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PREFACE

Economic activity requires interactions. In a market economy, 
interactions between buyers and sellers (market participants) 
involve the movement of people and the exchange of infor-
mation and goods. The density and frequency of those inter-
actions determine the level of economic activity.

For interactions to take place, connectivity must be created 
and adapted that facilitates the transfer of information, people 
and goods as market conditions evolve and change.  As a re-
sult, the foundation for economic activity is the infrastructure 
that provides for these market interactions. 

This Report
This report and the related presentation documents the first 
phase of a proposed three-phase project to develop a stra-
tegic vision, “Creating a Vision for the Region in the 21st 
Century Global Network,” for five metros of the Intermountain 
West: Phoenix in Arizona, Denver in Colorado, Las Vegas 
and Reno in Nevada and Salt Lake City in Utah.  This project 
is intended to create a strategic vision and framework for the 
intermountain and desert southwest. A vision and framework 
will be needed if a region is to capture the opportunities and 
meet the challenges of emerging within the changing patterns 
of the global economy, trade, urbanization and environment.

There are three primary goals in this project. First, creating 
a vision for increasing new investment in the kind of infra-
structure that will strengthen regional and global connectivity. 
Second, understanding the benefits resulting from building 
greater connectivity across the region and to world markets. 
Third, establish the cooperation needed to more effectively 
shape the future of the economy of the Intermountain West.  

The Changing Context: 
Over the past 20 years, the Intermountain West, a network of 
widely dispersed metropolitan regions; Phoenix, Denver, Las 
Vegas, Reno and Salt Lake City, in the states of Arizona, Ne-
vada, Utah and Colorado, has become the fastest-growing 
region in the United States.  During this same period, the 
traditional east-west trade routes have been intersected by a 
new set of north-south trade corridors resulting from NAFTA. 
Rapid growth and a changing pattern of trade flows have 
brought with them incredible opportunities and major chal-
lenges. Despite their growth and appellation as “Mountain 
Megas,” these areas remain relatively isolated as “islands of 
growth” within the deserts and plateaus of the western United 

States. While they are poised to form a significant network of 
major American urban centers, their futures will increasingly 
depend on the strength of their social, economic and trans-
portation connections to each other and the global network. 
If connected in full, these “island metros” can be transformed 
into a connected region of dynamic economic activity and 
sustainability. These opportunities and challenges, if not ad-
dressed with proper and thoughtful strategy, could severely 
stifle future economic opportunities to the entire region. 

Strengthening the transportation and communication con-
nections between the now-isolated metropolitan centers 
of the Intermountain West will allow them to move beyond 
“Mountain Megas” to become America’s “New Urban Fron-
tier.” Coming on-line in the global network will offer them 
greater participation in the world economy. Having greater 
access and creating greater visibility will enable the region to 
become a more desired destination for global business, lead-
ing to a more fully developed and diversified business sector 
that can result in greater economic sustainability. 

Throughout history, times of momentous global change cre-
ated great opportunities and presented major challenges for 
business, institutions and governments.  The businesses, 
governments and institutions that saw the changes coming 
and prepared to transform to take advantage of them flour-
ished.  Those that did not understand or recognize the wave 
of change sweeping the world missed significant opportuni-
ties and continued to struggle with their challenges.
  
Understanding the speed, depth and impacts of the changes 
in the traditional patterns is the foundation for building a vision 
and strategic framework for the future of the region. Global 
forces are buffeting metropolitan regions, acting to distribute 
economic activity and alter trade flows. New patterns will 
continue to emerge as these forces transform business and 
trade.  Identifying and evaluating connectivity options as well 
as the benefits that are associated with that connectivity will 
be necessary in order for the Intermountain West to more ef-
fectively compete and create value as a region.

Step I: Assessment and Analysis
Step I, “Assessment and Analysis,” will create the foundation 
for each of the subsequent three steps in the four-step pro-
cess. The second step, “Identification of Opportunities and 
Challenges,” will analyze the findings of Step I to determine 
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the gaps and synergies in the relationships of the five major 
metropolitan regions and dispersed pattern of smaller cities 
and towns across the four-state region. The third step will 
create a “Framework for Creating a Vision” that will provide 
the structure for the five metros to understand how they can 
work together to achieve common goals yet still maintain their 
individuality and independence to pursue their own futures.  

Step I has four components. The first component is to com-
plete a summary overview assessment and analysis of pat-
terns, dynamics and connectivity of the Intermountain West 
using a ‘system of different systems’ methodology to exam-
ine the demographic, transportation, infrastructure, social, 
institutional and environmental patterns and dynamics. The 
second component is to review existing literature to deter-
mine major competitive resources, challenges and opportu-
nities. The third component is to identify the key factors that 
determine how the region fits and functions within the Global 
Network. The fourth component is to create a framework for 
measuring and analyzing the benefits associated with stron-
ger connectivity. 

The Purpose and Organization of This Report.
The purpose of this report is to record the findings of Step I, 
“Assessment and Analysis.” It is organized in six sections. 

The first section, “Competing in the 21st Century Global 
Economy,” outlines why business, government and institu-
tions will have to recognize the need to face the realities 
of global competition in the 21st Century. The second, “A 
Changing World,” describes the major categories of global 
change that have occurred since the 1991 collapse of the 
Soviet Union, which initiated a period of global economic in-
tegration. This section provides context for understanding the 
forces that drive the world today. “The Intermountain West” 
identifies the key similarities and differences in the five major 
metros in the study region. This section is intended to lay the 
basis for determining areas of common interest and recogni-
tion of which can lead to greater cooperation in pursuit of 
common goals. 

The fourth section, “Connectivity of the West,” describes 
the internal and external patterns of connectivity across the 
study region and to the adjacent regions to the west, east and 
north to Canada and south to Mexico. Understanding these 
patterns is necessary to fully comprehend the need for in-

creased connectivity. “Strengthening Connectivity / Building 
Metropolitan Economies” describes the relationship between 
connectivity and economic growth. This section explains the 
economic relationships between infrastructure and economic 
growth.  “Common Vision,” the concluding section, addresses 
the need for vision, how vision can be built and what visions 
have done for the regions that have developed and pursued 
them. 

Together, these six sections create the foundation for the 
“Identification of Opportunities and Challenges” in Step II and 
the “Framework for Creating a Vision” in Step III.

Consultants
Michael Gallis & Associates, a strategic planning firm with 
expertise in regional, statewide and national strategy devel-
opment, was selected to complete this project. Michael Gallis 
& Associates were the consultants to the National Surface 
Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Commission for 
the ‘Big Picture’ vision, which explored the type of infrastruc-
ture the U.S. would need in the 21st Century to effectively 
compete in the global economy. 
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The global network is the means of moving people, goods 
and information around the world. Cities and regions form the 
hubs or “points of connection” in the network. During periods 
of historic global change, as the configuration of the network 
was transformed by technological, political and economic 
forces, the patterns of wealth and power, as well as the role 
and function of cities and regions changed with it. Cities that 
recognized the changes and invested to advance their posi-
tion in the network in the future thrived, while those that did 
not lost their preeminence as the future passed them by. 

How can we best understand the value proposition of new 
investments in infrastructure? In every value proposition, the 
cost must be evaluated and justified in terms of the magni-
tude of value it creates. In public expenditures, there are two 
very different and distinct ways of assessing the value of new 
transportation investments. The first is the traditional meth-
odology, developed over the past several decades to project 
and measure the incremental direct and indirect impacts of 
mode specific investments on cities and regions. The second 
is to project the ‘big picture’ value of strategic investments 
that transform the relationship of the region to world markets. 
It requires more than strengthening connections of the ex-
isting modes through incremental, mode specific improve-
ments. Transformational investments involve connecting to 
new modes and reconfiguring the relationship between exist-
ing modes to provide greater multimodal and thereby multi-
dimensional access to the evolving global network. 

Traditional methodologies for projecting and measuring eco-
nomic impacts are applied to any mode: roads, rails, transit, 
airports and seaports or investments in other public areas 
such as culture and arts facilities, education and research or 
infrastructure and others. These methodologies incorporate 
both the economic impacts during the constructions phase 
and, typically, a twenty-year horizon for long-term economic 
benefits. These benefits are measured in three main catego-
ries: direct jobs and wages plus a multiplier to estimate indi-
rect jobs, public sector tax revenues, and related develop-
ment activity. These methodologies are focused on providing 
a realistic picture of actual and measurable dollar benefits 
that result from new investments. 

