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Garfield County and its neighbors; Rio Blanco County to the north; Mesa County to the south; and Pitkin 
County to the southeast, form an integrated economic region. Mesa, Rio Blanco and Garfield counties share a 
common reliance on natural resource extraction, tourism and ranching. Rio Blanco County is the least 
populated county in the region, but has considerable natural resource wealth and future development 
potential. Mesa County’s Grand Junction, the largest community in the region, is a shopping, health care and 
services destination for many residents of western Colorado, as well as for multiple Utah communities to the 
west. 

Pitkin County, and the resort towns of Aspen and Snowmass Village, adjoins Garfield County on its 
southeastern boundary. During the winter, the only automobile access to these resorts is through the 
communities of Glenwood Springs and Carbondale along Highway 82 and through the Roaring Fork Valley. As 
a result, many residents who work in Pitkin County reside in Garfield County.  

Glenwood Springs, the largest community in Garfield County, serves as a shopping and service center for a 
broad regional area. Glenwood Springs garners a significant share of its retail and commercial services from 
Pitkin County generated demand, and also attracts business from Eagle County to the east, which includes 
the towns of Eagle and Gypsum. The town of Rifle, about 25 miles west of Glenwood Springs, has grown 
rapidly in recent years, largely in association with the area’s natural gas industry. Rifle is emerging as a 
second County retail center. 

History 
Garfield County was founded on February 10, 1883, eight years after Colorado statehood, and named in 
honor of President James A. Garfield, who was assassinated two years before County formation.   

The oldest known human habitation in Garfield County was on Battlement Mesa where an Indian pit house 
was discovered that dates back approximately 3,000 years.  Along the Colorado River and especially along the 
Roaring Fork River, was the land of the Tabagauche Utes who enjoyed 7,000 square miles of prime hunting 
ground and the healing waters of the Glenwood Hot Springs.  The first white men who visited Garfield County 
were two Spanish Franciscan Friars, Silvestre Escalante and Francisco Dominguez who came to Colorado in 
1776.  The top three nationalities that settled in Garfield County were German, Irish and English. 

Prospectors from Leadville had reported carbonate deposits in the area as early as 1870.  Several parties 
entered the territory and built Fort Defiance, 3 ½ miles east of the Vapor Caves.  Another camp was made on 
the Flat Tops and named Carbonate City, which later became the first county seat of Garfield County.  
Carbonate City is now an abandoned mining camp.  In August of 1883 by resolution of the County 
Commissioners Glenwood Springs was named as the county seat.  The first election was held on November 6, 
1883. 

Glenwood Springs, originally called Defiance, is at the confluence of the Roaring Fork and Colorado rivers. In 
1887, the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad extended tracks through Glenwood Canyon and into Glenwood 
Springs, serving Aspen and surrounding mining towns and connecting Garfield County with Denver and points 
east. Railroad service remains an important economic support of the local economy.  

The Glenwood Hot Springs Pool was constructed 1887 and remains a nationally recognized spa and 
recreation center. The hot springs and pool have been a major visitor attraction for over 120 years. The 
White River National Forest, which is home to seven of the nation’s largest and most recognized ski resorts, 
was formally instituted 1905 and continues to be a major force influencing the local economy and defining 
urbanization patterns. 
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Demographics  
• Population 
With 56,953 people, Garfield County is the 12th most populated county in the state of Colorado out of 64 
counties.  Generally Garfield County has experienced a steady increase in population over the past few 
decades but with more rapid growth occurring between 2004 and 2009. This was largely the result of a 
burgeoning natural gas extraction industry, but also due to an ongoing but slower expansion of tourism, 
second home development and regional services. During this period, there was a significant in-migration of 
new workers and families, which fueled housing development, retail expansion and rapid wage growth. At 
times during this period, Garfield County experienced shortages of labor and a rapidly appreciating housing 
market.  

In 2008, an abundance of new natural gas reserves were uncovered elsewhere around the country and the 
value of natural gas began a national decline. The national recession also cut spending on travel, tourism and 
second home development, with predictable declines in all measures of local economic activity. 

