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Introduction

At its core, human mobility is a matter of health. The majority of our health is determined by non-clinical 
factors such as one’s social and economic environment, physical environment, and health behaviors.1 
These social determinants of health make up the context in which we live, work, learn, and play. People’s 
power to keep themselves safe, fed, and economically stable hinges on their ability to move around and 
access resources. Regardless of demographic, socioeconomic, or ability group, all people have the right 
to get to these places and services safely. 

While mobility is a central component of human activity, it is in no way unique to the human experience.2 
Each year, millions of animals set out on epic migratory journeys across the globe in search of food, 
shelter, and mating opportunities.3 In the Spring, a subspecies of monarch butterfly embarks on a 
1,900-mile journey north from central Mexico to backyards in the U.S. and Canada.4 Monarch migration 
is also a matter of health and survival. Unable to endure long, cold, Northern winters, these butterflies 
travel a monumental distance over multiple generations to access safe and hospitable overwintering 
grounds.5

Like monarch butterflies, humans in every community context must move around to find resources 
and services. Transportation is the necessary means by which this movement is accomplished. Access 
to safe, reliable, and affordable transportation is the thread that weaves communities and the social 
determinants of health together. Transportation equity is the equal opportunity of all people to reach 
their destinations without burden to their health, safety, or finances. Improving transportation equity 
involves meeting people’s needs based on their unique circumstances and removing barriers so that 
all people can move and thrive.6

1   Hariprasad, Hernandez, and Singh, An Equity Action Guide, 6; “Social Determinants of Health,” Healthy People 2030; Booske 
et al., County Health Rankings Working Paper, 1. 
2 

 Meekan et al., “The Ecology of Human Mobility.”
3   “Nature’s Most Impressive Animal Migrations,” National Geographic Society.
4   Handwerk, “Twelve Epic Migratory Journeys.”
5   “Monarch Butterfly,” National Museums Scotland.
6   Hariprasad, Hernandez, and Singh, An Equity Action Guide, 9.

Improving transportation equity involves meeting people’s 
needs based on their unique circumstances and removing 
barriers so that all people can move and thrive.
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It is the responsibility of transportation decision-makers, including elected officials and transportation 
planning staff, to implement equity-focused programs and policies. It is the obligation of the transpor-
tation sector to ensure that all people can travel safely and stay connected in the ways that they desire. 
As author Sara Dykman bicycled north along the migratory path of the monarch butterfly, she reflected 
on the importance of safe passageways—“You can’t protect just one aspect of a traveler’s journey; to 
protect the traveler, you must protect their every step, every wing beat.”7 Just as migrating monarchs 
need safe habitats from “here to there, in the summer, spring, winter, and fall,”8 it is the right of every 
resident of our cities, counties, and state to be connected to their community and be granted safe 
passage along each step of the way.  

7   Dykman, Bicycling with Butterflies, 103.
8   Dykman, Bicycling with Butterflies, 103. 



Reconnecting Communities: 
A Vision for Transportation Equity in Colorado

Reconnecting Communities: 
A Vision for Transportation Equity in ColoradoPage 5Page 4

Colorado Community Transportation Needs

Historical Transportation Planning Priorities

The ultimate purpose of transportation is to provide 
safe passage for people between spaces necessary for 
them to live, work, and play. Unfortunately, transpor-
tation policy and investment have not been made with 
this purpose in mind. Rather than serve the needs of 
people and communities, transportation investment 
over the last 100 years has been focused on defending 
the rights of cars. Metrics traditionally used to evaluate 
the success of a transportation system, such as Level 
of Service (LOS) or vehicle-miles traveled (VMT), pri-
oritize the system’s capacity for frequent and efficient 
car travel.9 This prioritization of cars has resulted in an 
endless positive feedback loop of highway expansion, 
increased number and speed of cars on the road, 
harmful emissions, and unsafe, unaffordable, inefficient 
conditions for any person who doesn’t drive a car.10 

The prioritization of cars in transportation investment is evident in the most recent national infrastruc-
ture policy. The Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, passed by the 117th United States Congress in November 
2021, provides $643 billion in funding for surface transportation improvements.11 Of that $643 billion, 
67% ($432 billion) is dedicated to highways.12 Only 17% ($109 billion) is dedicated to transit.13

