
To: Mayor and Town Council 

From: Economic Development Department 

Date: December 20, 2022 

Subject: Steward Vail Destination Stewardship Plan - Review of Pillars 3 & 4 

I. Background

Early in 2022, the town embarked on an innovative path to guide how it manages an 
economy founded 60 years ago almost entirely on tourism. With town revenues 
continuing to achieve new highs following the depths of pandemic containment, the 
town is re-examining how tourism can generate additional value to the community. As a 
result, Vail now is among the first places in the United States. to frame tourism planning 
around a destination stewardship approach. 

Vail's choice signals a forward-thinking commitment to a holistic planning approach that 
engages the entire community in addressing challenges and finding new opportunities 
for their globally known and treasured destination. Vail is seeking a best-in-class 
strategy, guided by principles of sustainability, to create a shared vision for a thriving 
tourism economy that supports quality of life and quality of experience for all those who 
care about Vail. The stated purpose for this work, which has been shared widely within 
the community, is as follows: 

II. Purpose of the Plan

Managing the growth of Vail’s tourism economy,
 Protecting Vail’s way of life and the natural environment that is beloved by the 

community 
 Maintaining a world-class experience for our visitors and residents 

Another desired outcome for Vail is to fulfill one of its last requirements for achieving 
certification to the Mountain IDEAL standard. This standard, recognized by the Global 
Sustainable Tourism Council, requires approval for a destination management plan
within the five-year certification cycle. By making substantial progress toward this goal, 
Vail will remain on track for achieving this certification. Upon Council approval of the 
Steward Vail Plan, Vail will become just the second destination in the world to achieve 
the standard. 
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The town engaged a first-time partnership among three leading tourism organizations --
MMGY NextFactor, Better Destinations, and the Travel Foundation to develop the plan. 
Collectively and individually, these partners are focused on reshaping tourism to meet 
global challenges. Their aim is to re-frame the definition of tourism success to generate 
new community benefits through regenerative tourism strategies and methodically 
identify tourism impacts and ways of mitigating them. 

 
Unlike a town master plan, this Destination Stewardship Plan centers on how Vail's 
tourism economy connects with the life of the Vail community and the natural 
environment. It focuses on ways to position the town's key economic driver even more 
effectively for success over the next 10 years and how it can support even more 
benefits for the Vail community and the natural environment. All recommended actions 
are intended to be achieved within 10 years. 

 
III. Public Engagement and Components of the Steward Vail Plan 

 
A. Public Engagement 

 
To ensure that the voices of Vail and other Eagle County residents were heard 
and honored, the process incorporated an extensive collection of tactics for 
gaining community input and insights. 

 
 A total of 986 Vail residents took part in a resident sentiment survey fielded 

from late May to early August 2022. A large majority (72 percent) identified as 
year-round residents, while the remainder was seasonal. 

 Another 131 Eagle County residents filled out the same survey between mid- 
July and early August. This version was made available at the request of 
down valley residents who wished to be heard as well. (Findings attached as 
Appendix B.) 

 Most of the 1,465 respondents who participated in the Town's semiannual 
Community Survey weighed in on three tourism-related questions (which TOV 
allowed the consulting team to share). 

 About 250 Vail and other Eagle County residents took part in three sets of 
public engagement sessions -- a total of six in-person and two virtual 
sessions. 

 About 180 Vail and other Eagle County residents were invited to join in 12 
focus groups centering on a wide range of tourism-related topics. These 
included a focus group seeking perspectives of Vail's Spanish-speaking 
residents and workers. 

 About 30 Vail and other Eagle County residents participated in in-depth, 1:1 
interviews. These included current elected officials, past mayors, and long- 
time residents as well as representatives of leading community nonprofits and 
the town's Sustainable Destination MOU Partners. 

 Throughout the process, Vail and other Eagle County residents were invited 
to visit an information hub, EngageVail.com/Stewardship, to register for public 
engagement events and stay abreast of findings. 
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B. Brand Perception and Consumer Segmentation Study

The Vail Local Marketing District Advisory Council commissioned a national 
study from Strategic Marketing & Research Insights (SMARInsights). The survey 
was designed to deliver insight into Vail's competitive position and whether or 
how sustainability fits with Vail's image and appeal.