In this period of globalization, as the patterns of trade, 
transportation and economy undergo significant change, 
developments in technology are dramatically altering the 
configuration and flows of the global network. Measuring the 
transformational value of investments at these times in his-
tory requires an understanding of the effects of new tech-
nologies and investments on cities and regions in previous 
periods of equal levels of change. This report attempts to 
focus on understanding and predicting the transformational 
value of infrastructure investments and developments based 
on the effects of new transportation investments on cities and 
regions. The collapse of the Soviet Union and reintegration of 
the global network after 1991 represents one of these historic 
periods of change. 

The early to mid-19th century was also one of these peri-
ods of historic global change. During this period, new layers 
of transportation and communications modes were added 
transforming the configuration of the global network. The new 
configuration was created by the new steam-driven grid of 
rail lines, the new steam ship routes and by telegraph lines. 
Together they replaced horse powered land transportation, 
sailing ships and hard-copy only communications and trans-
formed trade and the world economy. St Louis, strategically 
located at the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi Riv-
ers, was secure in its role as the dominant Midwest trade 
hub. St. Louis became complacent as it viewed the emerging 
network of rail lines. Chicago, seeking to transform its weak 
connections to the global economy, saw in the railroads a 
great opportunity to advance and transform its relationship to 
the global network and the world economy. Chicago recog-
nized that a new technology, that of railroads, was spreading 
across the landscape and provided a new means of better 
connecting the city to both its regional market and to the East 
Coast ports that would take its products to the world market-
place. St Louis, comfortably located on the most important 
inland waterway shipping route, lost the opportunity to take 
leadership in the new technology and gave the lead away to 
Chicago. St. Louis, once the “Gateway To The West’ quickly 
lost its strategic position. The traditional methods of assess-
ing economic impact would never capture the total effects of 
the rail investments on the future of Chicago over the next 
century and a half. Its rail investments provided the founda-

TRANSFORMATIONAL INVESTMENTS

Illustration 1. Railroad and Telegraph
In the Mid-19th Century, railroads, steamships and the telegraph trans-
formed the nation and the world’s transportation network.
Illustration 2. Steam Ship
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tion and long-term framework for its rise as one of America’s 
largest centers of finance, trade and manufacturing and its 
transformation from a small town on the shores of Lake Mich-
igan into one of the nation’s greatest metropolises. 

The early 20th Century was again one of these periods of 
historic global change. Much like the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, the configuration of the global network was again trans-
formed. This time it was by the introduction of the internal 
combustion engine that resulted in the spread of roadways 
and airports to accommodate the new technologies of auto-
mobiles and airplanes. Again, a city recognized the impor-
tance of air as a new technology for connecting it to national 
and world markets. Atlanta, the traditional rail center of the 
Southeast, was not content in simply maintaining its role as 
a surface hub based on present rail technology. Atlanta ac-
tively and strategically built its airport to transform its position 
in the coming age of air, while other southern cities failed 
to see the importance and meaning of the new technology 
to their future. Adding air connectivity to its already powerful 
surface network secured Atlanta’s position as the major trade 
and transportation hub of the Southeast.

In the opening decades of the 21st Century, high-speed rail 
has the potential to add an important layer of connectivity to 
the air, road, rail and transit network. It has already spread 
across Europe and Asia, yet remains a relatively unknown 
quantity within the U.S. To many it is perceived as a higher 

speed version of traditional rail transportation rather than an 
entirely new mode equal to that of the steam powered rail-
roads in the 19th Century and air travel and interstate high-
ways in the 20th Century. This new mode is being introduced 
in America at a time of historic global change as the world 
economy continues to integrate and evolve.  High-speed rail 
offers an entirely new level of connectivity and the power to 
transform the patterns of connectivity that marked the 20th 
Century. 

This report is intended to assess the connectivity and com-
petitiveness of the major metropolitan centers of the Inter-
mountain West, specifically within the states of Arizona, Col-
orado, Nevada and Utah. This assessment is the first step 
toward creating the foundation for transforming the “island 
metros” of the Intermountain West into the next mega-region.  
Being more connected to each other and working together 
will make this region more competitive in North America and 
the world.
    

Photo Credit: Frank Kovalchek

Photo Credit: Mawijk

Photo Credit: Maximilian Barghoornk

Illustration 3. Airplanes & Airports
 In the 20th Century, automobiles and airplanes, radio, telephone and televi-
sion were the systems that transformed the global network.
Illustration 4. Automobiles & Interstates

Illustration 5. High-Speed Rail
In the 21st Century, high speed rail has the power to again transform in the 
U.S. transportation network.
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In the 21st Century global economy, every city and every 
company is now, whether they realize it or not, part of the 
world marketplace. Just over 20 years ago, the fall of the 
Soviet Union brought an end to a polarized and bifurcated 
world economy that had existed since the end of WWI. The 
opening of formerly closed or inaccessible market areas has 
given rise to a globalized economy by reconnecting the sys-
tem of world trade. Today, surface, water and air transporta-
tion systems wrap the planet, providing access to producers 
and consumers in markets across the world.  Consequently, 
the reopening of world markets and trade has led to 20 years 
of rapid global market integration.

Throughout the 20th Century, major technological advance-
ments in commercial aviation, nuclear energy, containerized 
shipping, and computers all developed in the divided world 
context. Improvements in telecommunications now allow 
for instantaneous communication with people in almost any 
corner of the world.  The Internet has put the world’s produc-
ers into global competition by facilitating access that allows 
everyone, from corporations to individuals, to source and 
sell internationally.  This new reality means that leaders can 
no longer think about their companies, cities, or regions as 
standalone entities when making decisions, but as connect-
ed units of a global marketplace.  They must now consider 
competing in the global market against cities and nations 
that have already been working to build the infrastructure of 
the future.  The keys to success lie in building a foundation 
based on strong connections, institutional resources, and a 
competitive economy.

The Role and Function of Global Cities in 
the 21st Century 
As a result of their connection to the global network, every 
city and town, no matter how small or remote becomes a 
global city. Cities can be grouped into tiers based on their 
economy, competitive resources and level of connection to 
the network. The first tier of global cities, a group that oc-
cupies strategic locations straddling world trade routes, has 
now come to control disproportionate amounts of global trade 
and economic activity.  The ability to reach other global cit-
ies and connect to major trading blocs throughout the world 
endows them with immense access to the national and inter-
national economy.  Beyond the first tier are successive layers 
in a hierarchy defined by a variety of characteristics includ-
ing population size, economy and infrastructure along with 
institutional, environmental, political and cultural assets that 
position their role and function within the world marketplace.  

While the tiers in the hierarchy that define global cities include 
population, size alone does not define the first-tier global cit-
ies. The presence of a multitude of people is a key indicator; 
however, successful global cities require the right infrastruc-
tural, institutional, and economic assets.  It is the combination 
of strong connectivity and well-developed competitive assets 
that produce the most successful global cities.

Economic activity is derived from the exchange of goods and 
services. In determining the tier of a global city, economic 
activity is measured by the level and specialization in the pro-
duction of goods and services. The level measures the total 
size and structure of the economy, and specialization is a 
measure of its economic uniqueness and innovative qualities 
among other world centers. Commercialization of technol-
ogy leads to new products, the demand for new materials 
and processes and greater exchange across the world. Suc-
cessful economic centers, such as San Francisco, Boston, or 
Bangalore, are also defined by their level of innovation and 
new product or service development. 

For the economy to thrive, access to world markets is re-
quired. A global city economy must have the infrastructure 
foundation necessary to allow people to exchange their 
goods, services, and knowledge internally with each other 
and externally with the world.  Multimodal connections, link-
ing buyers and sellers, suppliers and producers, customers 
and users through worldwide supply chains and distribution 
networks are necessary to provide the right channels to facili-
tate these interactions. Therefore, key measures of a global 
city are based on evaluating its transportation, telecommu-
nications, utilities, and other infrastructure assets that are 
important to realizing a city’s full productivity potential.  