In the Denver Metro area, transportation planning and land use design has always centered cars as the 
default mode of transportation.14 Transportation and land use investment that prioritizes cars is grossly 
inefficient. Neighborhoods in metro Denver and the southern Front Range are “far apart, low-density, 
and zoned for single- and multi-family homes.”15 This means that regardless of mode, people need to 
travel great distances to access food, education, work, and healthcare.16 Where mixed-use development 
does exist that is walkable or transit-accessible, housing is unaffordable and thus limited to higher-in-
come households.17

9    Hultin et al., Recalibrating Transportation, 2. 
10   Hultin et al., Recalibrating Transportation, 2, 13. 
11   Osborne, “Keynote,” 24:14.
12   Osborne, “Keynote,” 24:40.
13   Osborne, “Keynote,” 24:45.
14   Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 16.
15   Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 16. 
16   Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 16.
17   Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 16.

Rather than serve 
the needs of people 
and communities, 
transportation 
investment over the 
last 100 years has been 
focused on defending 
the rights of cars.
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Colorado Communities Excluded 

Many people in Colorado communities do not have access to a car. While car ownership may appear as 
a given, 5% of Colorado households have no vehicles available and 29.4% of households have only one 
vehicle available.18 There are approximately 2.1 million households in Colorado each with an average 
of 2.6 persons.19 That means over 270,000 Coloradans do not have access to any vehicle. Furthermore, 
many older adults in Colorado are not comfortable driving or are not licensed to do so. Nationally, 
10.5% of adults ages 75–79 years, 18.2% of adults ages 80–84 years, and 41% of adults ages 85 years 
or older are not licensed to drive.20 In Colorado, that is approximately 67,000 individuals who are not 
licensed to drive and have no choice but to rely on other forms of transportation.21

Car ownership is also financially unattainable 
for many Coloradans. The average annual 
cost of vehicle operation and ownership for a 
person that drives a small sedan the average 
15,000 miles each year is $7,230.22 The cost of 
owning and maintaining any type of vehicle 
larger than a small sedan is even higher. On 
average, “low-income households spend 37% 
of their annual income on transportation, 
almost twice the percentage of middle-income 
households.”23 Thus, travel by car creates a 
significant transportation cost burden and is 
not a viable option for many Coloradans. 

Many disproportionately impacted communities (DICs) in Colorado do not benefit from a transportation 
system that prioritizes the needs of cars. Approximately 40% of Coloradans live in DICs.24 A DIC is gen-
erally defined as a community “where the proportion of households that are low-income, that identify as 
minority, or that are housing cost-burdened is greater than 40%.”25 Unfortunately, 9% of Coloradans live 
in poverty.26 In 2020, approximately 427,000 Colorado households (20%) had made less than $35,000 of 
income in the previous 12 months.27 Additionally, minority populations in Colorado are growing—includ-
ing Hispanic (of any race), Black/African American, Asian/Pacific Islander, and American Indian/Alaska 
Native populations.28

18  “Vehicles Available,” United States Census Bureau. 
19  “QuickFacts Colorado,” United States Census Bureau.
20  “Table DL-20,” U.S. Department of Transportation. 
21  “S0101: Age and Sex,” United States Census Bureau. 
22  “Your Driving Costs,” AAA. 
23  Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 17.
24  Furuichi and Maniak, Transportation and Land Use Planning Equity in Colorado, 23.
25  “HB21-1266 Environmental Justice Disproportionately Impacted Community,” Colorado General Assembly. 
26  “QuickFacts Colorado,” United States Census Bureau.
27  “QuickFacts Colorado,” United States Census Bureau; “S1901: Income in the Past 12 Months,” United States Census Bureau.
28  “Demographic Summary January 2022,” Colorado Department of Local Affairs. 