Due to the national and local recession population remained flat in 2011 and experienced a modest 0.2 
percent growth rate in 2012.  Forecasts indicate that the population of Garfield County will resume an 
upward trend in 2013 with a robust 3.0 percent per year growth rate over the next 20 years. This is largely 
predicated on continued growth in managing operating gas wells an eventual resurgence in natural gas 
exploration and development. The tourism industry is also expected to contribute to local economic 
expansion.  The population is estimated at 61,202 for 2014.  The U.S. Census Bureau reported a population of 
56,960 in 2012.  

 
Source:  Colorado Division of Local Government (DOLA), https://dola.colorado.gov 

 

Garfield County has five municipalities that stretch along the Colorado River and the I-70 corridor and one 
town, Carbondale, which is situated along the Roaring Fork River and closely tied to the economic fortunes of 
Aspen and Snowmass Village. Glenwood Springs remains the largest local community in the county. In the 
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period 1990 to 2010, the town of Rifle, which is about 25 miles west of Glenwood Springs, absorbed the 
majority share of the county’s new growth—largely because of Rifle’s proximity to the most active natural 
gas development areas. The incorporated municipalities have absorbed most of the County’s growth for 
many years, a reflection of expanding services and industrial sectors, as well as the slowly diminishing role for 
agriculture and ranching. Population in unincorporated areas, as a percent of total county residents, shrank 
from 57 percent of all county residents in 1990 to 40 percent in 2012. 

Population of Cities and Towns within Garfield County, July 2012 

Area 
 

Population 

Carbondale 6,496 

Glenwood Springs 9,707 

New Castle 4,565 

Parachute 1,096 

Rifle 9,297 

Silt 2,923 

Unincorporated Area 23,004 

Total 57,148 

Source:  Colorado Division of Local Government (DOLA), https://dola.colorado.gov 

Like much of western Colorado, Garfield County has a largely Anglo population with a significant Hispanic 
minority population, which grew rapidly during the mid-2000s energy boom. The county’s proportion of 
Hispanic and Anglo populations mirrors that of the state as a whole. 

Ethnic Diversity, 2012 

Ethnicity or Race 
 Percent of 
population 

Caucasian or White 68.8% 

Hispanic 28.3% 

Other 2.9% 

Total 100% 

Source:  http://www.city-data.com/county/Garfield_County-CO.html 

 

• Income 
Steady growth in per capita personal incomes took place until 2008 peaking at $42,666. In 2009 per capita 
personal income for Garfield County declined by 13 percent followed by a more moderate drop in 2010.  
2011 and 2012 saw a return to growth. 
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drastically in 2008. There was a significant reduction in both jobs and the available labor force (approximately 
14 percent over a two year period) and the unemployment rate spiked, reaching a peak of 11.7 percent in 
March 2010.  Since then there has been a steady drop in unemployment and as of November 2013 Garfield 
County’s unemployment rate was 5.9 percent, lower than both the State at 6.5 percent and nation at 7.0 
percent.  It is expected this rate will continue to decline albeit at a slow pace. 

 
Source: Colorado Department of Labor and Employment (CDLE) 

At the end of the 2nd quarter, 2013 the estimated average annual wage in Garfield County was $43,628, 89 
percent of the Colorado average annual wage. Garfield County ranks as the 10th highest wage in the state. 

 
• Industry Sector Overview 
Between 2003 and 2008, Garfield County employment experienced strong growth, increasing by 10,500 jobs, 
or about 5 percent per year.  

Total Jobs in Garfield County from 2001-2012 

 
Source: Colorado Department of Local Affairs  

1.0%

2.5%

4.0%

5.5%

7.0%

8.5%

10.0%

15,000

20,000

25,000

30,000

35,000

40,000

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Labor Force, Employment and Unemployment Rate

Total Labor Force Employment Unemployment Rate (%)

20000

25000

30000

35000

40000



 

 

 

During this 
The largest 
which includ
extraction-r
local constr
estate const
large share 
Pitkin count
the 2nd quar
distribution

 
 

same period 
increase in e
des oil and ga
related jobs o
uction indust
truction, beg
of contractor
ties. Since 20
rter of 2013 t
. 

