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INTRODUCTION
National Heritage Areas (NHAs) are designated by Congress as places where natural, cultural, and historic 
resources combine to form a cohesive, nationally important landscape. Through their resources, NHAs tell 
essential stories that celebrate our nation’s diverse heritage. NHAs are lived-in landscapes. Consequently, NHA 
entities collaborate with communities to determine how to make heritage relevant to local interests and needs.1 

NHAs provide economic benefits to communities and regions through their commitment to heritage 
conservation and economic development. Through public-private partnerships, NHA entities support historic 
preservation, natural resource conservation, recreation, heritage tourism, and educational projects. Leveraging 
funds and long-term support for projects, NHA partnerships generate increased economic impact for regions 
in which they are located.   

Since 2012, Tripp Umbach has completed comprehensive economic impact studies for 25 NHA sites across the 
United States, including an extrapolation of the economic benefit of all 55 NHA sites on the national economy. 

The world has an increased appetite for culture. Communities around the world are considering how culture 
could be central to their plans for well-being, for regeneration, and for economic growth. Cultural and historic 
sites rejuvenate our society and our local economies. Culture is something that is strongly rooted at a local 
level; it draws on and reflects the rich assets of its communities. As heritage areas grow operations, increase 
partnerships, invest in local communities, and further attract tourism, it is key to consistently evaluate the 
impact that NHAs have on their regional economies to track growth in economic benefit generated by the 
NHA and its initiatives. 

This study seeks to quantify the current economic impact of the Sangre de Cristo NHA on its respective region 
(Alamosa, Conejos, and Costilla Counties) in southern Colorado. The results presented in the NHA economic 
impact study are generated on an annual basis and are based on data from fiscal years 2017, 2018, and 2019. 
The economic impact in future years can be higher or lower based on the visitor or tourist data, number of 
employees, operational expenditures, and capital expansion.

1. National Park Service. National Heritage Areas.

Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area generated
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PROJECT OVERVIEW
In January 2020, Tripp Umbach2 was retained by the Executive Director, Julie Chacon, to measure the economic, 
employment, and government revenue impacts of the Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area. 

While the primary purpose of the research is to provide quantitative measures, the report also contains narrative 
discussion of the positive effects of the Sangre de Cristo NHA in increasing cultural tourism, generating 
community revitalization, and creating historic and cultural jobs in the region. 

The goals of the economic impact study include the following:

1. To quantify the current economic and employment impacts of the Sangre de Cristo NHA’s
operations in its region.

2. To demonstrate the broader community impact of the Sangre de Cristo NHA in its region.

Tripp Umbach sought to develop a reproducible methodology as the platform, assuring that subsequent 
studies could build upon the information and knowledge gained through this effort. To begin the economic 
impact study process, Tripp Umbach collected the Sangre de Cristo NHA visitor estimates, operating budgets, 
grantmaking, capital project funding, and volunteer hours. The data collection process guided the economic 
impact analysis using IMPLAN.3

2. Tripp Umbach, a national consulting firm recognized as a leader in economic impact research, has a deep understanding of the unique missions of cultural
tourism sites such as Sangre de Cristo NHA. Since 2010 Tripp Umbach has completed more than 25 economic impact studies for National Heritage Sites
through the National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior.

3. This analysis requires the use of IMPLAN software and geographic data representative of the NHAs’ local and state region. Additional information on
IMPLAN can be found at http://implan.com.
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The IMPLAN econometric model operates by estimating the direct impact, indirect impacts, and induced impacts 
of specific economic activity. Direct economic impacts are those attributable to the initial economic activity. For 
example, an operation with 10 full-time employees creates 10 direct jobs. Indirect economic impacts are those 
economic activities undertaken by vendors and suppliers within the supply chain of the direct activity because of 
the initial economic activity. For example, suppliers of goods, materials, and services used in the direct activities 
produce indirect economic impacts. Induced economic impacts result from the spending of wages paid to 
employees in local industries involved in direct and indirect activities. Tripp Umbach utilizes the IMPLAN software 
because it is an industry standard for economic impact analysis.