On average, “low-income 
households spend 37% 
of their annual income 
on transportation, almost 
twice the percentage of 
middle-income households.”
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Minority and low-income communities generally have higher rates of public transportation usage than 
their white, higher-income counterparts. About 5% of United States commuters typically use public 
transportation.29 That rate is generally higher for minority groups.30 Additionally, there is a compelling 
relationship between low-income household status and transit ridership.31 In Denver, more than 30% 
of commuters that make less than $25,000 in annual income use public transportation to get to work.32  

Unfortunately, public transportation and infrastructure spending don’t mirror these ridership patterns. 
Many transit planning and operations strategies were built around the idea that there are two distinct 
types of transit riders—dependent (assumed to be Black) and choice (assumed to be white).33 Since 
“dependent” riders have no option but to use transit, the primary emphasis for these investments is 
providing service—not necessarily good service. On the other hand, lines and routes that serve “choice” 
riders are designed to be fast, reliable, safe, and comfortable to entice riders to get out of their cars.34 
Denver’s regional transit investment has prioritized building expensive light rail that serves suburban, 
low-ridership routes.35 Meanwhile, “the busiest transit route in the city—where the higher capacity of 
rail would have the most benefit—is a bus in mixed traffic.”36

Colorado Communities Harmed

Not only does transportation planning prioritize cars over people, it systematically harms certain groups. 
Nationwide, transportation and urban planning are steeped in racism. After the Federal-Aid Highway 
Act of 1956, interstate highway planners “routed some highways directly, and sometimes purposefully, 
through Black and brown communities.”37 Transportation spending has systematically harmed minority 

29  Burrows, Burd, and McKenzie, Commuting by Public Transportation in the United States: 2019. 
30  Tan et al., “Amid the pandemic, public transit is highlighting inequalities in cities.” 
31  RTD, Residential Parking in Station Areas: A Study of Metro Denver, 5.
32  Tan et al., “Amid the pandemic, public transit is highlighting inequalities in cities.”
33  Spieler, “Racism has shaped public transit.”
34  Spieler, “Racism has shaped public transit.”
35  Spieler, “Racism has shaped public transit.”
36  Spieler, “Racism has shaped public transit.”
37  King, “A Brief History of How Racism Shaped Interstate Highways.” 

Transportation spending has systematically harmed minority 
communities, subjecting them to unsafe spaces, polluted 
air, and isolation from necessary destinations like healthcare 
facilities, recreational facilities, and schools.
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communities, subjecting them to unsafe spaces, polluted air, and isolation from necessary destinations 
like healthcare facilities, recreational facilities, and schools.

Today, transportation planning in Colorado continues to disproportionately harm minority and low-in-
come communities resulting in limited mobility and elevated health risks. For instance, the Colorado 
Department of Transportation (CDOT) initiated the Central 70 project in 2019 despite intense community 
opposition.38 Rather than fund a project that would create green space and options for public transit, 
CDOT chose to expand the highway. This decision degraded air quality, displaced 5% of the neighbor-
hood, and increased the number of people living in unhealthy proximity to the highway.39 Disparity in 
infrastructure placement breeds disparity in health outcomes.40 Living near a highway or roadway 
increases exposure to traffic-related air pollution which is linked to respiratory conditions like wheezing, 
decreased lung function, childhood asthma, and cardiovascular disease.41 The neighborhood of Elyria-
Swansea, in close proximity to both Interstate 70 and Interstate 270 in north Denver, is considered the 
most polluted in the country.42 Children living by the highway have asthma hospitalization rates “40% 
higher than Denver as a whole.”43 Overall, residents of Globeville and Elyria-Swansea suffer from some 
of the highest rates of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, obesity, and asthma in the City of Denver.44 

The safety of low-income and minority communities 
in Colorado is also threatened by the current trans-
portation system. The number of traffic-related fatal-
ities in Colorado increased by 2.3% from 2019–2020 
and by 13.7% from 2020–2021;45 however, not all 
groups face equal danger. Fatality rates per 100 
million miles traveled are “systematically higher 
for Black and Hispanic Americans for all modes 
and notably higher for vulnerable modes,” namely 
pedestrians and cyclists.46 During one study period, 
Black Americans died at more than 4 times the rate 
of white Americans while cycling and more than 2 
times the rate while walking.47 Disparities are also 
seen by income. People walking in lower-income 
communities are more likely to be struck and killed 
by drivers than those walking in middle- or high-in-
come communities.48