A global city must also have a wide range of additional com-
petitive assets, including institutional, environmental, cultural, 
social, and political. Global cities are generally home to lead-
ing institutions for learning and research and therefore propel 
citizens into an increasingly knowledge-centered economy.  
These core assets draw creative people who continue to 
contribute to humanity’s shared heritage and augment the 
existing reservoirs of culture contained in the museums and 
private collections of major global cities. Environmental as-
sets, such as the stunning visual setting of a San Francisco, 
Istanbul or Hong Kong, can add value and meaning. Other 
characteristics include political assets, such as the United 
Nations in New York City, national capitals in London, Paris 
or Beijing. Cultural assets such as the presence of great mu-
seums, performing arts centers and festivals are also defining 
elements. Consequently, the upper tiers of global cities draw 
a panoply of people who bring with them new and diverse 
ideas. It is not surprising that these cities tend to lead oth-
ers in creating innovations that drive the world economy and 
further endow global cities with additional competitive assets.  
The diversity of people in the city is matched only by the di-
versity of offerings presented by the city. Establishing the tier 
of a global city is related to measuring the key characteristics 
that define each of these categories.

Connecting to the World Marketplace
Participation in the global economy relies on access to the 
world’s markets.  Every urban area, metro area, city, town or 
village is connected to the global economy by the global net-
work.  They exist in a hierarchy that ranges from expansive 
global cities connected to the entire world down to the most 

COMPETING IN THE 21ST CENTURY GLOBAL ECONOMY
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remote villages with the most tenuous connections.  
A first-tier global city is typically a primary transportation and 
trade (logistics) hub that serves as a distribution point for a 
network of secondary, tertiary, and quaternary cities to the 
world marketplace.  The products produced or consumed in 
the lower tier urban areas are consolidated and/or distributed 
through global cities. While many lower tier cities have some 
international connections, for directly distributing products 
they must move through first-tier hub cities to reach the rest 
of the world marketplace.  The overriding reality of the new 
global marketplace is that nearly all products produced and 
consumed throughout the world pass through a global city on 
their way to a market or from a producer. 

With greater access comes greater opportunity.  Conse-
quently, strengthening and expanding access are keys to 
producing greater economic opportunity.  The major cities 
of the Intermountain West exist as urban islands primarily 
surrounded by sparsely settled rural areas.  Their distance 
from the ocean, lack of navigable rivers, rugged topography 
and lack of clusters of major cities further serve to isolate 
these urban areas from the world economy.  Therefore, in the 
western United States, connectivity is of paramount concern.  
The cities of the Intermountain West must ensure access to 
world markets and provide diverse connections for people 
and goods to move about.

New Connections
Transportation innovations that have resulted in new modes 
and new connection patterns have been an integral part in 
the western United States’ development. During the age of 
sail, the Intermountain West was traversed by a few trails that 
settlers used in their moves from the East Coast and Midwest 
to the Pacific Coast states. Smaller cities and settlements 
along these trails sprang up in response to a wide range of 
factors from mining to religion, ranching and trade. The build-
ing of the Transcontinental Railroad began the transforma-
tion of the region, providing it with a new means of access to 
national markets, which led to the first wave of urban growth. 
Paved roads and, ultimately, the Interstate Highway Sys-
tem, together with the development of air travel and airports 
that provided the connections to national and world markets 
have created a firm foundation for rapid urban growth. Each 
successive mode represents a new layer of connectivity be-
tween the region and the national and global marketplace 
that resulted in transformational changes in the patterns of 
urban growth and economy. 

Opportunities now exist to continue to add key elements to 
the existing mode networks, such as the addition of the I-11 
and CANAMEX corridors to the Interstate network and to 
add new modes such as high-speed rail and to link them in 
new configurations to create a more seamless and continu-
ous multimodal network. The development of this multimodal 
network would in turn open opportunities for urban and eco-
nomic development.  

High-speed rail cannot be considered an upgrade over con-
ventional railroads. It is an entirely new layer of connectiv-
ity within the transportation system. It reduces congestion 
on other modes and, with speeds that outpace automobile 
and other passenger rail traffic, provides an efficient and at-
tractive travel alternative.  High-speed rail is most effective 
connecting destinations within a distance of 500 miles. This 
mode would add efficient, on-time and reliable connections 
between the metros for both business and leisure travel, 
allowing business users to work effectively while travelling 
and ensuring that they will reach their destination on sched-
ule. Improved connections between the metros would allow 
businesses, institutions, visitors and residents easier access 
to the markets and assets of the entire region, including its 
education, recreation, medical and other assets. High-speed 
rail would connect the region to the international air-travel 
opportunities at the major regional air hubs and make the re-
gion accessible to international travelers who arrive at those 
hubs. This mode when combined with local transit and roads 
can form a new means to seamlessly reach local destina-
tions. The addition of the high-speed rail option would not 
only shift a percentage of travelers from other modes for 
trips, reducing congestion and improving air quality, but also 
would induce additional travel that would not otherwise have 
occurred.  Increasing the number of people moving between 
metro areas increases the number of passive and active so-
cial and economic interactions and thereby the potential for 
greater economic growth across the region. Breaking down 
the barrier of distance acts to overcome the isolation of the 
“island metros.” 

Preparing for the Future
Metropolitan areas and states that are prepared for the future 
and take actions to capitalize upon these global trends will 
have a role in the world marketplace.  The world has under-
gone intense growth and change over the past two decades. 
Since 1990, and especially after 2000, Asia, Africa, the Mid-
dle East and Latin America have experienced rapid growth 
and wealth generation. These areas outside of the traditional 
economic centers of the North Atlantic, North America and 
Europe, are changing the patterns of wealth and trade across 
the world. This is resulting in the need for every economic 
region, state and the U.S. to reassess connectivity to the 
world. 

Globally developing and under developed regions are now 
playing increasingly important roles in the world economy. 
Connecting existing markets in the developed nations to 
these rising regions becomes a more important issue for 
U.S. regions seeking access to the world marketplace. The 
metros of the Intermountain West must therefore reevaluate 
how they can strategically participate in the growth of the 
world economy. The primary question that they must ask 
themselves is “are we strengthening our relationships and 
linkages to the world or are we losing them? Are we Chicago 
or St. Louis?”
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Regional leaders must be prepared to make long-term strate-
gies while simultaneously reacting to short-term problems.  A 
metropolitan area’s leaders and agencies typically each have 
their own different and often unrelated visions and directions.  
In order to prepare for the future, these disparate groups 
must come together in order to establish a common vision for 
the future that can be worked toward, regardless of changes 
in personnel or short-term conditions.

The reason for long-term planning in infrastructure develop-
ment is clear.  Unlike other goods and services, infrastructure 
cannot be provided on demand.  Many projects require 10-20 
years of planning and construction, which means that, with-
out long-term planning, cities cannot have their infrastructure 
readily available when demand increases in the future.  Ad-
ditionally, the major capital requirements and construction 
processes associated with infrastructure improvements ne-
cessitate a consistent, incremental and holistic approach to 
providing a city with the infrastructure it needs to be competi-
tive in the future.  Cities that fail to act or lack excess capac-
ity when it is demanded in the future run the risk of missing 
opportunities.

Strengthening Connectivity and Competi-
tive Assets
Global cities cannot survive without their connections to the 
world and to the national grid.  The most successful global 
cities are the primary hubs where the global multimodal 
transportation and communication network connects to the 
national and continental network. They are the points where 
a wide range of economic, institutional, cultural, environmen-
tal, social and political assets are concentrated and accessed 
by a very diverse cross-section of people in business, institu-
tions and politics from across the world. It is from this per-
spective that global cities can begin to develop strategies to 
strengthen their position in the global network and economy.

Each metropolitan area must examine where its core com-
petencies lie and what types of connections are necessary 
to facilitate economic growth and access to world markets. 
Stronger and more diversified connections provide better ac-
cess to the world and more opportunities for market interac-
tions.
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Prior to 1991, the Iron Curtain divided the global network 
and the global economy into two separate political and eco-
nomic zones: the Communist Bloc and the Free World. The 
collapse of the Communist Bloc led to the integration of the 
global network. This provided the foundation for the integra-
tion of the world marketplace, connecting the approximately 
1.5 billion people from the former Communist Bloc and an 
additional one billion people in the formerly isolated Indian 
sub-continent to the Free World economy, greatly expand-
ing the number of people in the world marketplace. In this 
new configuration, consumers and producers could buy or 
sell any product, at any time, anywhere across the world in a 
single world economy. By 2011, the number of people in the 
world marketplace totaled over seven billion people. Rapid 
technological advancement and system integration over the 
past 20 years have dramatically increased the flows of peo-
ple, goods, and information through the global network. 