Key economic impact findings presented within the summary include the economic, employment, and state and 
local government revenue impact of the NHA in the three-county region. The economic analysis completed for 
the operational and grantmaking impacts uses actual expenditures and NHA employment to drive estimates of 
employment, income, tax revenue, and other economic variables. 

Visitor and Tourism Expenditures: The economic impact of visitors to the Sangre de Cristo NHA is 
the primary source of economic benefit quantified in this analysis. The direct consequence of visitor 
expenditures become business receipts, which in turn, are used to pay wages, salaries, and taxes. The 
initial, direct round of spending ripples through the regional economy supporting additional economic 
benefits. Given the unique challenges of capturing visitor data by NHAs, the economic model includes 
local visitor estimates within the analysis.4 The visitor benefit analysis model clearly states an explicit 
relationship to overall visitor estimates reported by the NHA and its regional partners to create the analysis 
of the visitor segments and their spending patterns. The model also estimates visitor expenditures.

Operational Expenditures: These expenditures are the economic impact of Sangre de Cristo’s 
organizational spending and staff. This refers to the day-to-day spending of the NHA; wages, rent, and 
professional fees paid by the NHA on an annual basis are included in this segment. 

Grantmaking and Capital Expenditures: NHA-secured federal funding in the form of grantmaking to 
specific sites within the region primarily allows for the creation and development of projects and initiatives 
that further add to the historic, cultural, and recreational offerings of the NHA region.

4. The analysis of visitor spending includes local spending estimates.
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Culture and heritage tourism are a fast growing and high-yielding sector. 

The Sangre de Cristo NHA was established in 2009. The annual visitation of the Sangre de Cristo NHA is steadily 
increasing, now exceeding 590,000. Culture and heritage tourism play a critical role in building the visitor economy 
and goes even beyond that. 

National statistics show that culture and heritage tourists often stay longer and spend more money in general than 
other tourists do. In fact, one study showed that a culture and heritage tourist spent as much as 38% higher per 
day and stayed 22% longer overall compared to other kinds of travelers. Although the statistical evidence doesn’t 
show consistency when it comes to repeat visitors, tourism data on U.S. culture and heritage visitors indicates that 
the level of repeat visitation amongst this group of travelers is higher than that of traditional tourists.5

This report provides the Executive Director as well as the community with essential information to understand and 
identify the value (both in quantitative and qualitative terms) of tourism, as well as social well-being impacts within 
the region. The Sangre de Cristo NHA provides additional, unmeasurable benefits that are not able to be quantified 
through spending or employment. These benefits include collaborative partnerships, sharing of knowledge through 
educational offerings, and well-being to those in the community and beyond. While these critical concepts are not 
quantified within the context of this report, they are highlighted through qualitative data that was collected.

5. www.culturalheritagetourism.org/resources/StudiesonEconomicImpacts.htm, pages 5, 8.
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SANGRE DE CRISTO NATIONAL HERITAGE AREA 

Overview of Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area 

The vast  San  Luis  Valley, cradle of Colorado’s early settlement and a treasure trove of important natural, 
cultural and historical features, is America’s newest national heritage area.6 The Sangre de Cristo NHA, which 
includes more than 3,000 square miles of south-central Colorado, was designated by Congress in 2009. 

The newly designated area includes three Colorado counties (Alamosa, Conejos, and Costilla) and covers a 
landscape larger than the states of Delaware and Rhode Island combined. It is named for the range of jagged, 
14,000-foot mountains that defines the eastern edge of the San Luis Valley, one of the largest and highest 
alpine valleys in North America.7 It also is home to Colorado’s oldest town, San Luis, established in 1851.8

Besides Great Sand Dunes – whose 750-foot mounds are the tallest dunes on the continent – the heritage 
area contains three national wildlife refuges; a national forest and two forest wilderness areas; 15 state wildlife 
areas; and a Nature Conservancy preserve, the Medano-Zapata Ranch. It also includes the beginnings of the 
Rio Grande, the third-longest river system in North America.9

Mission 

The mission of the Sangre de Cristo NHA is to promote, preserve, protect, and interpret its profound historical, 
religious, environmental, geographic, geologic, cultural, and linguistic resources. These efforts will contribute 
to the overall story, engender a spirit of pride and self-reliance, and create a legacy in the Colorado counties 
of Alamosa, Conejos, and Costilla.10

The Sangre de Cristo NHA has been through a rich learning and growing experience over the last decade; the 
three primary goals of the NHA are to: 

1. Support development of a vibrant heritage tourism sector that stimulates preservation, economic
development, and community revitalization.