38  Schluntz and Hiatt, Comments on Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 11. 
39  Schluntz and Hiatt, Comments on Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 11. 
40  Schluntz and Hiatt, Comments on Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 12.
41  “Transportation and Health,” American Public Health Association. 
42  Turkewitz, “Colorado Aims to Expand a Main Artery, but Beleaguered Neighbors Balk.”
43  Turkewitz, “Colorado Aims to Expand a Main Artery, but Beleaguered Neighbors Balk.” 
44  Armijo et al., How Neighborhood Planning Affects Health in Globeville and Elyria-Swansea, 5.
45  “Colorado Fatalities by Person-Type (2002-2022),” Colorado Department of Transportation. 
46  Raifman and Choma, “Disparities in Activity and Traffic Fatalities by Race/Ethnicity,” 160.
47  Raifman and Choma, “Disparities in Activity and Traffic Fatalities by Race/Ethnicity,” 160.
48  Doyle, “Safety over speed week.” 

Fatality rates per 100 
million miles traveled 
are “systematically 
higher for Black and 
Hispanic Americans for 
all modes and notably 
higher for vulnerable 
modes,” namely 
pedestrians and cyclists.
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A long history of racist infrastructure investment and continued transportation planning policies that 
prioritize cars over communities have left many Coloradans unhealthy, unsafe, and disconnected. 
Providing and maintaining equitable transportation options for Colorado communities does more than 
get people from point A to point B. Transportation equity is essential for addressing systemic disparities 
in health outcomes and access to housing, education, employment, criminal justice, and recreation.49 All 
people deserve access to reliable, affordable, and safe transportation options.

49  Denver Streets Partnership, Denver Streets Partnership Strategic Framework, 2. 

Providing and maintaining equitable transportation options for 
Colorado communities does more than get people from point 
A to point B. Transportation equity is essential for addressing 
systemic disparities in health outcomes and access to housing, 
education, employment, criminal justice, and recreation.
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A Vision for Transportation Equity

Current transportation investment and infrastructure serves cars. It excludes large swaths of Colorado 
community members and puts them directly in harm’s way. Luckily, leaders across Colorado are cur-
rently presented with a unique opportunity to turn the tide on transportation. By the end of 2022, CDOT 
and Front Range metropolitan transportation organizations will prioritize more than $4 billion in trans-
portation funding.50 The Federal Department of Transportation has centered equity as a Department-
wide strategic goal.51 With an influx of new federal and state funding, Colorado transportation is at a 
unique crossroads. 

Now is the time for transportation stakeholders across the state to reset project priorities based on 
community needs and realign investments toward projects that reduce car dependency, provide safe 
passage for people, and prioritize equity.52 Safe passage will provide all Coloradans with the opportunity 
to live healthy lives in connection with their community. By realigning transportation funding priorities 
and infrastructure with the needs of communities, Colorado can move away from a system that serves 
cars and build a system that serves people.53 

Transportation is about so much more than cars, bikes, or roads. Reliable and affordable transportation 
“is the bridge to daily activities that keep us healthy, including a variety of food choices, safe environ-
ments, services, jobs, and schools.”54 When transportation is built and maintained with equity in mind, 
the benefits ripple far and wide by increasing jobs, stimulating the economy, and keeping communities 
connected.55 A system built equitably 
works better for everyone.56

The following two case studies demon-
strate how the injustices highlighted 
above are impacting Colorado commu-
nities today. These studies illustrate the 
transportation needs of local commu-
nities through the lens of hypothetical 
mothers, brothers, and seniors. They 
shed light on different investment and 
infrastructure opportunities available 
to remedy existing injustices and offer a 
vision for a transportation system that 
truly serves all Coloradans.

50  Hultin et al., Recalibrating Transportation, 1. 
51  “Equity,” U.S. Department of Transportation. 
52  Hultin et al., Recalibrating Transportation, 2. 
53  Schluntz and Hiatt, Comments on Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 12.
54  Hariprasad, Hernandez, and Singh, An Equity Action Guide, 26.
55  Hariprasad, Hernandez, and Singh, An Equity Action Guide, 28.
56  Hariprasad, Hernandez, and Singh, An Equity Action Guide, 8.