Integration of the Global Network 
The global network is the means of moving people, goods 
and information continuously around the world. The global 
network is composed of two increasingly interactive systems: 
communications, a system that provides avenues for moving 
information, and transportation, which provides avenues for 
moving people and goods. 

Immediately following the collapse of the Iron Curtain, global 
economic integration created the need to consolidate trans-
portation and logistics networks of the former Communist 
Bloc with those of the Free World. This integration initiated 
a period of vast restructuring of the global transportation pat-
tern, involving both routing patterns and hubs. All airports, 
seaports, rail facilities, and roads were affected, as well as 
all facets of transportation and logistics activities. Technolo-
gies, product demand and trading blocs rapidly changed and 
continue to change trade and shipping routes. As a result, 
new hubs with new facilities are coming online and becoming 
major trade points in the evolving global network, while some 
older, more established ones struggle to respond to changes. 
Thus, the newly unified global pattern is defined by a new set 
of trunk, or communications, lines and trade hubs. 

While communications, air and water transportation systems 
can operate globally, road and rail transportation are limited 
to land-surface operation. As global trade and business activ-
ity each operate on a more continuous basis, the cities that 
function as the hubs or interface between global goods and 
passenger movements and the surface systems that move 
people and goods across land, they rise in importance among 
urban areas. There is tremendous growth in these areas. In 
1991, the largest cargo ships on the ocean were 4,500 TEUs, 
or Twenty-foot Equivalent Unit cargo containers, while today 
there are 12,500 TEU Panamax ships or 18,000 TEU Malac-
camax ships. The largest passenger airplanes in the world 
were the 747s, with a capacity between 350 and 450 pas-
sengers, while today the Airbus A380 has a capacity from 
555-850 passengers. The dramatic increases in ship and 

airplane sizes are indicative of the growing passenger and 
freight demands on the global transportation networks.  

The expansion in communications networks is measured in 
higher bandwidths and data rates. In 1991, Internet service 
was dial-up with limited speeds; today, broadband allows 
streaming of high-definition movies to cell phones around the 
world.

Communications and information processing have changed 
not only the way we do business in the world, but also the 
transportation and logistics systems that support commerce 
and trade. IT makes it possible to coordinate and synchro-
nize global supply chains to increase production efficiencies. 
It has affected every other aspect of economic activity from 
business services to manufacturing. No longer is transpor-
tation considered separate from economic activity; it is an 
integrated part of all economic activity. The e-commerce 
revolution and huge advances in information technologies for 
tracking goods are transforming the demand for connectivity 
and multimodal efficiencies, changing the actual relationship 
between communications and transportation. As this inte-
grated pattern takes shape, it redefines the importance and 
meaning of infrastructure as the foundation for success in 
global economic development.

While the number of passengers and tons and value of 
freight are key measures of transportation routes and hubs 
by air, sea, road and rail, other significant measures for 
metropolitan areas are the numbers of domestic and inter-
national “city pairs.” The airline industry uses city pairs to 
describe the number of non-stop flights between any given 
airport or metropolitan area and other cities/airports, whether 
domestic or international. The greater the number of city 
pairs – especially international pairs – the greater the access 
to the world economy. Cities lacking non-stop direct access 
to international destinations are referred to as two-stop or 
three-stop cities. One-stop cities have an enormous com-
petitive advantage over multi-stop cities. Unlike air, the great 
seaports of the world and the U.S. are, by necessity, located 
along the coast. However, freight traffic from the ports must 
move inland to distribution hubs that also play a vital national 
and continental role, such as the traditional transcontinen-
tal hubs of Chicago, St. Louis, Memphis and New Orleans, 
along with Houston, Dallas and Atlanta, serving as a south-
east hub. With the growth of global trade and the reconfigu-
ration of the trade pattern, some of the traditional hubs such 
as St. Louis and New Orleans have declined while Chicago, 
Atlanta and especially Memphis have grown substantially. 
Additionally, cities such as Dallas, Columbus, OH, and more 
recently, Charlotte, have developed trade hub strategies to 
increase their importance as key points in the national and 
global networks. As the global population and economy con-
tinue to grow, the regions that develop their infrastructure will 
emerge as the most successful global economic centers; as 
they have built the foundation for accessing the world and for 
the world to access them.

A CHANGING WORLD



Connectivity & Competitiveness in the Intermountain West14

The New Global Economic Geography
Global economic integration erased the ideological bound-
ary separating the former Communist and Free World blocs. 
A new economic geography of trading blocs and economic 
regions began to take form. These trading blocs within each 
continent began to form as new trade agreements linking na-
tions were signed that allowed them to operate as a single 
economic unit rather than as individual nations. This was 
primarily the case in North America and Europe, although 
it spread to the former Soviet Union, which became known 
as the Russian Federation, and Asia. Looser-knit groups in 
Africa and Latin America facilitated trade interaction among 
adjacent countries. Within trading blocs, economic regions 
centered on a single large metropolitan area and the sur-
rounding trade area became the foundation units of the glob-
al economy. Groups of adjacent economic regions emerged 
as super regions within these trading blocs, such as the In-
termountain West. 

Trading Blocs
The need for trading blocs was driven in large part by Chi-
na and a more active India joining the world marketplace. 
These two nations, each with more than one billion people, 
essentially represent single nation trading blocs, enjoying 
the advantage of economies of scale that the U.S. had held 
throughout the 20th Century. The EU had its origins prior to 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, but its schedule and neces-
sity were greatly accelerated by the demise of communism. 
Similarly, the North American trading bloc emerged by 1994 
as a result of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) treaties. The Russian Federation was created in an 
attempt to salvage the economic relationships of the former 
Soviet Bloc. 

Today, there are seven major world trading blocs: North 
America, along with parts of Central America; Latin America, 
including South America, the Caribbean and parts of Central 

America; Europe, with the EU; the Middle East, Africa, the In-
dian Sub-Continent (ISC) and Asia. While nations retain their 
sovereignty and domestic economies, they are far more eco-
nomically enmeshed within their trading bloc and connected 
to the global economy than ever before in history. 

Economic Super Regions
Trading blocs can be divided into a series of super regions 
connected by social, economic, and transportation relation-
ships. Within the U.S., there are six major economic super 
regions: the Northeast, Southeast, Upper Midwest, Lower 
Midwest, the West Coast, and the Intermountain West. The 
Northeast economic region of North America is defined by the 
Atlantic seaboard metros extending from Norfolk, VA, on the 
south to Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the north and includes the 
economic regions of Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, 
New York, and Boston. The Southeast extends from northern 
Virginia to the tip of Florida and west to the Mississippi river 
and is anchored by the Atlanta, and Miami economic regions. 
The Upper Midwest centered on the Chicago economic re-
gion, extending west across the Great Plains and east to the 
Appalachian Mountains includes the Detroit, Minneapolis, St. 
Louis, Cincinnati Toronto, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, and, Cleve-
land economic regions. The lower Midwest is centered on 
the Texas metropolitan areas of Dallas and Houston and 
includes Oklahoma, parts of Tennessee and Arkansas. The 
West Coast, extending from Canada to Mexico, is generally 
subdivided into California, with its principal economic regions 
being Los Angeles and San Francisco, and the Pacific North-
west, anchored by a combination of the Portland, Seattle 
and Vancouver regions. The Intermountain West is the least 
recognized and understood of the economic regions. It in-
cludes Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, Idaho 
and Montana. This region contains the economic regions of 
Denver, Salt Lake, Las Vegas, Reno, Albuquerque, Phoenix, 
Tucson, Boise, Billings, Boseman and Missoula.  