2. Tell the stories of the Sangre de Cristo NHA in ways that build community pride and support
preservation, living traditions, economic development, and community revitalization.

3. Cultivate excellent management that provides regional leadership, reflects community values,
and achieves sustainability.

The Sangre de Cristo NHA connects residents, partners, and volunteers in Alamosa, Conejos, and Costilla 
counties in southern Colorado to conserve the natural and cultural resources of the three-county region. The 
NHA has worked diligently to preserve historic places and landmarks, conserve green space for public use, and 
create partnerships and programs for long-term sustainability. These efforts have allowed the Sangre de Cristo 
NHA to create recreational opportunities, generate community and economic development that improves 
quality of life in the region, provide educational experiences for residents and visitors, and market the three-
county region as a tourist attraction. 

The Sangre de Cristo NHA recognizes the importance of preserving and revitalizing natural and cultural assets 
while promoting the heritage of the region. The Sangre de Cristo NHA will continue to take steps that will allow 
for long-term sustainability.

6. https://www.nps.gov/grsa/learn/news/sangre-de-cristo-nha.htm

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

10. https://www.sangreheritage.org/who-we-are/
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B. OVERALL ECONOMIC IMPACT
In 2019, the economic impact of Sangre de Cristo NHA was $99.4 million. This economic impact consists of 
tourism driven by the presence of four components: tourism ($97.7 million), operations ($487,752), grantmaking 
($719,598), and capital project funding ($499,050) (See Figure 1 and Table 1).

Industry Economic 
Output

Limited-service restaurants $29,397,727

Hotels and motels, including casino hotels $9,664,247

Other amusement and recreation industries $8,881,094

Transit and ground passenger transportation $8,868,088

Full-service restaurants $5,729,863

Other - real estate $3,489,483

Monetary authorities and depository credit intermediation $2,241,919

Retail - Miscellaneous store retailers $2,184,362

Electric power transmission and distribution $1,921,318

Owner-occupied dwellings $1,916,098

Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Economic Impact $66,699,364 $32,686,509 $99,385,873

Tourism $65,548,159 $32,131,314 $97,679,473

Operations $308,704 $179,048 $487,752

Grantmaking $525,831 $193,767 $719,598

Capital Funding $316,670 $182,380 $499,050

Table 1. Overall Economic Impact

 Figure 1. Overall Economic Impact 

Direct:
$66,699,364

Indirect:
$32,686,509

Total:
$99,385,873

The following table shows the top 10 sectors in the region impacted by the Sangre de Cristo NHA activities 
and visitors (See Table 2).

Table 2. Top 10 Economic Impact Sectors
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C. TOURISM IMPACT
The effects of visitation and tourism have the greatest economic benefit for the regions in which NHAs operate. 
NHAs play a substantial role in supporting and encouraging tourism within their regions. Tourism numbers are 
calculated and comprise Sangre de Cristo’s tourism figures and Tripp Umbach extrapolations.12 The three-year 
average total of visitors and tourists to the Sangre de Cristo NHA region is more than 590,000 people.13 These 
visitors spend money in the state, creating a positive ripple effect on the economic structure. Based on the 
annual average number of visitors to the NHA region and its partner sites, $97.7 million in economic benefit 
was supported annually within the state through tourism (See Table 3).

The economic spending analysis demonstrates that local day visitors represent the largest economic benefit 
to the economy within the region. Local day visitors comprise an estimated 84 percent of NHA visitation and 
account for 65 percent of the economic benefit.

