
into Gilpin from other counties for employment in the
casino and hospitality industries.

While Gilpin and Clear Creek’s populations have been
relatively unchanged, several Front Range communi-
ties, including Denver, Boulder and Jefferson coun-
ties, have seen significantly more population declines.
Growth continued in Weld, Larimer and El Paso coun-
ties as the “suburbanization” movement continues,

People relocating from
communities for new jobs is

only one factor for the change.

“To a demographer, people do
only three things in their lives:
they’re born, they die and they
move,” he noted. Totten said
the birth rate in Colorado and
its 64 counties has slowed dur-
ing the past decade while some
of the state’s growing senior
population has passed away.

“2007 was the peak year for births in Colo-
rado, which is getting older. Now you have
people coming here who aren’t in prime fertil-
ity age. There are a lot of people who are 65,
who won’t be having any children, but they
are getting closer to passing away,” according

to Totten.

He added that neither county saw a sharp
increase in births during the past few decades.

Overall, Colorado saw its larg-
est growth arrive from younger
people in their 20s and 30s,
who moved to the Centennial
State after graduating from
college. “Colorado is [consid-
ered] a young state because of
all the 25-to-35-year-olds who
live here,” according to Totten.
He contrasted the rate with
Arizona, which experienced

a sizeable senior growth rate
during the past few decades

as people 60 and over headed
to the warmer-weather state
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to retire. In California, the state has maintained much of its younger

population, although many older residents have left for other states in
recent years.

Between 2010 and 2020, Colorado had
one of the fastest-growing populations in
the United States — adding about 100,000
people over several years. By 2020, it
ranked sixth in the nation for its 14.6
percent population growth rate. However,
the trend has significantly slowed since
the days of the pandemic, Totten said.

During 2020-21 and 2021-22, the state
grew slightly but wasn’t one of the 19
states that lost population between 2021
and 2022, he said. Colorado’s popula-
tion is 5.7 million, expected to grow to 7.5
million by 2050. Most of the projected
growth will occur along the I-25 corridor
in the Front Range.

Totten reported that not all older
people retire after age 55 or 60, saying
significant numbers of senior citizens
continue to work full or part-time well
into their early 70s.

Economic impact

Totten said 26 percent of Clear Creek
County’s GDP comes from the mining
industry, followed by revenues generated
in the accommodation/hospitality and tourism industries. “That’s
not surprising,” said Totten of the tourism impact on the county. “It’s
beautiful up here, and a lot of people from Denver come up to get
away.”

Tourism in Idaho Springs has also increased sales taxes collected for
the county in recent years, he added.

In Gilpin, about 75 percent of the economy is derived from the gam-
ing and associated hospitality businesses. The county’s economy fell
sharply during the pandemic in 2020 but rebounded quickly when
health-related restrictions were lifted the following year.

Greg Totten CO demographer

Different economies,
share common links

By Don Ireland

Senior Reporter

While neighboring Clear
Creek and Gilpin counties
have similar rich mining his-
tories dating back to the 1859
Colorado Gold Rush era, their
paths have taken different routes
in the last 160-plus years.

Clear Creek’s primary catalyst
for employment continues to be
mining, including the Climax
Molybdenum Henderson Mine
near Empire and the Martin
Marietta Walstrum Quarry (for-
merly the Albert Frei & Sons).
Gilpin County, which once heav-
ily relied on mining, has evolved
into a casino-gaming-focused
county during the past 32 years.

Both counties rely heavily on
tourism to bolster their econo-
mies, support businesses and
generate sales-tax revenues for
local government entities.

Interstate I-70 is critical for
the economies of both counties,
particularly in Clear Creek, be-
cause the highway travels along-
side the county’s largest town,
Idaho Springs, and passes next
to Georgetown and other nearby
communities. There are three
exits for Idaho Springs along
I-70, giving drivers a few chanc-
es to pull over to see what the
community offers.