 

Trading Blocs & Trade Routes.Figure 1:  
In the post-1991 world, trading blocs 
and economic regions have become 
the competitive units of a global econ-
omy. The new trade routes emerged 
as the former communist Bloc nations 
joined the world marketplace resulting 
in a significant redistribution of eco-
nomic activity across the world. The 
blue lines indicate the traditional trade 
routes and the purple lines the new 
trade routes. The dominant corridor 
of trade is now Europe to Asia, linking 
the economies of the Middle East, 
Africa and the Indian Sub-Continent 
into a single interactive zone.
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Metropolitan or Economic Regions
Metro regions are the foundation units of the global economy 
and hubs in the global transportation and communications 
network. A metro region consists of a core urbanized multi-
jurisdictional metropolitan area and the adjacent and more 
rural market area that surrounds and is functionally linked 
to the metro area. The core provides most of the economic, 
educational, medical, research, culture and arts, transporta-
tion, and logistics resources for the region. Within each trad-
ing bloc, the role and function of metro economic regions is 
defined by four basic characteristics: population, hub function 
within the pattern of continental connectivity, social/economic 
assets and environmental setting and resources. Following 
WWII, national states traded within ideologically defined 
blocs through a limited number of gateway hubs. Beginning 
in the early 1970s, this pattern began decentralizing so that 
multiple entry and exit points emerged. After 1991, economic 
regions, referred to by some as “City States”, increased in 
importance as they became the basic economic units of pro-
duction and consumption within the Trading Blocs.

Corridors Within the North American Trading Bloc 
The NAFTA treaties led to the emergence, for the first time 
in North America, a set of vertical trade corridors linking 
Canada, Mexico and the U.S. Before NAFTA, the primary 
trade corridors of the U.S. were primarily east-west with 
the only major north south corridor (I-95) running along the 
East Coast. After NAFTA, the first powerful north-south axis 
emerged to create trade corridors linking the three countries. 
The primary NAFTA corridor runs from Montreal and Toronto 
through the U.S. Midwest, south to Monterrey and Mexico 
City, Mexico. Later, two additional NAFTA corridors emerged 
along the West Coast from Mexico City to Vancouver and a 
second forming from Mexico through the Intermountain West 
to west central Canada (CANAMEX). With the new north-
south corridors crossing the traditional east-west corridors, 
new points of intersection are being formed, providing new 
opportunities for economic regions to play a larger role in the 
North American trade pattern and economy.

Over the past three decades, with its rapidly growing popu-
lation, urban economies, institutional resources and newly 
found oil and gas resources the Intermountain West has be-
gun to play a more important role within this emerging trade 
corridor structure. As several metropolitan regions within the 
Intermountain West are at key crossroads in the patterns of 
trade corridors, this region has the opportunity to emerge as 
the new frontier within the U.S. urban network. 

A New Economy 
The new economy has been created by two primary factors, 
the integration of the world marketplace and the effects of 
advancing technologies on economic activity. The size and 
scale of the world marketplace resulted in the need for busi-
ness to respond to the new market realities. A wave of merg-
ers and alliances swept the world among even the largest 
businesses from Exxon and Mobile, to auto companies, rail-

roads, airlines, banks and every other category of business 
activity. Once large business units were called multinational 
companies, but the merger of large European, American and 
Asian businesses created a new generation of super-size 
global business units to serve the world marketplace. 

At the same time, new technologies reshaped every industry, 
business, government, and institution, giving each ubiqui-
tous access to the global supplier, producer and consumer 
network. Advanced technology, the foundation for innovation 
and new business creation, produces powerful effects on re-
molding existing businesses and decisions as to where their 
locations need to be within the global network. 

One of the principal effects of combining these two forces is 
the redistribution of economic activity throughout the global 
network. No longer are consumer products developed, de-
signed or made in a single location, but pieces and parts are 
developed and made throughout the world. They then move 
through supply chains with a sequence of value-added points 
until a final product is assembled. These supply chains of-
ten link suppliers from many trading blocs and allow many 
final assembly points for the same product to be distributed 
to consumers in different parts of the world. In this configu-
ration, it is difficult to define with specifics from where any 
product originates or is made.  The world economy today is 
a continuous flow pattern in which each economic region is 
linked, plays a role and performs a function.

The access provided by the global network and the rise of 
advanced technology has increased the importance of intel-
lectual capital as a driver of high value business location, 
therefore, regions with major universities, medical schools, 
and research centers, which provide the scientific and engi-
neering foundations for the commercialization of technology, 
are becoming the centers of wealth.

Environment 
The rapid growth of the world economy is increasing demands 
for energy and resources and is creating greater impacts on 
the environment. The World Bank once predicted that the 
world economy would grow from $31.8 trillion to $40 trillion 
from 2000 to 2010, a 33% uptick that would have represented 
the single greatest economic increase in history. The actual 
increase was to $63 trillion over that decade, a doubling of 
the world economy. If inflation is taken into account the in-
crease was 58%, still far in excess of the predicted 33%. The 
only way to create wealth, however, is to consume energy 
and resources. As a result, the rate of economic growth can 
be considered a barometer of environmental decline, as it 
is in direct correlation to the rate of growth of environmental 
impacts.

Each metropolitan region occupies a different environmental 
niche. The primary regions of the United States are largely 
defined by environmental factors. The East is defined as 
the area between the Atlantic coastline and the Appalachian 
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Mountains. The Midwest is the Great Plains area, centered 
on the Mississippi River system and located between the two 
continental divides in the Appalachian Mountains and the 
Rocky Mountains. The West is defined as the region between 
the Western Continental Divide and the Pacific Coast. Each 
of these is further split into smaller environmental units and 
into a set of different ecoregions. Metropolitan regions that 
share a common environment and ecoregions often, share 
similar social, cultural, and economic identities. 

As metro regions grow in geographic area, population size 
and economic importance they expand over larger land areas, 
resulting in greater impacts on the atmosphere, lithosphere, 
hydrosphere and biosphere. Regions in the 21st Century 
will have to find ways to better integrate their growing urban 
patterns and economies with the systems and patterns of 
nature. Those that can integrate the environment more fully 
and sustainably with their growing and evolving urban and 
economic patterns will have a competitive advantage over 
those that do not. 

Conclusions: Opportunities for Cities and 
Regions in a Globalized World
Each metro or economic region is a product in the global 
marketplace. As products, they need to continually innovate 
and redefine themselves to effectively compete by meeting 
the challenges and capturing the opportunities in the chang-
ing patterns of global economy and network. Each will need 
to develop strategic responses to vie in a highly competitive, 
rapidly changing world. In addition to individual strategies, 
it is increasingly important for economic regions to form 
stronger linkage with nearby metro regions in the same way 
that nations recognize the need to form stronger linkages to 
adjacent countries and compete as larger, more integrated 
trading blocs. 

The massive global transition that began in 1991 has cre-
ated a very special period of opportunities and challenges 
that continue to affect the configuration of the global network 
(the pattern of lines/routes and the location of ports/termi-
nals) and operations (handling, shipping, forwarding).  These 
changes in the network affect the future of every metro re-
gion, which now have two distinct opportunities. There is an 
opportunity to strengthen connections to the transportation 
and communications network, through which to establish a 
firm position in the global marketplace.  Second, the global 
market shifts offer cities and regions opportunities to redefine 
their development strategies and economic goals within a 
new context.  

While intellectual capital, social, institutional, urban and en-
vironmental resources are important factors in global com-
petition, accessing the world marketplace will remain the 
foundation for urban regions. Hubs, key points in the pattern 
of connectivity, will become the great centers of world com-
merce, while those without effective connections will be at a 
distinct disadvantage. Metro regions can take advantage of 

this period of change if the leadership works to identify and 
make use of new opportunities. In each previous period of 
world economic and network shift, cities and metro regions 
that took advantage of the new opportunities were rapidly 
projected forward while those that missed those same op-
portunities were left behind.

 



Michael Gallis & Associates 17

Within the US and North America
The Intermountain West is a sub-region within the west-
ern section of the U.S. Unlike well-recognized regions 
such as the Northeast, South or Southeast, Midwest, Pa-
cific Northwest and West Coast, the Intermountain West 
is a term unfamiliar to most Americans or others around 
the world. While many of the individual metro areas and 
states are well known - Denver in Colorado, Phoenix in 
Arizona, Las Vegas and Reno in Nevada, Salt Lake City 
in Utah - they are known as individual entities and not as 
part of a larger region with a shared history and strongly 
interactive economy. Building stronger connections be-
tween the individual parts, and thereby the identity of this 
region, is key to building its economic future as a larger 
and stronger unit of competition within the world market-
place.