Visitor Segment % of Total 
Visitation* Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Local Day 84% $42,621,600 $21,432,757 $64,054,357

Non-Local Day 3% $2,199,067 $1,105,452 $3,304,519

Overnight 13% $20,727,492 $9,593,105 $30,320,597

Total 100% $65,548,159 $32,131,314 $97,679,473

Table 3. Annual Economic Impact of Tourism and Visitation

12. Tripp Umbach has performed numerous economic impact studies in other localities throughout the United States, including more than 25 economic
impact studies for National Heritage Areas. Data generated by these previous studies was used in the analysis for the Sangre de Cristo NHA.

13. Annual tourism impacts were calculated using data from fiscal years 2017, 2018, and 2019 as well as Tripp Umbach extrapolations.
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D. OPERATIONAL IMPACT
In addition to attracting visitors and promoting tourism in the region, the analysis quantifies the economic 
benefit of the Sangre de Cristo NHA through its operating activities. This impact is represented by the 
spending of the organization and the employees it supports (See Table 4).

Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Operations $308,704 $179,048 $487,752

Table 4. Annual Economic Impact of Operations
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E. OVERALL EMPLOYMENT IMPACT
Sangre de Cristo NHA supports a significant number of jobs in the region. The total employment impact is 
1,418 jobs (1,188 direct jobs and 230 indirect jobs). Direct jobs are based on business receipts, which in turn are 
used to pay wages and salaries within industries such as food services, retail, and lodging.

Indirect or induced jobs are supported by local businesses spending part of their receipts on goods and 
services they require to serve customers, including investment in new equipment and structures. This is the 
ripple effect of economic activity attributed to NHAs (See Figure 2 and Table 5).

Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Economic Impact 1,188 jobs 230 jobs 1,418 jobs

   Tourism 1,184 jobs 230 jobs 1,414 jobs

   Operations 4 jobs 0 jobs 4 jobs

Table 5. Overall Employment Impact

Figure 2. Overall Employment Impact

Direct:
1,188 Jobs

Indirect:
230 Jobs

Total:
1,418 jobs

Industry Economic 
Output

Transit and ground passenger transportation 425

Limited-service restaurants 389

Hotels and motels, including casino hotels 118

Other amusement and recreation industries 109

Full-service restaurants 94

Retail - Miscellaneous store retailers 45

Other - real estate 23

Management of companies and enterprises 14

Other accommodations 13

All other food and drinking places 12

Table 6. Top Employment Impact Sectors
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F. GOVERNMENT REVENUE IMPACT
NHAs also support state and local governments with the generation of government revenue or tax revenue. 
As a result of Sangre de Cristo’s attraction of visitors, operations, grantmaking, and capital funding, the NHA 
generates more than $8.7 million in tax revenue annually (See Table 7).

G. GRANTMAKING
The Sangre de Cristo NHA is active in the region with its partners through grantmaking efforts that support 
projects and programs that are aligned with the educational, cultural, promotional, and economic development 
missions of the heritage area. In 2019, the Sangre de Cristo received more than $500,000 in NHA grants and 
donations. The funds received help stimulate local discussion and participation and, at best, are the catalyst 
for community and partner collaborations. Similar to how tourism, operations, and capital project funding 
support economic activity within the region, grantmaking provides an infusion of funds to assist with the 
development of the heritage area (See Table 8).

Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Grantmaking $525,831 $193,767 $719,598

Table 8. Annual Economic Impact of Grantmaking

Description Employee 
Compensation

Tax on Production 
and Imports Households Corporations

Social Ins Tax- Employee Contribution $26,112

Social Ins Tax- Employer Contribution $46,022

Tax on Production and Imports: Sales 
Tax

$4,964,200

Tax on Production and Imports: 
Property Tax

$2,808,944

Tax on Production and Imports: Motor 
Vehicle License

$73,909

Tax on Production and Imports: 
Severance Tax

-

Tax on Production and Imports: Other 
Taxes

$66,629

Tax on Production and Imports: 
Special Assessments

$51,798

Corporate Profits Tax $47,926

Personal Tax: Income Tax $590,906

Personal Tax: Motor Vehicle License $22,544

Personal Tax: Property Taxes $8,567

Personal Tax: Other Tax (Fish/Hunt) $16,894

Total $72,134 $7,965,480 $638,911 $47,926

Table 7. State and Local Tax Impact
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H. SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY IMPACT