Now is the time for transportation 
stakeholders across the state to 
reset project priorities based on 
community needs and realign 
investments toward projects that 
reduce car dependency, provide 
safe passage for people, and 
prioritize equity.
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Case Study 1: Regional Trails in Routt County

Routt County is home to a magnificent landscape of mountains and river valleys in Northwest Colorado 
on land first inhabited by the Ute tribe.57 Since the Yampa Utes began hunting and fishing in the Yampa 
Valley over 1,500 years ago, humans have continued to travel through and interact with the land in 
diverse ways.58 Routt County has always been a place of change and growth. Beaver trappers, pros-
pectors, farmers, coal miners, and ranchers have traveled to the area.59 Railways and county roads 
were built to accommodate the transportation needs of these diverse populations.60 Recreation and 
tourism are pillars of Routt County’s economy today, and people are moving around differently than 
they used to. To truly serve the people of Routt County, changes in community needs must be matched 
by transformed transportation corridors. 

Housing, demographic and land use factors in Routt County are changing rapidly. There are an increas-
ing number of residents in Routt County today that are very affluent and don’t rely on the local economy 
for their livelihood.61 Additionally, 51% of the homes in the City of Steamboat Springs and 43% of all 
homes in Routt County are owned by people that don’t even live in the area.62 Home prices in many 
areas of the county have appreciated by 10–15% each year since 2015.63 Increasing real estate prices 
in and around Steamboat have resulted in workers needing to live in communities outside the city and 
commute to work.64 Home prices have even doubled in historically more affordable areas such as Oak 
Creek, Stagecoach, and Hayden.65 These changes have necessitated the consideration of Future Growth 
Areas, physical areas that have or are planned for new growth and development in Routt County.66 
One such area is West Steamboat—home to the Steamboat II, Heritage Park, and Silver Spur Estates 
neighborhoods.67 Combined, these neighborhoods house a population of about 1,200 and almost 200 
homes have been added since 1998.68

Current transportation conditions in Steamboat and Routt County have been molded to serve the 
tourism and recreational needs of the area and haven’t transitioned to serve new regional growth and 
development. The existing transportation infrastructure in and around Steamboat is mostly locally 
focused. Steamboat Springs Transit logs more than 620,000 annual miles and moves more than one 
million riders each year.69 While the transit service is generally financially accessible with high rider-
ship, the geographic layout of the bus routes does not serve many that live and work in the area. Even 

57  “City to recognize Indigenous people of Yampa Valley,” Steamboat Pilot & Today. 
58  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 10. 
59  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 10-11.
60  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 10-11.
61  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 35.
62  Hohl, “Just over half the homes in city of Steamboat Springs owned by out-of-towners.”
63  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 35.
64  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 42.
65  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 35.
66  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 27.
67  “About Us,” Steamboat II Metropolitan District.
68  “About Us,” Steamboat II Metropolitan District.
69  “Steamboat Springs Transit,” City of Steamboat Springs. 
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in the summer, more than one-third of the stops on the local bus route directly service the ski resort 
or hotels and condominiums associated with the mountain area.70 The westernmost stop on the route 
is at the Steamboat Campground,71 which is still two miles east of the West Steamboat neighborhoods. 
Similarly, the Yampa River Core Trail, a paved multi-use path that runs through Steamboat Springs and 
along the Yampa River, terminates within the City of Steamboat Springs and does not connect to West 
Steamboat.72 Transportation infrastructure that exists largely within the boundaries of the city leaves 
residents of West Steamboat and other surrounding areas without access to connected trail networks 
or convenient transit connections. 