C. Sustainability Analysis
A key deliverable for the planning process was for the Travel Foundation to 
document, review and analyze Vail’s existing sustainable tourism and destination 
management initiatives against current global trends. This analysis assessed 
Vail’s progress in addressing Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) criteria 
and the Mountain IDEAL standard, while diving deeper into such areas as impact 
management, optimizing tourism’s value, and climate action. The analysis 
covered 24 impact areas, including economic, environment, societal, cultural, 
tourism product, and governance. It identified 10 high-priority areas for attention, 
mostly relating to environmental and economic issues, and another nine medium- 
priority areas. Five areas were deemed low-priority. 

D. Optimal Value Framework. 
Another key deliverable for the planning process is the Optimal Value Framework 
(OVF), is a strategic approach developed by The Travel Foundation that can be 
used in guiding destination stakeholders to optimize the value of tourism for their 
community, agree on balanced measures of success, and prioritize the impact 
areas most important for them to manage carefully and resource sufficiently. 

 
E. Steward Vail Planning Framework. 

Findings from research and stakeholder engagement were shared in a one-day 
visioning session in August attended by about 25 community leaders, including 
Mayor Kim Langmaid. All shared insight into five proposed Strategic Pillars and a 
lineup of potential plan objectives. These have been shared for discussion with a 
large variety of groups, including Vail's six Sustainable Destination MOU 
Partners, the Planning and Environmental Commission, the Vail Economic 
Advisory Council, the Sustainable Destination Council, the Vail Local Marketing 
District Advisory Council, and in public validation sessions in October. The 
feedback has been collected meticulously and incorporated into the version that 
now is being shared with Council for review over three upcoming Council 
meetings: December 6 and December 20, 2022 and January 3, 2023. 

 
The Planning Framework is designed to align with the four town council priorities. 
An overarching vision is supported by five Strategic Pillars, as follows: 

Four Town Council Priorities 
Economy  Experience  Community  Environment 

What the Town of Vail's regenerative tourism economy will achieve for all in Vail: 
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The Steward Vail Vision 
The premier sustainable mountain resort community

creating economic vitality to deliver a high quality of life, inspiring experiences, 
and stewardship of climate, land, water, and wildlife. 

Five Strategic Pillars

Be Better Together. 
Embrace local and regional collaboration and public-private partnerships to solve
community challenges and capitalize on opportunities. 

Key Objectives 
1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Double the supply of deed-restricted housing – from 

1,050 to 2,100 – for Vail residents and workers by 2032 through a regenerative, 
collaborative approach. 

2. Join forces to create an integrated network of transit services connecting the 
Vail community with major hubs and the rest of Eagle County. 

3. Collaborate on a wide-ranging childcare strategy to support the needs of Vail’s 
working families.

4. Leverage partnerships across Eagle County to expand the positive impacts of 
Vail’s climate initiatives. 

5. Join in partnerships to stimulate local entrepreneurship as a way of diversifying 
Vail’s economy and creating career pathways. 

6. Continue to build and strengthen partnership with Vail Resorts to identify 
solutions for achieving shared objectives. 

Enhance Vail's 'World-Class Experience'
Foster memorable experiences and positive interactions to serve all in Vail. 

 
Key Objectives 

1. Embrace technology to deliver seamless experiences, manage resources such 
as parking and trails, and create strategies to increase visitor spending.

2. Continuously build Vail’s image as a community that offers first-class service 
and accepts everyone for who they are. 

3. Leverage the local arts and creative economy to create exceptional year-round 
cultural experiences and diversify business development. 

4. Expand the appeal of Vail’s healthy outdoor lifestyle by advancing 
opportunities for physical and emotional wellness, especially in partnership 
with renowned healthcare providers in Vail. 

5. Broaden access to the world-class experience to attract and reward workforce 
and local stewards. 
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Invigorate Vail's Spirit
Tap into Vail's creativity and innovation to foster a stronger sense of community. 

Key Objectives: 
1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Develop a multi-purpose community, civic and cultural 

center to enliven the Vail lifestyle and foster local connections. 
2. Create a marketplace/food hall to spark and support creation of more locally 

owned food and retail businesses. 
3. Develop a fitness center as a community amenity and gathering place. 
4. Engage the community in ways to enhance Vail’s cultural heritage, 

architecture, green space, and overall sense of place. 
5. Facilitate community connection to town activities and decision making. 

Advance Vail Stewardship as a Global Model. 
Show and uphold Vail's commitment to environmental stewardship, lead local community 
action, and be an inspirational example for others worldwide. 

