HIGH COUNTRY NEEDS REBALANCING TO TURN 'COLD BEDS' INTO HOT ONES
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For Colorado's ski towns, the 21st century will be characterized as an era of "redevelopment" rather than "development."  For starters, the term "ski town" will morph into mountain community, because skiing will no longer be the sole driving force in our high-country economics.  No major ski resort has been built in this state since Beaver Creek opened in 1981, but the mountains are booming.  Why?  Growth in our ski towns and valleys has far outpaced the construction of lifts and other on mountain facilities.  It's helpful to note that while the entire U.S. ski resort industry brings in less than $3 billion annually, real estate sales alone in Eagle and Pitkin counties totaled more than $2 billion during the last year.  So in the next century, the debate in our mountain communities will focus on where the real action is occurring, not at the ski resort but in the adjacent communities.  There are certainly dozens of significant environmental concerns worth discussing, from the fate of the Canadian lynx to congested traffic on Interstate 70.  But ultimately the economic and environmental sustainability of our mountain towns and adjacent public lands will hinge on revolutionary local land use policies for private property.  Many of our favorite mountain towns are both overdeveloped and out of balance.  A full 70 percent of the properties in Vail are owned by out-of-towners that typically use their vacation homes for only a week or two each year.  In Aspen, because there is an international demand for a limited local commodity, the average price of a dwelling has surpassed the $2 million mark.  The majority of the work force can't afford to live in Aspen or Vail, so policemen, chefs, ski tech, accountants and lift operators commute 100 or even 200 miles a day, clogging the roads and polluting the air.  Similarly, there is a lack of affordable guest accommodations, a shortage that drives up the cost of skiing and cuts into the bottom line of local businesses.  The only real solution is aggressive local legislative policy that will over time buy back "cold beds" and turn them into "hot beds," while also ensuring that all future growth is sustainable.  Simply put, a "cold bed" is regularly occupied, whether as a primary residence, a guest accommodation or as a time share unit.  This taking back of our mountain communities will require great compromise and it won't come without considerable gnashing of the teeth by, among others, property owners, Realtors and developers.  Our country is founded on the constitutional protection of property rights, but the very future of our mountain communities will require vision, cooperation and flexibility in dealing with those rights.

