PAGE 11

FULFILLING
A DREAM
Cowgirl dedicates life
to rodeo

PAGE 8

A PIRATE'S
LIFE FOR THEM

Meeker students perform
musical comedy

PAGE 22

STRIKE-ING
BACK

Craig resident bowls
despite paralysis
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CARE GROUP: The
Care Giver’s Support Group
meets at 2 p.m. today at
Sandrock Ridge Care and
Rehab. The support group
is for people dealing with
Alzheimer's or other related
dementias. Call Tracey

‘ Behrman at 826-4100.
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All busy on the Western Slope

Energy, housing separate region from national fears

By COLLIN SMITH
DAILY PRESS WRITER

A year ago, Craig business owners Mike
Anson and Jay Oxley sat down to discuss

whether they wanted to start pursuing
development on property they own within

city limits.

They settled on yes, Anson said, because
they wanted to begin what Anson termed
a “long process” while the local economy
continued moving up.

Now, in the wake of the Bear Stearns
Companies buy-out and national invest-
ment paranoia — which experts say stems
from the housing market fall — Anson said
the two are not 100 percent on moving for-
ward with their residential subdivision.

But, “right now, if you asked our opin-
ion.” Anson said. “we would say. ‘yes,
we're looking to do it.™

Northwest Colorado’s future looks
good, he said, despite the national pic-
ture.

“On a national level, you hear
all this stuff, and there prob-
ably are problems out
there, but the econo-
my in Northwest
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Colorado is pretty strong,” Anson said. “My
gut tells me, with the energy crisis in the
world, and those companies doing n:a]ly
well, this area should be strong for a while.”

That’s not to say Anson. who owns
Anson Excavating and Pipe has been free

from doubt.

“Even with my business. there were times [
woke up this winter in the middle of the night.”
he said, “wondering if I should scale back-
ward, sell some of my equipment, because
I didnt want to get stuck with a bunch of
equipment and no work out there.”

It’s all confusing. Anson said, and there’s
little to no way for someone to tell where
the market will go, for the nation or Craig.

“I'm not an economist,” Anson said.
“Like I was saying, there have been a few
nights of lost sleep this winter just won-
dering what is going on out there.”
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from the national credit problem.
* How long the Westem Slope’s bubble lasts is

unknown, but record demand far energy suggests
regional qmmh will fast for the foreseeable future.

When you plan for the future, do you
plan for tomorrow or do you plan for the
next five years?

What’s the difference, and which is the
rosier picture?

By all accounts. the mountains of
Colorado’s Western Slope have more roses
on them than the hills and valleys in most
of the country.

The Western Slope’s future looks fertile,
as well.

“I'd say (the Western Slope is) com-
pletely independent of the credit situation
in the rest of the country,” said Alexandra
Hall, Colorado Department of Labor and
Employment chief economist, pointing
to an expanding energy industry and a

healthy housing market.

The numbers back up her estima-
tion.

According to the U.S. Bureau
of Economic Analysis, Northwest
Colorado has outpaced the state
and the country since the 2000

national recession in popula-

tion growth, wage increases and
employment growth — in some
cases, by double and triple.

The current national credit
picture, however, does not look
promising, perhaps most notably
illustrated by current events on
Wall Street.

Bear Stearns, one of the largest
global investment banks, approved
a4 merger agreement last week with

JPMorgan Chase, another global finan-
cial firm, because of a liquidity crisis.

Bear Stearns did not have enough cash
on hand — or liquidity — to back up
loans or attract investors, who held money
back because they did not believe the
company’s assets were as valuable as pro-
jected.

The investment bank, Hall said, was too

See ECONOMY on page 10
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ECONOMY: Opportunity from energy industry activity driving the Western Slope
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mvolved in sub-prime invest-
ments, including not only hous-
mg but also other ventures, such
s start-up businesses

The banking industry as a
whole, she said, 15 suffering fall-
out from two problems,

Some banks lent money to
people who should not have
received @ loan because there
wits o way for them to pay, and
when those people filed bank-
ruptcies or suffered foreclo-
sures, banks could not recoup
lending losses.

Those losses rippled through-
out the country because banks
sold some of those home mort-
gages 1o other banks as good
mvestments, Private investors
started buving parts of them,
as well, Hall said.

Now, the players are getting
burned and becoming reluctant
1o grant loins or invest in other
ventures, Hall said.

With losses coming in, banks
were short on available cash and
did not want to lend to Bear
Stearns. The investment firm
could not attract other investors
and had to sell

“That has just created this
malaise across the credit indus-
try,” Hall said. “Banks are much
more nervous about lending,
and that’s the reason the Fed is
trying all these strategies to get
people involved.™

Namely, lowering interest
rates so investors will seize the
chance to spend money.