of rapid econ
mployment s
as production
occur in other
try lost a sign
inning in abo
rs, fabricators
10, Garfield C

the constructi

To

S

nomic expans
hare by categ

n activities. It 
r employment
ificant share 
ut 2009, had 
s and supplier
County has se
ion industry a

op Employers 

Source: Garfield Co

sion, there wa
gory occurred
should also b
t categories, 
of county em
a major impa

rs that suppo
een a rise aga
and retail trad

in Garfield C

ounty Finance Dep

as a significan
d in the minin
be noted that
such as const

mployment. Th
act on Garfiel

ort the second
in in the cons
de were the l

County, 2012

partment.   

nt shift in emp
ng and natura
t many natura
truction and t
he downturn 
ld County, wh
d home indus
struction indu
eading the em

ployment pat
al resources in
al resource 
transportatio
in resort-rela

hich was hom
stry in both Ea
ustry.  At the 
mployment 

 

16

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

 |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

tterns.  
ndustry, 

on. The 
ated real 

me to a 
agle and 
end of 

6

|
y



 
 

• Energy 
Natural Res
economic in
industry em
Blanco coun
statewide m
industry slo
prospects e
within Garfi

The natural 
escalation in

Natural Gas
grade liquid
value of NG
production.
currently re

Garfield Cou
gas prices h
and Garfield

and Natural 
ource develo

nfluence on G
mployment fo
nties. Betwee
mining employ

wed in 2009 
lsewhere in t
ield County. 

gas boom, w
n gas prices. 

s Liquids (NG
d fuels and NG
GL products h

 The price of
emains at high

unty has evol
ave declined,

d County cont

Resource Ind
opment, speci
Garfield Count
r the State of

en 2004 and 2
yees, which t
as gas prices 

the U.S. Curre

which spurred

Ls), which ar
GL values typ

have become 
f NGLs mirror
h levels, and b

ved from a n
, overall Garf
tinues to dom

dustry 
ifically natura
ty over the la
f Colorado wa
2005, Garfield
hen leveled o
fell and oper

ently approxim

 Garfield Cou

re often a byp
pically follow c

a more impo
rs the price o
boosting the 

ew explorato
ield County g

minate region

al gas and pro
ast decade. As
as located in G
d County expe
off and mode
rators began p
mately 9.5 pe

unty’s econom

product of ga
crude oil pric
ortant elemen
of crude oil w
value of gas p

ory play to a la
gas productio
nal gas produc

ospectively oi
s of 2008, nea
Garfield and t
erienced a ra

estly declined 
pulling drillin

ercent of Colo

my in the 200

as well produ
ces. As the pr
nt of the ove

which, althou
production w

arge gas prod
n continues t
ction.   

l shale, has h
arly one-third
the neighbor
pid increase i
between 200
g rigs to purs

orado mining 

0s, was drive

 

uction, are us
ice of natura

erall economi
gh experienc

within Garfield

ducing county
to rise as new

 

ad the most d
d of all mining
ing Mesa and
in its share of
06 and 2009. 
sue emerging 

employment

en in part by a

sed to produ
l gas has dec
cs of well dri

ces price fluct
d County. 

y. Although n
w wells come 

17

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

  |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

dramatic 
g 
d Rio 
f 
The 
gas field 

t is 

a rapid 

ce lower 
lined the 
illing and 
tuations, 

atural 
on-line, 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2012 Gar
energy prod
percent of s
production 

During the l

Source: Co
 

Prospects fo
$6.7 billion 
previously r
decline in d
Colorado’s d

rfield County 
duction repre
state oil prod
in 2012.   

last eight yea

Total A

olorado Oil and Ga

or future grow
Rockies Expre

restricted loca
rilling activity
drilling permi

produced 2.7
esents a signif
uction, Garfie

rs, Garfield C

Active Wells, 

as Conservation Co

wth in northw
ess pipeline, w
al natural gas
y, as shown b
its were for p

75 million bar
ficant share o
eld County ac

County has ha

Garfield, Me

Note: Each year r
ommission (COGCC

west Colorado
which has all

s distributions
elow, has bee

projects locate

rrels of oil and
of the statewi
ccounted for 4

d a rapid incr

esa and Rio Bl

reports active well
C), Colorado Oil an

o gas drilling h
eviated some
s. Although th
en even more
ed in Garfield

 

 

 

 

 

d 701.4 BCF o
de totals.  Th
41.2 percent 

rease in activ

lanco Countie

ls at midyear. 
nd Gas Informatio

have been bo
e well to mark
he growth in 
e pronounced
d County.   

of natural gas
hough it make

of the state’s

e oil and gas 

es, 2004 to 2

 

n System Producti

olstered by th
ket shipping c
production h
d.  In 2011, 27

.  Garfield Co
es up almost 6
s natural gas 

wells.   