Key Objectives: 
1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Embrace clean-energy innovation and partnerships to 

operate a nearly carbon-free snow-melt system in the cores of Vail Village and 
Lionshead Village. 

2. Build Vail's resiliency against emergency interruption of power with a clean- 
energy backup system. 

3. Dedicate human and financial resources to address high- and medium-risk 
impacts identified in the Vail Sustainability Analysis. 

4. Establish quality of the Gore Creek watershed as a key measure of 
success for environmental stewardship. 

5. Galvanize collaborative climate action in the tourism sector through leading by 
example, educational initiatives, embracing local partnerships and striving to 
maintain global sustainability certifications 
o Leverage partnerships across Eagle County to expand the positive impacts 

of Vail’s climate initiatives.
o Strive to maintain Mountain IDEAL certification. 
o Monitor compliance with the Optimal Value Framework’s KPIs at least 

annually and, if needed, take action to restore balance with agreed goals. 

Energize Vail's Brand as the Premier Sustainable Mountain Resort 
Community. 
Align Vail marketing and messaging to reflect shared community values and amplify the 
town's standing as a sustainable destination. 

 
Key Objectives: 

1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Create an iconic thought leadership event to advance 
mountain tourism sustainability and create solutions. 
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2. Differentiate Vail as a welcoming destination offering a sustainable, luxurious 
mountain resort experience.

Build awareness town wide for Vail’s deep commitment to destination 
stewardship, now part of the community’s global identity. 
Develop a niche marketing strategy to attract high-end travelers seeking 
low-carbon travel experiences. 

0. Celebrate innovative local business owners and residents to humanize Vail's 
most extraordinary qualities. 

0. In collaboration with local partners, create stewardship messaging to share 
Vail’s community values and invite others to be a part of it.

0. Build on Vail's history of embracing diverse communities by reaching out to 
welcome diverse travelers and travelers from around the world. 

 
Each of the five Strategic Pillars is supported by five to six objectives, which provide tangible 
ways for the Town to act on the intentions expressed by the Strategic Pillars. These Pillars 
and Objectives -- and how they relate to Council policy -- will be the primary topic for 
discussion in the upcoming Council meetings on the Steward Vail Plan. 

IV. Next Steps

As months of work now come together in the construction of the Steward Vail Plan 
and its implementation plan, the Council is reserving time on its agenda from 
December 6 through February 21 for a thorough consideration of the plan and its 
objectives. The schedule is as follows. 

 
• Dec. 6: Strategic Pillars 1 & 2 COMPLETED 
• Dec. 20: Strategic Pillars 3 & 4 
• Jan. 3: Strategic Pillar 5, Sustainability Analysis, Optimal Value Framework. 
• Jan. 9: Presentation of Draft Plan at PEC & VLHA joint meeting 
• Feb. 2: Final Draft Plan with all components shared in Council Packet 
• Feb. 7: First Council Review of Draft Plan 
• Feb. 20: Second Council Review of Draft Plan 

V. Action Requested of Council 

Provide feedback and input on policy implications of Pillars 3 and 4 of the Steward Vail 
Plan. 
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Four Town Council Priorities
Economy Experience Community Environment

What the Town of Vail's regenerative tourism economy will achieve for all in Vail:

The Steward Vail Vision
The premier sustainable mountain resort community

creating economic vitality to deliver a high quality of life, inspiring experiences, 
and improvements for climate, land, water, and wildlife.

Five Strategic Pillars

Be Better Together. 
Embrace local and regional collaboration and public-private partnerships to solve 
community challenges and capitalize on opportunities.

Enhance Vail's 'World-Class Experience.'
Foster memorable experiences and positive interactions to serve all in Vail.

Invigorate Vail's Spirit.
Tap into Vail's creativity and innovation to foster a stronger sense of community. 

Advance Vail Stewardship as a Global Model. 
Show and uphold Vail's commitment to environmental stewardship, lead local community 
action, and be an inspirational example for others worldwide.

Energize Vail's Brand as the Premier Sustainable Mountain Resort 
Community. 
Align Vail marketing and messaging to reflect shared community values and amplify the 
town's standing as a sustainable destination. 
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Invigorate Vail's Spirit.
Tap into Vail's creativity and innovation to foster a stronger sense of community. 

Vail was built on a dream. Where others saw a lettuce patch and grazing lands for sheep, 
the town's founders envisioned an incomparable ski resort and a whole new take on what a 
ski vacation could offer. Over the course of 60 years, they built a fairy-tale town where the 
streets curved to create a sense of discovery, the architecture and signage were infused 
with Alpine flourishes, and snow vanished from the streets of a walkable city center.