The number of
I-70 exits for Gilpin
County is fewer,
although the inter-
state also plays a
crucial role for the
county’s two gam-
ing towns, Black
Hawk and Central
City. Exit 243 of
I-70 leads to the
Central City Park-
way, a windy and
sometimes steep
four-lane highway

ANALYSIS

that stretches nearly eight
miles to downtown Central
City. While Black Hawk has a
listed exit along I-70 on Floyd
Hill (Exit 244), most of its traf-
fic comes from Highway 6 in
Jefferson County to reach the
city. The current $700 million
I-70 construction project is in
the spotlight in Gilpin because
too many highway restric-
tions could translate into fewer
people visiting the area.

During warm-weather months,
rafting along Clear Creek (the
stream), touring the historic
Argo mines, lounging at the In-
dian Hot Springs indoor pool, or
sampling the restaurants, bars,
and locally-owned gift shops
attract thousands of visitors to
Idaho Springs. Finding an avail-
able parking space in downtown
Idaho Springs during the sum-
mer tourist season is nearly as
tricky as finding the proverbial
needle in the haystack.

In nearby Georgetown, the
lake, local businesses and the
Georgetown Loop Railroad
excursions also attempt to lure
tourists who may be travel-
ing toward the state’s world-
renown ski resort towns that
host warm-weather events in
addition to skiing during the
winter.

Gilpin County draws thou-
sands of hikers and campers
to its two national forests, the
Arapaho and Roosevelt forests,
which stretch through several
Colorado counties but are closer
to Denver and the Front Range
than other places.

Continued on next page

Owner praises CCEDC helps establish new Club Hotel

By Don Ireland

Senior Reporter

Jonah and Lana Hearne had praised for the Clear Creek
Economic Development Council, which helped the couple
purchase and remodel a problem-filled old building into
what recently opened as the Club Hotel in Idaho Springs.

Jonah Hearne said the creation of the Victorian-feel Club
Hotel at 1601 Colorado Blvd., formerly the Hanson Lodge,
was possible because of loan funding through the CCEDC.
The hotel was the site of the CCEDC’s first “Rural Resil-
ience” economic development mixer last week, which at-
tracted business owners and elected leaders from Gilpin and

Clear Creek counties.

“I was looking for a good investment property,” Hearne
told the audience at the meeting. “I wanted to put some
money into something, fix it up and start a business. My
wife and I were looking at a place in Boulder County. We
couldn’t find the right price, so we kept on looking around.
We stumbled upon this “gem” — it was a little rough at the

time.”

Continued Hearne, “My wife is a little brave because she
signed off on purchasing the property before she even vis-
ited it. Fortunately, we were able to get to the right price [on
it]. We got kick-started on the project in 2022. We came to a
good resolution with the historical preservation committee
on what this building should look like. We’ve also gotten to

Jonah Hearne, owner of the Club Hotel in Idaho Springs.
Photos by Don Ireland

know the local business owners during the past couple of

years. They have been fantastic. This has been quite a chal-
lenging project. We had to strip this building down to studs
before adding new plumbing and those kinds of things. We
had to clean up a lot so it didn’t have any lingering odors

from its previous use. We had our soft opening in January.”

“All of the chairs, the big TV and all of the furniture and
fixtures were taken care of by the loan we obtained from the
CCEDC. They helped us take this from what it was into a
nice, 10-room boutique hotel,” said Hearne, who noted that
the soaps, coffee and tea for the hotel come from local shops
in Idaho Springs.

Henry and Sophia Wilson built The Club Hotel as a pri-
vate, two-story residence in 1862. A decade later, they
rented the establishment to the Idaho Springs Club, a
gentlemen’s club run by Denver businessmen. The building
served as a hospital during the Spanish Flu epidemic in 1918
before it was struck by two fires in 1921. In 1943, the Hanson
family purchased the building the Hansons owned the hotel
and restaurant. In the 40 years since then, the property has
served many purposes: a restaurant, cocktail lounge, bed-
and-breakfast, and a halfway home.