Many banks and investors,
however, are waiting to see how
many sub-prime loans ure left out
there to fail before committing
more capital, Hall said. When
they become more confident, the
country will see more spending.

How long before markets stia-
bilize is anyone's guess.

“One should never doubt
the power of psychology,” Hall
said

Happy days?

Common psychology around
Moffat County is that times are
good, at least for as long as any-
one is comfortable guessing.

One local bank manager said
his bank is confident about
investments in the area.

“1 think, locally, we're stll
optimistic on the banking side
here that our hosuing mar-
ket 1s sull going to be pretty
good because the demand is
there,” said Robert Wiens, First
National Bank of the Rockies
Craig location bank manager

“There’s a demand here. 1
think, locally, we're good — this

AL a1

ECONOMISTS SAY A FAILING HOUSING MARKET is one of U mujor Bsctons in the mution's curnent Sromcinl orsts. Hoever, anvea nesidents sy housing in Moffas Couny stlll is sroog,

year anyway.”

The Western Slope, however,
is not invincible

“It's vulnerable,” Wiens said.
“We have the energy compa-
nies. That’s really given us the
edge. Where there's exploration,
there’s opportunity. We're see-
ing subdivisions going through
the process, and those people
did their homework.”

Opportunity from ener-
gv industry activity creating
opportunity in construction Is
the kind of beneficial nipple
effect economists see driving
the Western Slope.

Vernon Yoder, 43, owns local
contracting company Sturdy
Built Structures of Craig
He moved here from Grand
Junction i July

“We didn't expect to see much
economic strength here when we
moved,” Yoder said, “We thought
we'd be able 10 come to the desert
and rest, but we're busier here
than in Grand Junction.”

Yoder's company does mostly
commercial construction, he
said, with a limited resxlential
operation

Although Yoder agrees with
the general conception that ener-
gy development drives regional
fortunes, he thinks growth in
nearby Steamboat Springs will
benefit Moffat County after

energy operations slow down.

Don't burst my bubble

Steamboat, In general, is
known for its tourism and qual-
ity ol life

Ben Alexander, for one,
thinks that may be the key to
the region’s continued econom-
i SuCcess,

Alexander is the associ-
ate director for Headwaters
Economics, which last year con-
ducted a large-scale economic
assessment of Colorado, Wyo-
mung, Utah and New Mexico.

Headwaters researchers found
Colorado’s Western Slope was
not benefiting from one boom,
but two: energy and amenities.

“The Western Slope was mn a
boom before the latest oil and gas
boom,” Alexander said. “From
the 1990s on, when you look at the
fastest-growing rural communities
in America, its in places where
people moved there because they
wanted to live there.,”

The common model ol job
creation driving populiation
migration does not apply to
those cases, western Colorado
included, Alexander said.,

“Where natural and cultural
landscapes are most attractive,
that's where people started 1o
move, start new businesses and

seemmgly for the most parn
prosper,” he said

“In the future, we think how
those two booms (energy and
lifestvle) co-exist with cach
other will determine a lot of
how long growth can last.”

As far us the energy compa-
nies go, neither Alexander nor
Hall expect them to suffer from
the national credit problem,
which both said bodes well for
the Western Slope’s (uture.

“Some institutions have a
liquidity problem, but it’s not
ltke nationally we have a hiquid-
ity problem,” Alexander saidl.

The demand for energy —
including oil, gas and coal
has never been higher, he said.
As long as energy companies
continue to turn work into prof-
its, mvestor dividends and cash,
those companies will continue
fo invest in opportunitics

Right now. Alexander said,
energy companies consider
Northwest Colorado a good
opportunity. As long as tha
perception remains, the area
will reap benelits.

Which & not to say Moftat
County has nowhere (o go but up

In regards to new residential
subdivisions, Jamic McAnally,
Northwest American  Realty
part owner, said two weeks ago

that Craig’s housing market
likely would see a downwand
correction in the near future.

It's not that the market was
super<inflated, but pnices had
gotten so high that it would be
natural to see a little drop.

Anson said he has the same
inkling, adding he too thinks
the correction likely will be an
adyustment and not a fall.

At the city, sales tax numbers

considered by economists to
be a strong indicator of general
economic strength and local
buying power are only mn
from the state through January.

Whatever fallout eventually
hits from national investment
problems have not come to
Craig, yet, city Finance Director
Bruce Nelson said

He added, guessing the ccon-
omy's future is an inexact sci-
ence,

“It has a lot 10 do with peo-
ple's perceptions,” he said. “It's
an emotional nide, and (inves-
tors here) may hold off because
they're not sure.

“It's hard 1o tell, day to day,

‘month to month, what'’s going

to happen.”

Collin  Smith can be
reached at 8§735-1794 o
cesmithi@craigdailypress.com
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