They worked their tails off and found release in wacky fun, like St. Patrick's Day softball 
games on skis and a costumed Hot Wheels race through Lionshead on Memorial Day.
Beyond their founders' wildest dreams, this town of slightly fewer than 5,000 people now 
is known worldwide, attracting an estimated 2.5 million visitors a year to its big bowls and 
one of the largest ski terrains in North America.

These days, many speak wistfully of how much they wish Vail could recapture the fun and 
camaraderie of its early days. While it was always an uphill climb to afford a home or start a 
business, many agree it's never been harder than now to achieve those goals. The town's 
population shrank below 5,000 in the 2020 census for the first time in decades, and the 
election rolls showed a 6% falloff in voters ages 18 to 34 between 2014 and 2021. Many 
former residents are building lives downvalley, where everything from homes to 
restaurants to a beer costs less, and the communities feel more like places where people 
live. Mental health concerns are spiking. High rents in Vail set a high bar for locals to 
launch new businesses. 

Part of Vail's challenge in creating a stronger community is that full-time residents are 
vastly outnumbered by the town's 2.5 million visitors a year. There's no doubt this huge 
imbalance pays off handsomely for the town budget. All but a small portion of the town's 
sales tax revenues -- including proceeds of the new transit and housing taxes -- comes 
from the pockets of those visitors. But while many in Vail enjoy the vibe of mixing with 
visitors of all backgrounds and make it a point of honor to leave the famous ones in peace, 
seeing a steady stream of unfamiliar faces saps the town's sense of community. 

Full-timers also are outnumbered by the town's part-time residents. A 2022 study of Vail's 
short-term rentals landscape found that 60 percent of the town's 7,359 residential housing 
units were put to "seasonal, recreational, or occasional use." But unlike many resort 
towns, Vail is a place where seasonal homeowners are viewed as a major asset. Seasonal 
residents are counted among the biggest supporters of Vail's nonprofits, especially for 
Bravo! Vail's extraordinary cultural offerings. They are deeply invested in protecting the 
town's natural environment, especially the Gore Creek watershed and wildlife habitat. 

And along with Vail's full-time and downvalley residents, they yearn for a Vail with a 
stronger sense of community. 
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New gathering spaces can spark community connections.
A major opportunity for Vail to build a stronger community already is incorporated into its 
2019 Civic Area Plan: a new community center with spaces for cultural events and other 
ways for the people of Vail to gather and build connections. Support for the concept 
gathered momentum throughout the Steward Vail planning process, rooted in a shared 
desire to create new ways for Vail residents, workers, and even visitors to come together 
and build ties. 

Participants in the Arts, Culture & History Focus Group -- one of 12 groups convened for 
focused discussions of specific topics -- re-assembled a week after they met and 
reorganized as the Creative Collective. Demonstrating a can-do spirit that is so integral to 
Vail's culture, they met through the summer and engaged a local architectural firm to 
develop drawings for a wide-ranging concept, sharing it at an October Town Council 
meeting. The proposal, supported by 13 Vail nonprofits, centered on addressing a long list 
of community needs with one major construction project in the heart of Vail. Their shared 
vision included new cultural venues, new Town offices, a new space for the Vail 
SnowSports Museum, a pop-up marketplace and food hall, even deed-restricted resident 
housing. Ideas for financing construction included proceeds from selling off the current 
town office site as well as local donors' contributions, including naming rights for 
signature spaces in the new center. All acknowledged that more public engagement and 
analysis were needed.

While Council members expressed much appreciation for the group's volunteer spirit and 
the passion behind the proposal, concerns were raised about the impact of long-term 
operating costs on Town finances. To answer this question, the Town can engage 
professional resources to analyze the feasibility of deriving revenues from the building's 
proposed collection of users to support an ongoing operating budget and cover future 
capital replacement costs. 

One promising opportunity would be to structure proposed new cultural venues --
including concepts for a 600- to 1,000-seat ballroom and a 550-seat theater-- for revenue 
generation. Currently, the John A. Dobson Ice Arena -- the town's heavily used hockey 
center -- is Vail's biggest venue for large meetings or events. New purpose-built event 
facilities could fill a major void, find a ready clientele, and even help build Vail's year-round 
attraction for desirable cultural travelers. 