Regional expansion of infrastructure such as the Core Trail would provide vital access for populations 
that are currently disconnected. For instance, consider the transportation needs of a hypothetical high 
school graduate named Erin who has recently moved to Routt County to work as a server at a local 
restaurant in downtown Steamboat Springs. Erin rents a room in Oak Creek, where relatively affordable 
housing provides an attractive alternative to the expensive housing available in Steamboat.73 While the 
majority of Oak Creek commuters travel to Steamboat for work, there is no existing bus service between 
the two towns.74 With no transit available and no trail network to provide active transportation options, 
Erin has no choice but to drive 21 miles to and from work each day. Rising with gas and maintenance 
prices, the cost of commuting is significant for Oak Creek workers.75 

Results of a community survey done in 2015 indicated a strong public preference for developing a trail 
along Oak Creek and additional trails in the area.76 Regional trails to surrounding areas like Phippsburg, 
Stagecoach, and even Steamboat Springs would provide residents and visitors with key connections 
to services and the means to hike or bike into neighboring towns.77 Routt County is benefiting from the 
growing popularity and accessibility of electric bicycles (E-bikes).78 E-bikes are an economical transpor-
tation option—purchasing and operating an E-bike for 3 years costs less than operating a car for only 
1 year.79 The extension of the Core Trail from Steamboat Springs to Oak Creek would provide Erin and 
others in her community with cheaper, safe and healthy alternatives to car travel.

Consider now the transportation needs of Julian, a hypothetical 5th-grade student who lives with his 
family in West Steamboat and attends the Sleeping Giant School just outside the City of Steamboat 
Springs. Julian comes from a working-class immigrant family that, like many families in Routt County, 
has limited access to a vehicle.80 Julian’s father takes their one vehicle to work on a construction site 
out of town each morning. This leaves Julian, his mother, and his younger sister with no access to a 
vehicle throughout the day. Even if Julian is able to ride the school bus to and from school each morning 
and afternoon, he has no flexibility to travel outside of the school bus schedule. If Julian needs to leave 

70  “Steamboat Springs Transit,” City of Steamboat Springs.
71  “Steamboat Springs Transit,” City of Steamboat Springs.
72  “Yampa River Core Trail,” Colorado Trail Explorer. 
73  Corser and Page-Allen, Oak Creek Comprehensive Plan, 22. 
74  Corser and Page-Allen, Oak Creek Comprehensive Plan, 39. 
75  Corser and Page-Allen, Oak Creek Comprehensive Plan, 39.
76  Corser and Page-Allen, Oak Creek Comprehensive Plan, 45.
77  Corser and Page-Allen, Oak Creek Comprehensive Plan, 46-47.
78  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 44.
79  “Ebikes in Colorado,” Bicycle Colorado. 
80  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 44.
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school early or arrive late for any reason, he must walk or ride his bike for almost a mile along the 
narrow shoulder of Highway 40 to get between school and his neighborhood in West Steamboat. Julian 
is also not able to participate in soccer because there is no safe way for him to travel from Sleeping 
Giant School to Emerald Park81 across town for soccer practice. 

Extension of the Core Trail would provide safe passage for community members like Erin and Julian. 
Connection to Oak Creek would give Erin the option to ride an E-bike to and from work each day, 
significantly reducing her transportation cost burden. Extension of the trail from the city border out 
to West Steamboat and past Sleeping Giant School would transform access for Julian and his family. 
Julian could safely bike to school when needed and take his sister to the school on the weekend to play 
on the playground. Julian would also be able to bike to soccer practice after school—all while staying 
off the street to avoid vehicle traffic and dangerous crossings. 

The transportation needs of Steamboat Springs have outgrown the official city limits. Extension of the 
Core Trail and other regional trails would provide community members with crucial and safe trans-
portation corridors. Respondents in a public outreach survey done in March 2022 identified extending 
the Core Trail and providing inter-connectivity between growth centers as two key mobility themes.82 
A recent Yampa Valley Community Health Needs Assessment also recognized transportation as one 
of four “drivers” of health.83 Routt County has recognized the need to “think regionally and move for-
ward with big and unprecedented transportation projects” while giving equal consideration to those 
community members who rely on walking, biking, and transit.84 Further development of the Core Trail 
and other regional trails is an equitable, innovative, and health-promoting solution that will benefit 
all Routt County community members who need to stay connected to school, jobs, and recreational 
opportunities.