While several different definitions of the Intermountain 
West and/or Southwest are used, for the purposes of this 
project, the Intermountain West will refer primarily to the 
metro areas of Denver, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Reno and 
Salt Lake City in the four-state area of Arizona, Colorado, 
Nevada and Utah. To the west of this region is the West 
Coast, a thin strip of land located between the Sierra Ne-
vada and Cascade Mountains and the Pacific Coastline. 
Along this coast are the states of California, Oregon, 
Washington and the westernmost Canadian province of 
British Columbia. To the east of the Intermountain West 
are the Interior Plains that give way to highlands, low pla-
teaus and eventually the coastal plain of the East.

The Intermountain West derives its name from its envi-
ronmental characteristics, its location between and in-
cluding the Rocky Mountains to the eastern edge of the 
Cascade Range and Sierra Nevadas. Within this zone are 
the Rocky Mountains, a vast basin-and-range province, 
plateaus, and nearly all of the U.S. deserts. Once a fore-
boding environment with little settlement, it has emerged 

as one of the fastest-growing regions in the country, with 
Nevada, Arizona and Utah having the highest rates of 
growth in the nation over the last decade. This fast growth 
of cities, added to a traditional rural economy of ranches 
and agriculture, has expanded demand for water and 
other resources. 

The changing patterns of the global economy over the 
past two decades are also having important effects on 
the region. The rise of China has reignited the Pacific 
trade lanes, leading to an increasing amount of trade on 
the West Coast that has surpassed the total trade on the 
East Coast. This has led to the vast expansion of trade 
flows from the West Coast toward the more populous 
East with its larger consumer markets. At the same time, 
the formation of the North American trading bloc has in-
troduced new north-south trade flow through the region. 
Understanding these new trade patterns is fundamental 
to understanding the region’s fit within the national and 
continental economies.

Pattern of Urbanization
The Intermountain West is characterized by a widely dis-
persed pattern of large metropolitan areas that are con-
centrations of population, economic activity, and institu-
tional, cultural and urban resources. Surrounding these 
large metro areas are wide areas of low density with a 
widely scattered pattern of small cities and towns. The 
metro areas function as “islands in the desert” within the 
states as they form a single and dominant central urban-
ized area or corridor where population is concentrated, 
while the remainder of the state remains lightly populated. 
This pattern is very different than the pattern of urbaniza-
tion in the eastern U.S, where metro areas of a wide range 
of sizes are often found in closer proximity.  

THE INTERMOUNTAIN WEST

Top 100 Metropolitan Areas Figure 2: 
by Population. Metropolitan areas of 
various sizes (2011 census est.), are 
unequally distributed across North 
America. A basic division in the pattern 
can be seen running along a line from 
Mexico City northward through Texas 
to Minneapolis. To the east of this line, 
metros are found in dense clusters, 
with the largest in the Northeast and 
the Upper Midwest. To the west the 
pattern is much more dispersed. Along 
the West Coast, two clusters around 
Los Angeles and San Francisco 
dominate the west. The metros of the 
Intermountain West are smaller, falling 
into the second, third and fourth tier in 
a highly dispersed pattern.

(Data Source: Census Bureau)
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Western Proximity As-Figure 5: 
sessment. This detail map of the 
relationship of distance between the 
metros in California and those in the 
Intermountain West illustrates the 
high degree of isolation between the 
metros in the Intermountain West. Las 
Vegas, the westernmost of the four 
major metros in the Intermountain 
West, and Phoenix are the two closest 
in proximity to each other and also 
to Los Angeles, the largest metro 
and passenger and trade hub on the 
Pacific Coast.   Las Vegas is just over 
250 miles from Los Angeles, and 
Phoenix is about 325 miles from Los 
Angeles. Reno is closest in proximity 
to San Francisco, at less than 200 
miles. Denver and Salt Lake are less 
than 500 miles from each other. 

Proximity AssessmentFigure 4: 
Surrounding each selected metro area 
are a series of proximity rings of 50, 
100, 250 miles, and the outermost 
rings around those in the West are 
500 miles in radius. In contrast is 
the pattern in the East, which shows 
overlap within the first three rings of 
50, 100 and 250, those in the West 
overlap only within 250 and 500 mile 
rings. 

Metropolitan and Micropolitan Figure 3: 
Areas . The pattern of urbanization in 
the Intermountain West is character-
ized by the presence of a few large 
dominant metro center surrounded by 
a very low density rural area contain-
ing a widely dispersed pattern of 
smaller cities and towns. In the case 
of Denver, Salt Lake and Phoenix, 
several metro areas of various sizes 
are connected by a single interstate 
corridor to the central metro in a linear 
pattern to form a single large urban 
concentration. 

(Data Source: Census Bureau)
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Population Size & Growth
Unique to each of the states in the Intermountain West is the 
dominance of a single large metropolitan area or single ur-
banized corridor that is surrounded by a sparsely populated 
rural area. The four states of the study region have percent-
ages of their population living in urban areas ranking with the 
highly developed Northeast such as New York and New Jer-
sey, while having percentages of their total area urbanized 
as low as the more rural states such as Vermont, Kansas 
and Nebraska. 

Phoenix is the largest metro area in the region with 4,209,070 
people in the metropolitan statistical area (MSA) in 2010.  
Phoenix and Tucson anchor the urbanized area, referred 
to as the Sun Corridor stretching along I-10, I-17 and I-19 
from Prescott, north of Phoenix to the Mexican border south 
of Tucson. The Sun Corridor has a combined population of 
5,402,322, representing 85% of Arizona’s total population.  
Denver, the second largest metro in the Intermountain West 
has a population of 2,554,569 and is part of the urbanized 
I-25 Corridor that includes Colorado Springs, Ft. Collins and 
Boulder (Front Range). This urban corridor has a total popu-
lation of 3,800,899 and represents 75% of Colorado’s total 
population. Las Vegas-Paradise is the third largest metro 
with a population of 1,953,927 as of 2010, which is 72% of 
Nevada’s total population, but is more solitary than the other 
major metros, not being grouped with any other metros near-
by. Reno, Nevada is over 340 miles away and has 426,324 
people, 16% of the state. The two metros together make up 
88% of Nevada’s total population. Salt Lake City is the small-
est of the four dominant metros with 1,128,269 people. It is, 
however, a part of the Wasatch Front Corridor (I-15 Corridor) 
that includes Ogden-Clearfield and Provo-Orem, which has a 
combined population total of 2,207,920, 80% of Utah’s total 
population. 

The five metros, much like their respective states, also ex-
perienced rapid growth in population over the decades from 
1970 to 2010. Over these 40 years, population growth for 
these metros as a whole was 211%, growing faster than their 
combined states at 206%.  This gives further evidence of the 
dominance of these large metros, as they are disproportion-
ately larger than the smaller cities and expanding faster than 
the average growth of the rural-area cities.

Phoenix ranked first in growth in the U.S. with an MSA popu-
lation growth of 30% from 2000-2010. The metro’s growth 
rate over the last 40 years was 333%, growing faster than 
Arizona at 256%. Salt Lake City (combined with the Ogden-
Clearfield metro, as they were considered one MSA until af-
ter 2000) was second out of the five metros at a growth rate 
of 26% from 2000-2010. From 1970-2010, their combined 
population growth rate was 145%, lower than Utah at 159%. 
However, the urban corridor from Ogden, through Salt Lake 
to Provo grew at a combined rate of 169%, ten percent faster 
than the state when lifted by the higher Provo growth rate of 
285%. 

Las Vegas came in 3rd, growing 25% from 2000-2010. Its 
population growth from 1970-2010 was 615%, also expand-
ing faster than Nevada at 448%. Reno has grown at a simi-
lar rate from 2000-2010 of 26%, but grew more slowly from 
1970-2010 at 252%. Ranking fifth is Denver with a population 
growth of 10%. Over the last 40 years Denver (combined 
with the Boulder metro, as they were considered one MSA 
until after 2000) has grown at a rate of 130%, slightly faster 
than its respective state at 128%. The states of the Inter-
mountain West, once primarily known for agricultural and 
ranching ventures, are now dominated by large metropolitan 
areas. As they grew to dominance in population, they also 
grew to dominance in economic activity.  