012 

ion by Colorado Co

he completion
constraints th
as been nota
7.3 percent o

18

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

 |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

ounty’s 
6 

ounty. 

n of the 
hat had 
able, the 
of 

8

|
y



 
 

 
Of 77 total a
January 2, 2
number in G

Estimated U
new fields, 
lower costs
(Exxon, Tot
financial res
the U.S. and
to very large

Nationally, g
remain soft 
completed. 

Over a long
gas reserves
commitmen

Local gas-re
production 
well pads, d
of gas wells
production 

Well develo
approximat
as more we
pumpers an
As a result, 

active drill are
2012, there ar
Garfield Coun

U.S. natural g
in places like

s than the re
tal, Noble) h
sources and d
d Canada ens
e reserves in 

gas reserves w
until demand
National gas 

er period, nat
s will likely ov
nts. Demand s

elated employ
employment

drill for gas an
 in productio
workers will 

opment emplo
ely 30 worke
lls are drilled

nd manpower
the long-term

Source: 

eas in Colora
re 9 active dr

nty has dropp

gas reserves h
e New York, 
elatively diffic
have recently
development 
suring improv
Canada may 

will likely gro
d, particularly
prices are ve

tural gas has 
vercome histo
should rise qu

yment consist
. Well develo

nd complete w
n. Most gas w
be necessary

oyment is mo
rs per well, a
 off a single p

r for the gas p
m transition f

Annual

Colorado Oil and G

do as of Nove
illing rigs in G
ed from 20 ri

have expande
Pennsylvania
cult and exp

y purchased 
capability. N

ved connectio
dampen pric

w faster than
y from electri
ery sensitive t

significant en
oric power ut
uickly with ec

ts of two dist
opment includ
wells. Gas pro
wells in Garfie
y as long as we

ore volatile an
lthough num

pad. Mainten
plants, is estim
rom explorat

l Drilling Perm

Gas Conservation 

ember 2011, 
Garfield Count
igs in January

ed 30 percen
, Illinois and 
ensive drillin
significant p
ew collection
ons between 
es—particula

n gas demand
ic generation 
to economic c

nvironmental
tility reluctan
conomic reco

inct subgroup
des drilling cr
oduction wor
eld County ha
ells are in pro

nd mobile dri
bers fluctuate
ance related 
mated to requ
ion and deve

mits 

Commission (COG

21 were loca
ty, all of whic

y 2011 but inc

nt in the past
Texas, have 

ng in northw
positions in U
n pipeline con

production a
arly in a prolo

d for a numbe
 facilities, can
conditions, w

 advantages 
ce to make lo

overy.  

ps: well deve
ews and asso
kers oversee 

ave a projecte
oduction.  

lling related e
e as efficient 
employment
uire about on

elopment to o

 

GCC) 

ted in Garfiel
ch are natura
creased since

t two years, 
been found 
estern Color
U.S. shale ga
nstruction is u
and demand,

onged econom

er of years; pr
n respond and

weather and in

over coal and
ong-term gas-

lopment emp
ociated suppo

the operatio
ed 20-30 year

employment 
newer rigs re

t, including w
ne worker per
operations sug

ld County.  As
l gas rigs. The

e the fall of 20

but other res
to be develo
ado. Large o

as reserves, 
underway thr
 although co

mic slump.  

rices are likely
d pipelines ar
nternational s

d the abunda
-contract 

ployment and
ort workers th
ns and maint
r lifespan and

requires 
eplace older r
ork over crew
r six complete
ggests far few

19

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

  |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

s of 
e 
011.    

serves in 
opable at 
operators 

ensuring 
roughout 
nnection 

y to 
re 
stability.  

nce of 

d gas 
hat build 
tenance 
d gas 

rigs and 
ws, 
ed wells. 
wer jobs. 