81  “Athletic Fields and Parks,” City of Steamboat Springs Parks and Recreation. 
82  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 22.
83  Health Management Associates, Yampa Valley Community Health Needs Assessment, 3.
84  CushingTerrell, Routt County Master Plan, 42.
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Case Study 2: Transit in the San Luis Valley

The town of Antonito, Colorado sits at the southern end of the San Luis Valley, approximately 6 miles 
north of the Colorado-New Mexico border. Antonito is located in Conejos County on the ancestral, tradi-
tional, and contemporary lands of the Apache, Kiowa, Pueblo, Navajo, and Ute tribal peoples.85

Antonito is a small statutory town with a total population of around 650 people86 and a rich tradition 
of non-vehicular transportation. The Cumbres & Toltec Railroad was constructed in 1880 to serve 
the silver mining district of the San Juan mountains on the eastern edge of the valley.87 It travels 
between Chama, New Mexico and Antonito, covering land that no automobile can.88 Conejos County 
is also home to the second largest Amish community in Colorado,89 who use horses and buggies to 
travel.90 These communities don’t allow ownership of motorized vehicles but ride along and use public 
transportation.91 Despite this identity of non-vehicular travel, there are many members of Antonito and 
greater Conejos County that cannot access necessary resources and places due to lack of affordable 
and efficient transportation options.

The San Luis Valley is the largest alpine valley in North America.92 It harbors a great diversity of 
natural and cultural settings, with dramatic landscape changes and deep art and cultural traditions.93 
It is also the home to many historically underserved and overburdened populations.94 Conejos County 
is considered a county of persistent poverty with 20% of residents earning incomes below the federal 
poverty level.95 From 2016–2020, the median annual household income was only $33,611.96 A startling 
30% of households earn under $20,000.97 Conejos County also has a higher proportion of older adults 
over the age of 65 years (19%),98 communities of color (55%),99 and people with disabilities (20%)100 than 
the average Colorado community.

The unique geographic, socioeconomic, and demographic positioning of Antonito presents a great need 
for affordable and efficient regional transit options. A majority of Conejos County residents commute 

85  “San Luis Valley: The Cradle of Colorado,” Colorado’s Museum Trail.
86  “County and Municipal Population Timeseries,” Colorado Department of Local Affairs.
87  “Cumbres and Toltec History,” Cumbres and Toltec. 
88  “About Us,” Cumbres and Toltec. 
89  “Colorado Amish,” Amish America. 
90  Schrader, “Amish settle in Colorado’s San Luis Valley.” 
91  Schrader, “Amish settle in Colorado’s San Luis Valley.”
92  San Luis Valley Community Action Agency, Community Needs Assessment, 2. 
93  San Luis Valley Community Action Agency, Community Needs Assessment, 2. 
94  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 4. 
95  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 36.
96  “QuickFacts Conejos County,” United States Census Bureau. 
97  San Luis Valley Community Action Agency, Community Needs Assessment, 46.
98  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 7.
99  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 7.
100  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 8.
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north for work—22% to the city of Alamosa which has 43% of jobs in the San Luis Valley region.101 While 
it is more cost-effective to live in Antonito or other nearby communities than in Alamosa, transportation 
costs represent a significant financial burden. Conejos County residents spend approximately 40% of 
their income on transportation.102 For many, travel by car is simply not an option—5% of homeowners 
and 16% of renters in Conejos County do not have access to a vehicle.103 For those that do not have 
access to a vehicle or do not drive, very few transportation options exist to get people to and from 
Antonito. A 2019 survey found that the most common barriers related to public transportation in the 
San Luis Valley transportation planning region are a lack of coverage of existing services, insufficient 
frequency of service, and insufficient span of service.104 There are zero local, regional, or interregional 
transit providers that connect Antonito to surrounding towns or counties.105 

Despite great need, innovative transportation solutions have not been prioritized for funding in the San 
Luis Valley. Transportation resources are the third most commonly identified community health need 
in the region.106 Additionally, public transportation infrastructure is understood to be a reasonable and 
effective resource for improving access to healthcare and eliminating poverty.107 Despite the proven 
importance of public transportation infrastructure, transportation investment in the region maintains 
an auto-centric system rather than providing safe options for people without a car. CDOT near-term 
project funding in the Southwest planning region overwhelmingly favors highway improvements and 
resurfacing over transit. Throughout years 1–4 of a 10-year project pipeline, a total of $173.7 million is 
allocated for highway and rural paving combined and a mere $1.15 million for transit.108 Over the full 
10-year timeframe, transit dollars account for only 2.7% of the total proposed spending.109