The four states of this study, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, and 
Colorado have a total population of 16,885,649, which repre-
sents 5.47% of U.S. population. The most populous of these 
states is Arizona, with a population in 2010 of 6,392,017, 
ranking 16th in the nation, followed by Colorado with a popu-
lation of 5,029,196, ranking 22nd. Utah had a population of 
2,763,885 in 2010 and ranked 34th and Nevada is the least 
populous with a population of 2,700,551, ranked 35th in the 
nation. The four states lie in the mid-range of populations 
among the 50 states, and not one is among the smallest or 
the largest states. Their rankings are within 19 of each other 
and the largest is 15 away from the top rank and the smallest, 
14 away from the bottom rank. 

While they fall in the mid-range of rankings by size over 
the past four decades, these four states experienced rapid 
growth in population from 1970 to 2010 ranking in the top ten 
in the U.S. Over these 40 years, population growth for these 
states as a whole was 206%, more than double the growth 
of the nation at 99%. Nevada experienced the largest per-
centage of population growth in the nation at 453%, growing 
more than 50% each decade from 1970 to 2000. From 2000 
to 2010, the state grew 35%, ranking it as number one in the 
nation for growth. Arizona ranked 2nd in the nation with a 
population growth of 25% from 2000-2010. From 1970-2010 
Arizona’s growth rate was 261%. Ranking third is Utah at 
161% growth in the past 40 years and 24% from 2000-2010. 
Colorado was the slowest of the four with a growth rate of 
128% and only growing 17% in the last decade. 
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Economic Size, Structure and Growth
 “The Intermountain West economy is expanding rapidly and 
diversifying as it moves from a resource-based extraction 
economy to a service and knowledge based one.”1  

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by state, or Gross State 
Product (GSP), is a measure of the total GDP originating in 
all of the industries in a state. Arizona, Nevada, Colorado and 
Utah have a total Gross State Product 2010 (GSP) of $748 
billion, which represents 5.2% of the U.S. Gross National 
Product (GNP). The largest GSP of these four states belongs 
to Colorado, which has a GSP of $253 billion, ranking 18th 
in the nation in 2010, and is followed closely by Arizona with 
a GSP of $250 billion, ranking 20th. Nevada has a GSP of 
$126 billion, ranked 32nd, and Utah is the smallest with a 
GSP of $119 billion and a rank of 33. Like their population 
rankings, these four states also fall within a slightly narrower 
slice of the midrange of state economies, with their GSPs 

ranked from 18th to 33rd in the nation, in contrast to popula-
tion, which ranked from 16th to 35th.

These four states experienced rapid economic growth as 
measured by GSP over the decade from 2000 to 2010. GSP 
growth over this period for the four states as a whole was 
56%, faster than the nation at 46%. In 2010, Colorado had 
the largest GSP at 1.76% of the total GNP of the nation and 
from 2000 to 2010 grew the slowest of the four at 47%. 

While Arizona’s GSP came in second in 2010 at 1.73% 
of GNP, it was third in GSP growth in the last decade with 
54.41%. Nevada’s GSP ranked third among the four states, 
representing 0.88% of US GNP and second in growth 
among them with a growth rate in GSP for the last decade 
of 66.27%. 

 

Metros by 2010 Gross Metro Figure 7: 
Product. This diagram illustrates all 
metropolitan economies in the study 
area. As can be seen by the diagram, 
the difference in size between the 
major metro economies and those in 
the smaller metros in the rural areas 
is very dramatic. In the eastern US 
and California, the close proximity of 
major metros facilitates interaction 
and builds synergies. The very small 
economic size of the smaller metros 
does not provide a matrix of economic 
interactions that more strongly con-
nects the larger to form an economic 
bridge between them, but rather func-
tion as anchor points within the market 
shed of the major economic centers. 

(Data source: Bureau of Economic 
Analysis)

Top 100 Metro Areas by 2010 Figure 6: 
Gross Metro Product. The distribution 
of economic activity concentrated 
in metro areas across the U.S. as 
measured by GMP varies widely. Like 
population, to the east of a line drawn 
from San Antonio to Minneapolis are 
more closely spaced and larger clus-
ters of economic activity than those 
to the west. To the west, the large 
clusters hug the coast in Los Angeles 
and San Francisco and the area in 
between, including the Intermountain 
West, are generally smaller and more 
widely dispersed. 

(Data Source: Bureau of Economic 
Analysis)
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Utah’s GSP was the smallest of the four, at 0.83% of GNP, 
yet Utah experienced the highest growth rate of the four at 
71.58% over the past decade. 

The four largest metros, one in each state, represent the 
largest concentration of economic activity, corporate head-
quarters and the institutional resources that support innova-
tions. All of the Fortune 500 headquarters in the four states 
are located within the four metros. Each, with the exception 
of Las Vegas, anchors a large, low-density trade area.

Phoenix has the largest metro economy in the study region 
with a Gross Metropolitan Product (GMP) of $191 billion in 
2010 and six Fortune 500 headquarters. The Sun Corridor 
has a combined GMP of $227 billion, making up 91% of Ari-
zona’s GSP. Denver is 2nd out of the four metros with a GMP 
of $158 billion, but it is first in terms of Fortune 500 head-
quarters, with nine. The Front Range metros along I-25, as a 

whole, have a total GMP of $214 billion, making up of 85% of 
Colorado’s GSP. Las Vegas came in 3rd in 2010 with a GMP 
of $90 billion, representing 71% of the Nevada economy with 
four Fortune 500s. Reno had a GMP of $20 billion and rep-
resented 16% of Nevada’s economy, making the combined 
metro economy 87% of Nevada’s economy. Salt Lake City 
had a GMP of $66 billion with one Fortune 500 headquarters. 
As a whole, the three MSAs of Wasatch Front Corridor along 
I-15 have a combined GMP of $98 billion, making up 82% 
of Utah’s total GSP. These metros contain a disproportion-
ately high percentage of their state populations and an even 
higher percentage of the state economy. 

From 2001-2010, Phoenix, Denver, Salt Lake, Las Vegas 
and Reno experienced GMP growth, as a whole, of 49%, 
which is the same rate as the combined four states’ GSP.  
Las Vegas ranked first out of the four metros with a 2001-10 
GMP growth rate of 58%. Salt Lake City came in second, 

 

Major Economic Areas.Figure 9: 
Distribution areas and large-scale 
commercial markets define MEAs, 
which are usually centered on the 
largest city or combination of cities. In 
the Super region the MEA boundaries 
define seven major trading areas; 
Denver, Salt Lake City, Phoenix, El 
Paso-Albuquerque, Dallas-Ft Worth, 
Los Angeles-San Diego, and San 
Francisco-Oakland-San Jose. Of the 
four major metros in the study area, 
only Las Vegas is not the center metro 
of a Major Economic Area as it is 
within the Los Angeles MEA.

Fortune 500 Headquarters.Figure 8: 
Each of the four largest metros in the 
study area have at least one Fortune 
500 headquarters, and three have 
more than four. The San Francisco 
region has the greatest number with 
30, while the Los Angeles region is 
second with 21. Within the study area, 
the Denver region has the greatest 
number with 9, followed by Phoenix 
with 6. None of the headquarters 
in the four-state study region are in 
the top 100. There are four ranked 
between 100 to 200, two in Phoenix 
and two in the Denver region.  
The presence of fortune 500 head-
quarters within a region provides it 
with a strong component of private 
sector leadership and greater eco-
nomic power than would be revealed 
by GMP alone. 

(Data source: Fortune Magazine)
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growing 53% over the nine years. Phoenix’s GMP percent 
change from 2001-2010 is 48%. Denver and Reno were the 
slowest growing of these metros, at 43%. 

In addition to their economic size, each metro has a some-
what different structure to its economy. Among the metro 
economies, Las Vegas and Reno have several unique 
qualities that distinguish them from the others, while Denver, 
Phoenix and Salt Lake City share a greater number of com-
monalities. However, all five do have some common charac-
teristics. While there are exceptions in each category, they all 
are rapid-growth metros where construction, real estate and 
finance and insurance (NAICS industry classifications) are 
generally large components of their metropolitan economies. 
They have lower components of manufacturing, government 
and government enterprises, and health care and social as-
sistance employment than the national average. Beyond the 
general industry classification categories, Denver, Phoenix 

and Salt Lake City share important economic specialties 
such as aerospace, bioscience, and energy. Denver and 
Phoenix have a large business service components. Las Ve-
gas and Reno are highly dependent on gaming and tourism. 
The Milken Institute ranked the top U.S. high-tech metros in 
2007 and Denver, Phoenix and Salt Lake City all were con-
sidered in the top ranks. The highest-ranked of these metros, 
the Denver region, came in at 18th in the nation, Boulder at 
28th and Colorado Springs at 50th. Phoenix was ranked 23rd 
in the nation and Salt Lake City, 34th. Las Vegas and Reno 
were not considered top high-tech metros.