After the Hearne’s acquired the property, they removed
most of the interior walls to create 11 guest rooms and in-
stalled new plumbing, electrical and heating systems. The
dining room, added in 1927, is the meeting hall used for re-
ceptions and groups, including last week’s CCEDC meeting.
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2 counties, different economies, yet share
common links in terms of history, demographlcs

Continued from previous page

Central City and Black
Hawk faced complex financial
problems after most local
mines closed nearly a century
ago. It wasn’t until 1991 that
Colorado voters threw the
two a lifeline by permitting
limited-stakes gaming in the
struggling old mining com-
munities. In 1992, Central
City, called “The Richest
Square Mile on Earth,” and
Black Hawk, “The City of
Mills,” were given a chance to
bounce back from decades of
misfortune.

Today, the flashing lights
and noises of slot machines
in Black Hawk and Central
City attract more year-round
tourists to the two small cities
within Gilpin County. Both
cities are part of the national
historic district because of
their roots in the local gold
rush era when prospector
John Gregory discovered gold
in the ravine between the two
communities in 1859.

Central City’s historic
opera, the fifth oldest in the
country, and its variety of
Victorian-style homes and
historic storefronts in the
business district help attract
out-of-towners to the city.
Central and several of its
organizations also sponsor
various summer activities —
including the Madam Lou
Bunch bed races along Main
Street, the Great Central City
Beer Festival and Stills in the
Hills, to name a few. Attrac-
tions and events sponsored by

the Gilpin Historical Society
and the Gilpin Arts Society
also bring new visitors.

Presently, at least five new
potential casinos are being
eyed for some of the shut-
tered storefronts in the Main
Street business district in
Central City. Local leaders are
also discussing a new parking
garage to accommodate the
potential upswing in business.

Further north in Gilpin
County, small business own-
ers in Rollinsville (along
Highway 119) have opened
a distillery, pizza parlor and
coffee shop to attract younger
visitors who come to the area
to visit the national forests
nearby.

It is Black Hawk, however,
that primarily accounts for
the largest influx of visitors
to the county. The city boasts
15 casinos, several offering
high-rise towers filled with
guest rooms, restaurants,
swimming pools and spas.
Black Hawk generates more
than 75 percent of all gaming
revenues the state collects
annually and can attract as
many as 20,000 Or more Vvisi-
tors weekly, especially during
the warm-weather months.
Property taxes and other
revenues from Black Hawk
also is the primary source of
income for Gilpin County. The
city also donates some of its
sales taxes to help finance the
local school district.

However, Black Hawk isn’t
solely interested in being
known as a casino town.

City leaders have worked for

several years on an “ongoing
renaissance” plan to diver-
sify Black Hawk into a resort
destination for visitors, even
if they don’t like gambling.
Black Hawk is continuing
to develop its Gregory Street
area, which includes retail
shops and restaurants. Its
Gregory Plaza is home to a
volunteer firemen’s museum,
and the well-decorated main
plaza is used for the city’s
annual Founders’ Day each
June and a growing number
of local outdoor activities. At
least one new restaurant, the
Copper Kitchen Pizzeria, is
expected to open in the plaza
in 2025. Across the street, the
city plans to spend more than
a million dollars to open a
gold-mining tour for visitors.
Black Hawk also has devel-
oped a recreational area for
hikers and mountain bikers
just north of the downtown
gaming district. The Mary-
land Mountain/Quartz Valley
trail system typically results
in filled-to-capacity parking
lots during warm-weather
months. Within the next two
years, the city plans to extend
the trails to reach Gregory
Street — close to Gregory
Plaza — and extend them to
another developing area on
Gregory Hill (formerly Miners
Mesa). That section of the city
will feature several distilleries
and offer overnight lodging
in geodesic domes or luxury
Airstream trailers for those
who prefer to sleep in a scenic
hilltop area primarily sur-

Lyndsey Valdez president CCEDC, Central City Heritage West
Realty owner Roy Varela joins Central City Mayor Jeremy Fey
at the Idaho Springs Economic Mixer event.

rounded by mountains and
forests.