A marketplace and food options for all
Creating a vibrant new marketplace or food hall in the heart of Vail also could generate 
strong returns. Taking inspiration from Denver's downtown Milk Market, Vail could foster 
development of a food and retail emporium designed specifically to support creation of 
more locally owned food and retail businesses. Along the lines of Vail's innovative deed- 
restricted housing program, this emporium could be structured as a win-win-win: 
generating returns for the town, reducing operating costs for local providers though 
"deed-restricted commercial leases"; and creating an exciting new food and retail district 
for all to enjoy and where locals can gather. 
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The idea of creating a community emporium arose from discussions of a different focus 
group -- the Young Professionals and Entrepreneurs group. Many participants noted the 
loss of Vail's younger population, saying many either leave the valley or move downvalley 
because it is so difficult to build a life, a business, or a career in Vail. Samantha Biszantz, 
says she sometimes lies awake counting expenses, wondering if she was crazy to co- 
found Two Arrows Coffee & Bar, recently named one of the best places for après in Vail 
Village. Sam's idea for creating a space offering lower rents for local businesses gained 
instant traction. Many noted the concept could even open a path for introducing exciting 
new food, beverage, and retail concepts to enliven Vail's dining and retail scene. Many also 
saw it creating a fun space that would be a magnet for younger locals in particular, 
creating a lively place to gather, make friends, and enjoy tastes of Vail. 

To create an even stronger sense of community ownership in this concept, Vail could 
borrow on a wildly successful idea from a Bruges brewery operating since medieval times. 
De Halve Maan's brewery owner ended up crowdfunding his brainstorm of piping his beer 
under the town's cobbled streets, even directly to local establishments, to eliminate truck 
traffic. Locals loved the idea so much, they snapped up opportunities to help fund the 
construction in exchange for ongoing discounts and -- in for the largest donors -- free 
daily beer deliveries. By creating ways for locals to be shareholders, Vail's new emporium 
can be even more of a community asset.

A new recreation center can build community, too. 
Many Vail residents also see opportunities for community-building in creating an in-town 
fitness and recreation center, especially if it offers affordable ways for locals to use it.
Especially those who now drive to Avon for fitness programs see a recreation center as a 
place where Vail residents could encounter other Vail residents as part of a regular 
routine. It could be a place to build connections around shared interests and make friends. 

Residents want Vail to be Vail. 
Other concerns centered around ways the town has developed, especially relating to loss 
of green space in neighborhoods and revisions to Vail's original architectural standards. To 
ensure that residents have a say in protecting what is most special about their community, 
Vail 's next visioning process should seek alignment on the best strategies for protecting 
Vail's sense of place and its cultural heritage. 

While Vail's town structure already offers residents an unusually wide array of 
opportunities to engage in town decision-making, Vail could take inspiration from 
Steamboat Springs' City 101 program, offering full-day programs six times a year to give 
locals a better understanding of how their city works and make them feel part of it. 

What's good for Vail residents is good for Vail. 
During the years when Vail was skinning its way to world acclaim as a top mountain resort, 
the community found success by keeping a sharp focus on the needs and desires of 
visitors. Many decisions were examined through a lens of whether it would increase Vail's 
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appeal for visitors or serve them better. That commitment remains a key to Vail's success 
as a destination, visitors' high satisfaction rate, and their propensity to come back again 
and again.

But as Vail marks its 60th anniversary as a ski resort, it is entering a new phase of its 
destination life cycle. The town now is turning attention to addressing the needs of a 
community that has grown increasingly stressed by a housing crisis and all of its 
consequences, including scarce childcare services. Vail's purpose-built town can find new 
purpose in creating a sharp focus on what serves locals. The Town Council's four priorities 
already list Community along with Economy, Experience, and Environment. By formalizing 
consideration of each priority, including Community, for every decision, the town can 
ensure that its decision-making lens always encompasses the needs of people who call 
Vail home. 

This practice can cause Vail to think differently -- from the past and from other 
destinations -- and innovate in ways that matter to locals. As just one example, the town's 
Economic Development Department is interested in re-concepting its welcome centers as 
community engagement centers, creating a single point of contact for visitors and locals 
alike to access what the community offers.

Nearly everyone agrees that the single biggest way to make Vail more livable is to create 
more housing opportunity -- in Vail. But even before new housing solutions are crafted and 
rise from the ground, Vail can do much to invigorate its spirit by creating new gathering 
spaces, nurturing local enterprise, protecting the fabric of its community, and ensuring 
that community interests are factored into every major decision. 