Educating the Community  

Most cultural and heritage organizations now offer a large range of educational initiatives. Evidence shows that 
engaging in culture can increase the likelihood of a young person going on to further and higher education.14 
One study showed that 16- to 18-year-olds who participated in the arts and those who visited heritage sites 
or libraries were more likely to go on to further education in subsequent years.15 Cultural heritage, such as the 
Sangre de Cristo NHA, is fundamental to the region’s identity and its people, underpinning life-long learning and 
offering long-term economic and social benefits. This focus on learning skills and gain enrichment promotes 
positive behavior. 

Engaging the Community 

Heritage and cultural-focused attractions can express and serve the needs of a diverse range of stakeholders, 
by helping those communities forge a deeper connection to their shared past and a greater sense of belonging 
in the present.16 The Sangre de Cristo NHA relies on volunteers in countless ways through special projects that 
arise periodically, utilizing volunteers’ special skills to offering opportunities that require to attend orientation, 
classes or a special certification. 

Volunteer opportunities include anything from assisting the Cinco de Mayo Block Party to being a lecture for “ 
Voices of the Valley,” an oral history study that explores the rich historical and cultural legacy that has shaped 
life in the San Luis Valley. Evidence suggests that culture has an intrinsic value on personal well-being. Data 
shows that engaging with culture (visiting, attending, and participating) significantly increases overall life 
satisfaction.17

It is estimated that volunteers at sites throughout the NHA generate nearly $100,000 annually as a result of 
their volunteer services.18 Volunteers at the Sangre de Cristo NHA have given their time to specific projects 
and initiatives of the NHA and related sites within the heritage area. These benefits are in addition to the  
$99.4 million annual impact generated by the NHA. 

Conclusion 

Regional attractions are a great draw because they offer more reasons to visit an area and generate longer 
stays among tourists while at the same time increase the ability to pursue grant funding that can help preserve 
and enhance the attractions. Cultural tourism has impact through aesthetic, educational, environmental, social, 
and historical components. 

NHAs are valuable economic contributors to the regions in which they operate. The partnerships they create 
and facilitate, and the efforts put forth by each NHA to attract visitors, create economic development and 
preserve the culture, history, and assets of their regions to truly make a difference in local communities. The 
Sangre de Cristo NHA has historically proven to be essential to the lives of people in the southern Colorado 
region, specifically within Alamosa, Conejos, and Costilla counties. 

Preservation and appreciation of cultural elements have socioeconomic values. The Sangre de Cristo NHA is 
committed to preserving the historical, social, and economic value of its existence in a way that strengthens 
residents’ and visitors’ understanding and appreciation for generations to come. The unearthing of the beauty 
and continuous, strategic maintenance and landscape conservation of the Sangre de Cristo NHA is part of the 
challenge of historic preservation, but a challenge with major economic, social, and community benefits to the 
region.

14. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/446273/Health_and_educa tional_benefits_of_sport_and_culture.pdf

15. Ibid.

16. Ibid.

17. Ibid.

18. Primary data about number of volunteers and hours volunteered was provided to Tripp Umbach by Sangre de Cristo NHA. A conservative assumption of
$23.56 per hour was used to calculate the value of volunteer services.
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APPENDIX A: DEFINITION OF TERMS

Study Year

Three-Year Average of 2017, 2018, and 2019. 

Total Economic Impact

The total economic impact of an NHA includes the direct, indirect, and induced impact generated in the economy 
as a result of the institution’s presence.

Direct Economic Impact

Direct impact includes items such as operational spending, spending by visitors to the NHA, and grantmaking/
capital expenditures.

For example, the economic impact of visitors to NHAs is the primary source of economic benefit to the regions 
in which NHAs operate. The direct consequence of travel expenditures becomes business receipts that in turn are 
used to pay wages and salaries and taxes.  

Indirect Economic Impact

Indirect impact, also known as the multiplier effect, includes the re-spending of dollars within the local economy 
by vendors and suppliers.