Innovative transportation solutions in the San Luis Valley can transform connections for hardwork-
ing community members whose needs are not served by the current system. Consider the cost of 
transportation for a hypothetical single mother of two named Ana that lives in Antonito but works in 
Alamosa. Since there are no fixed-route transit services available between Antonito and Alamosa, Ana 
has no choice but to drive a car 28.4 miles to and from Alamosa each workday. Over approximately 
260 days she drives 14,768 miles just to get to work each year. With gas prices in Conejos County 
averaging $4.08 per gallon (as of September 7, 2022)110 and an average fuel efficiency of 22.9 miles per 
gallon,111 commuting to work will cost Ana over $2,600 annually for fuel alone. This doesn’t account for 
the substantial costs associated with vehicle purchase, vehicle maintenance, insurance, or parking. In 
Conejos County, 90% of households with female householders are in poverty.112 If Ana makes $21,831 

101  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 36.
102  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 10.
103  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 36.
104  Colorado Department of Transportation, San Luis Valley Coordinated Public Transit & Human Services Transportation 
Plan, 8. 
105  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 12-14, 37.
106  San Luis Valley Health, Community Health Needs Assessment Report, 3. 
107  San Luis Valley Health, Community Health Needs Assessment Report, 6, 8.
108  Colorado Department of Transportation, Vision for Colorado’s Transportation System, 19. 
109  Colorado Department of Transportation, Vision for Colorado’s Transportation System, 19, 24.
110  “Gas Prices,” AAA. 
111  “Average Fuel Efficiency of U.S. Light Duty Vehicles,” Bureau of Transportation Statistics.
112  San Luis Valley Community Action Agency, Community Needs Assessment, 31. 
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annually113 and must spend 40% of that on transportation,114 she will have only $13,098 left for the year 
to spend on all other necessary expenses for herself and her two children. 

Additionally, consider the mobility needs of a hypothetical 75-year-old senior named Eddie who doesn’t 
drive but needs to travel north every two weeks to attend a diabetes education class at the San Luis 
Valley Health Clinic in La Jara. La Jara is about 14 miles north of Antonito and is the closest location 
for advanced hospital or emergency medical care. There is no public regional transit with regular 
service from Antonito to La Jara.115 Of older adults and adults with disabilities surveyed in 2019, more 
than 75% said they have trouble finding transportation for medical appointments.116 Human services 
providers such as Northerners Seniors Inc. and Conejos County Department of Social Services offer 
transportation services in the area but don’t offer fixed routes—they only operate based on available 
resources and client needs.117 If the human services providers don’t have drivers, vehicles, or other 
resources available at the time that Eddie needs to travel to the clinic, he will miss his necessary 
medical appointment unless he has friends or family available to drive him.

Affordable and reliable regional transit options would transform the lives of both Ana and Eddie. Transit 
would eliminate or drastically reduce Ana’s reliance on a car and save her thousands of dollars each 
year that could be used on food, housing, healthcare, or other resources necessary to keep her family 
happy and healthy. Transit would provide Eddie with connectivity and reliable access to vital healthcare 
services. It would reduce his dependence on family, friends, or neighbors, and provide reliability that 
existing human services options aren’t able to provide due to resource limitations.

Low-income and other DICs in the San Luis Valley deserve to be served by a transportation system that 
is affordable and reliable. Colorado has an amazing opportunity to provide these communities with the 
services and connections they need. It is time that residents of Antonito and other areas of the San Luis 
Valley be able to lean into their rich tradition of non-vehicular travel and benefit from a system built to 
serve them. Maintaining the status quo by not acting now to transform transportation will continue to 
cost San Luis Valley communities greatly. Creative solutions must be implemented so that communities 
historically left behind are prioritized and served.

113  “Poverty Thresholds for 2021,” United States Census Bureau.  
114  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 10.
115  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 13.
116  Colorado Department of Transportation, San Luis Valley Coordinated Public Transit & Human Services Transportation 
Plan, 9.
117  Felsburg, Holt and Ullevig, San Luis Valley Transit Plan, 13.
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