Key Objectives:
1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Develop a multi-purpose community, civic and cultural center 

to enliven the Vail lifestyle and foster local connections. 
2. Create a marketplace/food hall to spark and support creation of more locally owned 

food and retail businesses. 
3. Develop a fitness center as a community amenity and gathering place.
4. Engage the community in ways to enhance Vail’s cultural heritage, architecture, 

green space, and overall sense of place.
5. Facilitate community connection to town activities and decision making.
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Advance Vail Stewardship as a Global Model. 
Show and uphold Vail's commitment to environmental stewardship, lead local community 
action, and be an inspirational example for others worldwide.

Vail's success in achieving -- and helping define -- global standards for sustainable 
destinations has won the community one honor after another along with worldwide 
recognition in sustainable tourism circles. Since 2017, Vail has been recognized in Green 
Destinations' annual Top 100 Sustainability Stories awards and earned Best of Americas at 
ITB Berlin in both 2018 and 2020. 

All of these honors stemmed from a decision back in 2015 for Vail to seek certification as a 
sustainable destination. By participating in a rigorous independent audit conducted by 
internationally accredited certification body Green Destinations, Vail in 2017 became the 
first U.S. destination to be named as a certified sustainable destination for its holistic 
approach to supporting community priorities. 

Vail's work toward this goal uncovered potential for making certification more relevant for 
other mountain destinations. In 2017, Walking Mountain Science Center in Avon led an 
effort to leverage local experience and international expertise to establish the world's first 
sustainable destination criteria specifically for mountain resort communities — and the 
Mountain IDEAL standard was born. In 2021, Breckenridge became the first to be certified 
to the standard, and Vail became the first to be recertified to it. These days, many other 
destinations are following Vail's lead -- including Durango, Park City, and Jackson Hole. 

Vail's journey toward sustainability began on its first day as a town, with adoption of a Vail 
Town Charter that made protecting open space a core tenet. The town created the Vail 
Nature Center and Preserve in the 1970s, and a decade later passed a visionary 1% real 
estate transfer tax in part to fund purchase of additional open space, maintain parks, and 
give people ways to recreate in them. Vail's efforts took a new turn in 2013 as it began 
laying plans to host the 2015 FIS Alpine World Ski Championships. To ensure the event left 
a meaningful legacy, the Town of Vail joined Walking Mountains in launching the Actively 
Green Business Training and Recognition Program, created by Sustainable Travel 
International. Hundreds of businesses have participated, and dozens have been certified 
with support from Walking Mountains. 

Over the years, the town has steered many tens of millions of dollars toward restoring Gore 
Creek's water quality, electrifying its in-town transportation fleet, monitoring impacts of 
top attractions, diverting more waste, and protecting wildlife habitat. It joins Holy Cross 
Energy and Vail Resorts in setting ambitious targets for carbon reductions. Vail is a 
signatory to the Climate Action Plan for Eagle County, with goals for reducing 2014 
baseline emissions 25% by 2025, 50% by 2030, and 80% by 2050. Vail is among the first 
communities in the world to engage in shaping a tourism planning process as a destination 
stewardship plan. These long-time focused efforts give Vail standing to share its 
commitment to sustainability as part of its global identity. 
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Innovating a carbon-free snow-melt system 
For Vail to continue developing as a sustainable destination, its next phase of work must 
focus on addressing environmental concerns, especially relating to water, energy, 
protection of sensitive areas, wildlife and biodiversity, greenhouse gas emissions, and 
adaptation to climate change. Virtually all of the climate or energy-related impact areas 
could be addressed with a single action -- adopting clean energy technologies to operate 
Vail's signature snow-melt system in the cores of Vail Village and Lionshead Village.

Since 2003, the snow-melt system has eliminated the headaches of removing snow from 
Vail's winding pedestrian streets, headed off untold numbers of slips and falls, spared 
hotel guests from the racket of early morning snow removal, and prevented cinders and
de-icers from entering Gore Creek. The downside is that the system, perhaps the largest in 
the world at over 12 acres, requires an extremely intensive natural gas load, which makes 
up about 60% of the town’s greenhouse gas emissions. In order to operate a carbon-free 
snowmelt system, Vail will need to fully transition to electricity, or a hybrid system 
including geothermal, hydrogen, or other innovative technology. Vail will need to partner 
with Holy Cross Energy to develop a plan so that the utility may upgrade, maintain and 
service the large operating capacity needed to melt snowy streets on demand via 
electricity in the future. 