 

 

 
20

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

 |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

In addition to the local economy, the natural resources industry also has a significant impact on Garfield 
County taxes and revenues. In 2013, 70.3 percent of total property tax assessed values were accounted for by 
the oil and gas industry and of that 66% came from natural gas production.  

 

Source: Garfield County Assessor  

After a substantial drop in value between 2010 and 2011, assessed values increased in 2011 and 2012 and 
have since then dropped again. 

 

Source: Garfield County Assessor 

 
 
 
 

70.3%

12.1%

10.7%

3.3% 2.8% 0.8%

2013 Assessed Value Distribution

Oil & Gas

Residential

Commercial & Industrial

Public Utilities

Vacant

Agricultural

816.4 922

1772.5

2857.9

5242.2

3410.4 3931.1

2895

201.7 257.6
568.3

1745.3

1867.1

3879.9

2032.4

2870.9

2032.4

 $-

 $1,500

 $3,000

 $4,500

 $6,000

Total and Oil and Gas Assessed Values

Total Taxable Assessed O&G Taxable Assessed

Millions



 
 

21

20
14

 A
DO

PT
ED

 B
UD

GE
T 

  |
 G

ar
fie

ld
 C

ou
nt

y,
 C

O

The County’s 2013 top taxpayers are in the oil and gas industry. 
 
 

Company  2012 Assessed Value  

WPX Energy Rocky Mountain, LLC $894,786,370  
Encana Oil & Gas (USA) Inc $469,538,300  
Bill Barrett Corporation $318,725,580  
Oxy USA  $133,424,460  
Bargath, Inc $82,581,170 
Grand River Gathering, LLC $66,504,600 
Enterprise Gas Processing, LLC $59,149,420 
Antero Resources $57,079,170 
Chevron  $36,397,790  

Source: Garfield County Assessor 

• Retail and Tourism 
In addition to the natural resources industry, retail and tourism are an important part of the Garfield County 
economy. The previously noted “boom” period 2002 to 2008 is evident in retail sales trends, as is the sharp 
economic decline beginning in 2008. Some retail recovery in 2011 and 2012 is evidence suggesting a return to 
improved economic conditions.   

In Garfield County, total sales exceeded expenditures by nearly 55% in 2013, which equates to a total of over 
$970M spent by non-residents.  This is not surprising, due to the tourist trade and the fact that Glenwood 
Springs is a major retail hub for Garfield County, as well as adjacent to Pitkin & Eagle Counties.   

 

Garfield County Retail Sales, 2002 to 2012 

 

Source: Glenwood Springs Chamber Resort Association – Trends Newsletter 
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Source: Garfield County Community Development Department 

The valuations of the building permits issued tells a more positive story however. In 2013 these increased for 
the first time since 2007. Valuations are spread equally between commercial and residential construction and 
a small portion to other types. 

 
Source: Garfield County Community Development Department 
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A spike in home foreclosures was one consequence of the most recent economic recession. As the housing 
market recovers, the nation and Colorado are experiencing a drop in the number of foreclosures. In 2012 the 
number of foreclosures dropped for the first time since 2007 with a significant decrease of 23 percent from a 
high of 701. In 2013 foreclosures continued their rapid decline recording 283, 60% off the peak. This trend is 
expected to continue in 2014 with 197 foreclosures estimated.   

 

 
 
 

• Human Services 
The demand for economic security support has progressively increased since 2008 as this chart of the 
caseloads in the Garfield County Department of Human Services demonstrates: 
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Economic Summary and Budget Forecast 

As discussed above, the Garfield County economy has, for the most part, shown signs of improvement in 
2013. It is expected that this trend will continue in 2014 albeit at a slow pace. With upturns in the housing 
and job markets, incomes are expected to rise and with it an increase in retail and tourism and 
correspondingly sales tax revenues. Despite a decline in 2013 assessed values and corresponding 2014 
property tax revenues, the long-term outlook is positive with an expected increase in property tax revenues 
for 2015. While preparing the 2014 budget recognition of this fact was included and drove decisions both in 
the short-term and with long term impacts. 

At the same time the county continues to experience high demand for many of its services, especially Road 
and Bridge and Human Services. With careful and prudent management and efficient use of funds and 
resources it is expected that the county will be continue to provide quality services while maintaining 
operating expenditures at similar levels in 2014 and beyond.  
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