For example, indirect impacts are related to local businesses spending part of their receipts on goods and services 
they require to serve customers, including investment in new equipment and structures. In turn, their suppliers 
must purchase certain items from others. This is the multiplier effect of economic activity attributed to visitor 
spending to NHAs. Each level of impact creates salaries, employment, and tax revenues.

Induced Economic Impact

Induced impact measures the effects of the changes in household income. For example, this impact includes 
the household spending of the wage and salary income generated by the visitors to the NHA. Induced effects 
refer to money recirculated through the economy as a result of household spending patterns generating 
further economic activity.

Direct Employment

Total number of jobs created in the economy as a result of operations, tourist spending, and grantmaking activities.

Indirect Employment

Indirect employment is the additional jobs created as a result of the institution’s economic impact. Local companies 
that provide goods and services to an institution increase their number of employees as purchasing increases, thus 
creating an employment multiplier.

Multiplier Effect

The multiplier effect is the additional economic impact created as a result of the NHA’s direct economic impact. 
Local companies that provide goods and services to an institution increase their purchasing by creating a multiplier. 
Multipliers in this study are derived through IMPLAN.

Government Revenue Impact

Government revenue that is collected by governmental units in addition to those paid directly by an institution, 
including taxes paid directly by employees of the institution, visitors to the institution, and vendors who sell 
products to the institution.
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APPENDIX B: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The study and analysis within utilizes recommendations from previous research to establish a procedure and 
baseline analysis of how NHAs impact the economy. The research protocol established utilizes existing NHA 
data collection processes to streamline efforts required by an NHA to complete the analysis. 

The estimates made in this analysis are intentionally conservative as not to inflate the results. In fact, the 
estimates are conservative in that many types of visitor spending are not counted due to limitations of data 
collection and trip purpose. In most cases, visitor counts and trip purpose are not quantified with existing 
data sources. All sites utilized visitor counts prepared for the National Park Service, with a majority relying on 
partners and visitor counts from the primary attractions and visitor centers in their area. 

A three-year average of visitor counts to the NHA regions was utilized to provide a data-driven estimate 
of the annual number of visitors and accounts for spikes in visitor activity that can occur due to special 
circumstances. The final visitor impact estimates are substantial and demonstrate the importance of heritage 
tourism to a local economy. We must be aware that within economic analysis, the results are dependent on 
the data sources utilized to conduct the analysis.19 Day visitors were more likely to make the trip specifically 
to visit the heritage area attraction than visitors on overnight trips. The report identifies these limitations and 
the effect they have on the analysis. Collecting visitor data is a challenge to the existing resources of NHAs. 
Approximations of visit data for different facilities may not be completely consistent and vary considerably. 
As with all economic impact assessments, data utilized should be viewed as estimates based on the best 
information presently available.

Tripp Umbach based visitor and general tourist spending patterns on National Park Visitor Spending estimates 
established in 2015.20 The use of a secondary source provides the analysis with a research-based assumption 
that can be readily duplicated in future years for additional impact studies. 

The bulk of economic activity supported by NHAs is accounted by the spending of visitors to NHAs. The type 
of visitor can be segmented into specific groups consistent with those identified in previous impact studies 
conducted for the NPS. The segments identified as NHA visitors were local day trip, non-local day trip, and 
overnight hotel/motel guests. This analysis utilizes the spending patterns of these three distinct NHA visitor 
segments. Visitor spending estimates rely on reported visitors to each NHA, followed by breaking down visits 
into segments with distinct spending patterns and applying spending averages based on existing spending 
trends.

19. In most cases, we lack a clear definition of which visitors to the destination should be considered “heritage area visitors” and there are questions about
the accuracy and consistency of visitation statistics reported by some facilities. In a previous study, Stynes et. al. research identified that on average, 57% of
visitors to an NHA reported that one or more of the attractions in the heritage area was the primary purpose of their trip.

20. Thomas, Catherine C. and Lynne Koontz. 2015 National Park Visitor Spending Effects: Economic Contributions to Local Communities, States, and the
Nation. April 2016.
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