Efficiencies could be created through a variety of strategies: improving operating times, 
investing in battery storage to smooth out peaks in demand, and utilizing waste heat. A 
middle ground could be a hybrid solution that is not 100 percent carbon-free but would 
reduce the carbon footprint significantly. Any or all of these approaches can help Vail 
moderate and modulate the energy demands of its snow-melt system and hasten progress 
to 2030 carbon reduction goals for both its own town and Holy Cross Energy. 

Clean energy can build system resiliency. 
As it reviews its energy landscape, Vail also must address a key vulnerability: Only one 
major set of electrical transmission lines, and a set of minor ones, leads into and out of 
Vail. Should those lines be severed by wildfire or another catastrophic event, Vail locals 
and tens of thousands of visitors could be stranded for days without power, cell service, or 
a way to fill gas tanks. The town likely would have to be evacuated. 

Vail could address this vulnerability with a carbon fuel-powered backup system. However, 
the steep elevation change between the top of Vail Mountain and the valley offers Vail an 
uncommon opportunity to use two natural resources -- water and gravity -- to build energy 
resiliency. Holy Cross Energy says a pumped storage hydropower system mounted atop 
Vail Mountain could release enough water in an emergency to generate as much as 25 
megawatts of clean energy, carrying the community through a crisis for days. Holy Cross 
Energy already has reached out to explore this hydroelectric solution, which is recognized 
by the U.S. Department of Energy and has been used in mountain regions of Italy and 
Switzerland since the 1890s. 
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It will be important for the Town of Vail to evaluate the costs of this approach against 
other clean energy solutions, but with the risk of wildfire rising across the globe, it will be 
critical for Vail to consider how to back up its power source. Another Holy Cross customer, 
the City of Aspen, faces a similar vulnerability. Had a 2021 wildfire in the Roaring Fork 
Valley not been contained, Aspen could have experienced a wholescale electrical outage 
on Fourth of July weekend, with many tens of thousands of visitors in town. 

High- and medium-risk impact areas require attention.
As part of the Steward Vail planning process, Vail requested a sustainability analysis to 
assess its progress and map new directions for future efforts. This analysis went above and
beyond the usual practice in order to collect data and insights for development of a new
monitoring tool, the Optimal Value Framework, providing Vail with a way to assess 
progress toward goals and flag areas requiring attention. 

 
Conducted by the Travel Foundation in partnership with Green Destinations -- the analysis 
used a proprietary framework to review 24 impact areas within six categories -- 
Economic, Environmental, Societal, Cultural, Tourism Product, and Governance. Nine 
impact areas were identified as high-risk, with another 10 judged as medium-risk. The 
highest concentration of concerns by far centered on the Environmental category, with six 
high-risk and three medium-risk areas for attention. While Town of Vail initiatives already 
target several high-risk areas, some remain high-risk due to future threats, such as 
climate change. Others, often relating to the tourism economy, are high-risk due to their 
outsized impact on a town of Vail’s size, thereby requiring more urgent action. 

As described above, moving to transition the town’s snow-melt system to clean energy 
technologies would address a major source of carbon emissions. To tackle another major 
source, the study recommends accelerating the participation of commercial and 
residential buildings in efficiency programs. Other key recommendations include: 

 Establish a permanent town staff position to manage destination stewardship 
priorities. 

 Create incentives, subsidies or resources to improve business participation in 
sustainability programs, including waste reduction programs. 

 Consider eco fees or carbon taxes on one-use plastics or recreation equipment, 
such as mountain bikes or ATVs, to generate funding to address priorities. 

 Improving the tourism sector’s participation in Actively Green, whether through 
certification or documentation of policies and practices. Currently, only about 10% 
of businesses participate in the program. 

The Sustainability Analysis provides Vail with a detailed roadmap for addressing several 
other threats to the quality of its destination. By methodically dedicating resources – 
whether human or financial – to address these challenges, Vail can stay on a path for 
advancing its work as a sustainable destination. 



9 

A key success measure: The quality of the Gore watershed
While the Sustainability Analysis points to several areas for improvement, one impact area 
stands out as a singular way for Vail to measure its success for environmental 
stewardship. As a key part of Vail’s identity, Gore Creek rises to the top of stakeholder 
priorities, partly because its health is symbolic of Vail’s health as a destination. Improving 
the Gore’s water quality, maintaining its Gold Medal status, and protecting its watershed 
from pollutants and sediment all are seen as important measures of destination quality. 