Over the years, external
factors have impacted the
economies of Clear Creek
and Gilpin. Four years ago,
health-related COVID-19
pandemic restrictions forced
many business owners to
close their shops temporar-
ily. While some were able to
reopen later, others weren’t as
fortunate. In Gilpin County,
the state ordered casinos
closed for three months — es-
sentially crippling the gov-
ernment economies. It took
nearly a year before casino
patrons returned. When they

Photo by Bob Sweeney

did, the formerly sheltered-
in-place patrons helped Black
Hawk shatter any previous
economic performances.

Local elected leaders and
business owners are trying
to figure out the best ways to
improve their economies and
attract new potential jobs to
their areas. As CCEDC Board
Chair Kelly Flenniken com-
mented, “A good quality life
depends on a good quality
job.”

With some creative local
planning and a little luck, the
futures for Gilpin and Clear
Creek counties could be head-
ing for better futures.

Gilpin School district may have to pay
county additional $60,000 for SRO

By Ruth Rodgers
Education and Community
Reporter

Funding for the School
Resource Officer (SRO) for
the Gilpin County School
was one of the topics at
the Feb. 6 Gilpin County
School board meeting.

Dr. David MacKenzie
has been notified by the
Gilpin County Sheriff’s Of-
fice (GCSO) that the GCSO
will charge the district for
the full cost of the position
rather than the $35,000
it currently pays to the
sheriff’s office. According to
MacKenzie, the SRO could
cost the district an addi-
tional $60,000.

It was the school dis-
trict’s understanding in
the past that they would
share the expense with the
sheriff’s department, but
budget cuts at the county
level seem to be changing
the allocation of funds.

The board discussed what
options may be available,
including hiring private
security. Other issues were
safety implications, and

pulling one deputy off the
road to be an SRO would
be challenging.
He hopes to
meet with
Sheriff Kev-
in Arm-
strong
and Divi-
sion Chief
Sean
Wheeler
to dis-
cuss the
additional
charges. After
that, he will be
able to have more spe-
cific information, including
the cost and any revisions
to the current intergovern-
mental agreement between
the district and the county.
During his report, MacK-
enzie said the district has
applied for the necessary
permits for the atrium
and elementary entrance
and ramp, which must be
approved before the work
begins in April.
The contract with ESCO
Construction Company of
Evergreen will be signed

soon for the sewer project
and will be discussed at the
Feb. 20 board meeting.
Bonds will be
used to pay for
part of the
project, and
MacKenzie
said that
a Request
For Bids
for a Cer-
tificate of
Participation
has gone out,
which means he
should have more
information on financ-
ing the project by the next
school board meeting.

In the public participa-
tion portion of the meet-
ing, two members of the
Missouri Lakes HOA board
shared their concerns
about a proposed histori-
cal site marker the county
is planning for the school’s
area.

The county received a
grant to place three or four
additional historical mark-
ers, one would be placed on
the school campus. They

said this would not only
bring tourists to a private
lake area but could impact
safety considerations for
the school.

The significance of this
location is related to a pro-
totype submarine designed
by Rufus T. Owens and
built in Central City.

In 1898, the United
States was at war with
Spain over the sovereignty
of Cuba, and the naval
battle of Manila Bay em-
phasized how effective
submarines were in the
defense of the U.S. coast-
line. Owen’s submarine,
named “The Nautilus,” was
brought to Missouri Lake
for a test dive but sank.
The submarine was raised
to the surface in 1944 and
now rests in the Gilpin His-
tory Museum.

The HOA representative
supports the county’s ef-
forts to honor local his-
tory and increase tourism.
However, they have had
difficulty getting informa-
tion on new signage and
fear safety problems. If

people were to pull over
on Colorado Highway 119,
where students use the
crosswalk, they could be
distracted, causing acci-
dents and injuries.

They also pointed out
that visibility is poor at the
proposed location of the
marker, which could lead
to more crashes on the
highway as vehicles merge
back into traffic.

They hope to suggest to
the commissioners and
county manager that the
sign be located at the pull-
off to Golden Gate Canyon
Road, just two miles north
of the school, where there
is more room for parking
and better visibility for
merging traffic.

Other concerns included
long-term parking across
from the school, which
could result in additional
noise and safety issues.

The board agreed, and
MacKenzie discussed the
issue with the county com-
missioners.



