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Thank you to the Denver Metro Chamber for inviting us to participate today and we are proud to share the “State of the Northeast Colorado Region”.  Before I get started I would like to recognize the Chairman of the Progressive 15 Board, David Foy, Commissioner from Washington County.
The area we advocate for covers 15 counties along a line of I-25 From Larimer County to Douglas County and along I-70 out to Kit Carson, Cheyenne encompassing the Northeast Corner of the State.

We believe our region represents a microcosm of the state as we have urban and rural; thriving economies and struggling economies; congestion and open space; water and no water; but above all we have a rich heritage, “can do “ attitude, and a long history of thriving and succeeding no matter the odds.
Agriculture is the life blood of our regional economy from large corporate farms to the small family farm.  Whether it be crop production; confined animal feeding operations; truck farms or the value added operations associated with agriculture every county in our region has strong ag roots.  The face of ag is changing as we look at alternative crops that use less water; crops that help the focus on renewable energy or looking at the land and its associated water rights as more valuable being taken out of ag production.  As our region goes forward a balance will have to be found between these options to make sure both private property rights are protected and that the economy of a local community is not adversely affected.

Water will continue to be the major issue in our region for years to come.  As in the past when times are good we tend to relax and then a drought comes along and it is brought to the forefront again.  69% of the State’s population is on the South Platte River Basin which is up 34% in 10 years.   Progressive 15 is committed to keeping this topic at the top of everyone’s list until we can find solutions that everyone can live with.  They are out there and we all have to come to the table as neighbors looking out for one another or we all will lose.  This has to happen sooner rather than later.   Every time a water right is transferred out of agriculture and out of the area the economic impact is tremendous and if it can even be recouped it will take many years.   As an example, Morgan County has lost $11 million in assessed value in the last year and an anticipated $30 million each year for the next 3 or 4 years because of water transfers and well closures.   The significant thing to remember is that this does not just affect agriculture, but school districts, fire districts, main street business, domestic wells, health care, and all other parts of a local economy.   The ripple affect in our communities is on the same scale as you losing 2 or 3 major employer.
The education system in our region has produced some outstanding people like the 2006 and 2007 Alumni of the Plains – Steve Antonopulos, (trainer for the Denver Broncos) a graduate of Hugo High School; Tim White (construction entrepreneur who also rehabs historic buildings) a graduate of Brush High School; Bazi Kanani (Channel 9 news anchor) a graduate of Wiggins High School and Betty Lee Mullis (US Air Force retired Major General) a graduate of Idalia High School.  It is not the size of the school but rather the importance of education in the community and our region ranks education at the top of ladder.  The area community colleges have played a major role in working with education even at the K-12 level with distance learning and provide our region with lots of opportunities.   It allows our citizens to be life long learners without having to move out of the region
Health care is available in the area and with the partnerships of metro health care facilities we have been able to have access to most health care needs.  The bigger issue in our area is the recruitment of nurses and doctors who are willing to live in the more rural regions.  The other issue is the number of uninsured or underinsured  in our area that can be attributed to both cost and choices.  While we may have access - transportation issues have become increasingly problematic.   As an example, we have two dialysis centers one in Sterling and one in Burlington.   However, people still may have to travel 100+ miles to get there and a public transportation system has been set up.  However, they as well as ambulance services, are currently experiencing difficulties because of cost reimbursements.  They are reimbursed only for the miles traveled while the patient is on board.   However, they may have to travel 20 or more miles to pick someone up or  find that a patient has to stay at the hospital and then more miles are incurred without a patient on board.   At the current cost of gas it will severely impede the ability to provide services.  The other issue on our radar is our aging population and the access to assisted living, nursing homes, etc.
When people think of Northeast Colorado traffic congestion is not what typically comes to mind.  However, there speaks a person who has never been caught behind a combine on a two lane highway.  Our region includes the three major interstates I-25, I-76 and I-70 and we have many feeder routes to those interstates that allow for the movement of goods and services into and out of the State and for the farm to market routes.  When we think of transportation we think in terms of wider shoulders; safety issues and maintenance rather than new construction.  We also provide a big opportunity to move traffic out of the metro area and into the Eastern Plains with North/South routes such as Highway 385 and Highway 71.   It would provide boosts to our local economies and assist the metro areas with congestion and air quality.

Our local economies probably provide the biggest contrast in the region.   We have counties such as Douglas, Elbert, Weld experiencing tremendous growth and counties such as Washington, Cheyenne and Sedgwick who have either maintained or lost population over the last 20 years.  Some counties such as Yuma have focused on renewable energy in the form of ethanol plants which fit with their agriculture base.  Others such as Morgan have diversified into manufacturing because of access to transportation and DIA.  Unemployment rates are low in the region and the region has a labor force that is often under employed.  
Renewable energy in the form of ethanol; bio diesel and wind will be a boost to many communities.  However, we will need to remain vigilant that the energy produced is able to get on the grid.  Some communities have gone to prisons both public and private to boost their economies.   Others have looked to individual entrepreneurs to create jobs – such as the Heavy Equipment Training Academy in Julesburg who trains heavy equipment operators and those students come from all over the country or companies like Erker Grain who markets confectionary sunflower seeds all over the world out of his base in Fort Morgan.   In order for these types of businesses to survive and thrive in our region we need to be constantly vigilant that “we do no wrong”.  For the training academy in Julesburg we have had to work to allow the local county clerk to administer the CDL licensing rather than the students having to travel 90 miles to Fort Morgan and for Erker Grain we need to make sure they continue to have access to affordable, high speed technology.  Again we must ensure that we don’t put up artificial barriers to success through one size fits all rules and legislation.
Finally, the State of our Region is bright because of our friendly, entrepreneurial residents, our rich heritage and our beautiful vistas.  During the coming year Progressive 15 will be completing a NE Colorado Regional Visioning Project to help us “Envision our Tomorrows So We Can Advocate Today”. The more prepared we are as a region, the better able we are to survive and thrive.   
Come visit us, learn about us and be partners with us so that we may all be neighbors working for the best for the State of Colorado.