Several town initiatives are on the right track. These include “Project Re-Wild” and 
“Restore the Gore,” as well as collaborations with the Eagle River Water & Sanitation 
District to improve efficiency while reducing usage and pollutants. It also is important to 
prioritize and add urgency to implementing the Gore Strategic Action Plan’s 
recommendations. For example, the strategic plan identifies potential penalties or other 
legal ramifications to drive compliance with requirements for pesticide use or any toxic 
substances, lawn replacements, no-mow zones, creek-friendly landscaping, etc. 
Convincing more businesses and residents to support water quality initiatives is another 
key to achieving sustained long-term health for the town's iconic and essential waterway. 

Achieving steady progress in the restoration and protection of the Gore watershed will 
yield many benefits, especially for impact areas addressing wildlife, biodiversity, and 
protection of sensitive areas. 

Vail can act globally and lead locally. 
Vail's well-deserved global acclaim for its stewardship work gives it standing to serve as an 
inspirational model worldwide. Vail provides a shining example for how destinations can 
steer proceeds of their tourism economy into strategies that advance environmental 
stewardship and community priorities. For its 2.5 million visitors a year, Vail can provide 
real opportunities to travel responsibly and even share lessons in how they can reduce 
their impact, whether in everyday life or when they travel. 

Vail already funds several initiatives to achieve the town's goal of a 25 percent reduction in 
emissions by 2025 and a 50 percent reduction by 2030. These include ongoing support to 
convert its fleet of in-town buses to electric power, support for development of electric 
vehicle charging stations, and a new electric bike sharing program. Even the town's 
system of roundabout intersections allows vehicles to avoid carbon-burning stops and 
starts. Its innovative “Pay As You Throw” and compost pilot programs incentivize 
customers to recycle more and reduce trash disposal. A plastic bag ban not only has kept 
4.5 million bags a year off the streets, but generates $30,000-40,000 annually for the 
town’s community recycling events. 

Vail can broaden the positive outcomes of these efforts and more by sharing its expertise 
locally and partnering with downvalley communities that share its commitment to climate 
action. By using the Eagle County Climate Action Collaborative as a framework, the Town 
of Vail can partner across Eagle County to create an agenda for shared climate action 
strategies. An initial focus should be considering possibilities for expanding current Vail
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initiatives countywide. A stronger Collaborative also can share a unified voice for actions 
to address environmental threats or drive new initiatives.

By joining in collective action, this collaborative can improve its opportunities for state 
and federal grant funding and make more rapid progress toward setting and achieving 
shared goals and initiatives for more rapid carbon reduction. Most of all, by joining with 
major partners like Vail Resorts and Holy Cross Energy, Vail can knuckle down on reducing 
emissions 50 percent by 2030 -- and show others how they can do it, too. 

To maintain its leadership position, it is important for Vail to continue striving to achieve 
the Mountain IDEAL standard or other global standards that may emerge over the next 
decade. Based on current requirements, two re-certifications will be required during the 
term of the Steward Vail plan, in 2027 and in 2032. This planning process is providing Vail 
with an innovative new tool, the Optimal Value Framework, to assess whether the town's 
efforts are yielding the desired positive benefits of tourism and mitigating negative 
impacts in effective ways.It will be important for Vail to review the framework's indicators 
and early warning signals at least annually to assess whether action is needed to maintain
or restore balance with agreed-upon goals.

KEY OBJECTIVES: 
1. LEGACY OBJECTIVE: Embrace clean-energy innovation and partnerships to 

operate a nearly carbon-free snow-melt system in the cores of Vail Village and 
Lionshead Village. 

2. Build Vail's resiliency against emergency interruption of power with a clean-energy 
backup system. 

3. Dedicate human and financial resources to address high- and medium-risk impacts 
identified in the Vail Sustainability Analysis. 

4. Establish quality of the Gore Creek watershed as a key measure of success for 
environmental stewardship. 

5. Galvanize collaborative climate action in the tourism sector through leading by 
example, educational initiatives, embracing local partnerships and striving to 
maintain global sustainability certifications. 
o Leverage partnerships across Eagle County to expand the positive impacts of 

Vail’s climate initiatives. 
o Strive to maintain Mountain IDEAL certification. 
o Monitor compliance with the Optimal Value Framework’s KPIs at least annually 

and, if needed, take action to restore balance with agreed goals. 