 

Colorado EconomyFigure 11: 
Colorado’s GSP was $253 billion 
in 2010. The government sector 
produced the largest portion, account-
ing for over $33 billion. 65% of this 
was from state and local government 
and government services, such as 
fire, police and public health services. 
16% was from federal military, and the 
remainder was federal civilian. The 
real estate sector was a close second 
at over $31 billion. “Professional, 
Scientific & Technical Services” and 
“Information” played larger roles in 
GSP than in the other three states 
in the region. GMP growth from 
2005-2010 was clustered at less than 
45%. As with Arizona and Nevada, 
the industry with the largest loss was 
“Construction” at -26%.

Arizona EconomyFigure 10: 
The Gross State Product of Arizona 
was $250 billion in 2010. The real es-
tate sector led the GSP of Arizona in 
2010, at nearly $38 billion. Most of the 
industries experienced growth rates 
in GSP from 2005-2010 of less than 
20%. Health Care and Social Assis-
tance, Educational Services, Utilities 
and Mining had notably higher rates 
of growth, led by educational services 
at 64%.  The only industry with a 
significant decline was construction, 
which experienced a loss of 31%.
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Utah EconomyFigure 14: 
Utah had a GSP of $119 billion. It was 
the only one of the four states in which 
manufacturing accounted for the larg-
est portion, at $16 billion or 13.8% of 
GSP, followed closely by government, 
“Finance & Insurance” and real estate. 
Finance and construction ware also 
the fastest growing sectors at 69% 
and 59% respectively. Utah was the 
only state whose construction sector 
had positive growth from 2005-2010. 
The only sector with a loss was “Ag-
riculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting” 
at -5.7%.

Nevada EconomyFigure 13: 
The Nevada GSP for 2010 was $126 
billion. It was unique in the high por-
tion generated by the “Accommoda-
tion & Food Service” industry at over 
$17 billion, or 13.5% of GSP, where in 
the other three states it accounted for 
less than 3.5%. The real estate sector 
accounted for about $17 billion. “Fi-
nance & Insurance” generated 12.7% 
of GSP and had a fast growth rate of 
78% from 2005-2010. The only sector 
experiencing a faster growth rate was 
the smaller mining sector at 124% 
growth. Nevada had the most widely 
scattered growth rates, including eight 
industries with negative growth, with 
construction hit the hardest at -41%.

High-Tech Metros. Figure 12: High 
value economic development is 
increasingly a function of advanced 
technologies across a very wide 
range of categories. Metro areas that 
develop high-tech economies are 
typically those with large institutional 
concentrations in the form of universi-
ties, medical schools and centers 
with extensive research capacities. 
Translating research into commercial 
products requires engineering capa-
bilities, management expertise and 
venture capital. While San Francisco 
has emerged as the leader in innova-
tion and new business activity, there 
are many other locations that exhibit 
these same qualities around more 
specialized and niche technologies. 
Of the study region metros, only Las 
Vegas and Reno did not rank in the 
top high-tech metros. 
 (Data Source: Milken Institute)
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Real Estate Markets
Real estate is a barometer of economic activity as measured 
by size, absorption, rent and vacancy rates.  The largest and 
most dynamic real estate markets in the Western U.S. are lo-
cated in Los Angeles and San Francisco. These markets are 
not only much larger than those in the study states, but also 
command higher rents. While the Los Angeles industrial mar-
ket alone is larger than the combined markets of Phoenix, 
Tucson, Denver, Las Vegas and Salt Lake City, their com-
bined office markets are larger than that of Los Angeles. 

Office	Markets
Denver has the largest amounts of rentable office space with 
108 million square feet. Rent rates and absorption in Denver 
have been trending upward, and vacancy rates have been 
declining. It had the lowest vacancy rate of 14.2% in the four-
state study region (2nd quarter 2012). The lease rate was 
$20, improving slightly from $19.50 in the previous quarter.2 

The Phoenix office market was second with 80,615,327 
square feet of rentable office space.  With a lease rate of 
$20.41, Tucson has 8,714,098 SF of rentable space and a 
vacancy rate of 17.7% and a lease rate of $18.383, giving 
the Sun Corridor 89,329,425 SF of rentable space with a va-
cancy rate of 24.4% and $20.21 lease rate. Despite its high 
vacancy rate of 25%, Phoenix ranked 5th in the U.S. in terms 
of absorption in 2011 and has continued to improve.

Las Vegas ranks third among the major metros with 
34,106,905 SF of rentable space. It has a high vacancy rate 
of 25.3% and a slightly lower lease rate of $19.08.4 

Reno, with 6,234,896 SF, is recovering very slowly in the 
market with a 20.6% vacancy rate. The office market is ex-
pected to remain flat.5 

 

Industrial Markets by Total Figure 16: 
Square Feet. The industrial markets 
of the Intermountain West, like the 
office markets, are concentrated in 
the metro areas. Similar to office, the 
industrial markets of California, by 
far the largest, are clusters that have 
developed in adjacent and the closely 
related metros. Also it should be 
noticed that there are more ‘tracked’ 
industrial markets in the Intermountain 
West than there are ‘tracked’ office 
markets. 

(Data Source: CBRE)

Office	Markets	by	Total	Figure 15: 
Square Feet. The office markets in the 
Intermountain West are concentrated 
in the major metro areas, unlike 
those in California, where there is a 
cluster of markets within adjacent and 
closely related metro areas. The office 
markets vary widely in size and are 
not proportional to population or Gross 
Metropolitan Product as they reflect 
more the structure of the economy, 
e.g. greater amounts of business 
services, than its overall size. 

(Data Source: CBRE)
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Salt Lake City has 30,634,904 SF of rentable office space. 
With a vacancy rate of 15.4%, it is performing better than 
the other metro markets although it has a slightly lower lease 
rate of $19.24. The lease rate remained stable from the last 
quarter, but the vacancy rate decreased from 15.5%.6

These metro markets have experienced high vacancy rates 
and declines in rent rates. Their recovery has been slower 
than those in San Francisco and Los Angeles as measured 
in rent growth and vacancy declines.

Industrial Markets
The Phoenix metro region has the largest industrial market 
with 275,325,786 SF of rentable industrial space at a lease 
rate of $6.82 (2012 2nd quarter) and a vacancy rate of 11.8%. 
Tucson has a rentable space of 36,474,764SF at a $6.65 
lease rate with a vacancy rate of 12.3%.7

Denver had the second largest concentration of rent-
able industrial space in the four state study regions with 
223,920,729SF with a lease rate of $6.21 and a vacancy rate 
of 5.7%.8 

The Salt Lake City metro has the third largest concentration 
with 117,074,418 SF of rentable space. It has a $4.80 lease 
rate and a vacancy rate of 5.9%.9

Nevada is split more evenly between Las Vegas and Reno in 
industrial markets than in office. Las Vegas has 100,437,933 
SF with a lease rate of $5.64 and a vacancy rate of 12.3%. 
Reno has 73,828,377SF of rentable space at a $4.20 lease 
rate and a vacancy rate of 14%.10

The industrial markets of the Intermountain West are regional 
markets that serve the resident populations and support the 
economic activity. They are not national or global distribution 
centers, such as those found to the west in Los Angeles or 
to the east in Chicago or New York. However, the changing 

patterns of North American trade offer some new opportuni-
ties to serve as alternative centers as the primary centers are 
becoming increasingly congested and overbuilt. 
 
Competitive assets
Education:
Educational institutions serve as one of the foundations for 
economic development as they are measures of intellectual 
capital. Major universities are economic engines for metro 
areas because they generate concentrations of the most 
highly educated component of the region’s demographic 
profile. They are often associated with entrepreneurship as 
they generate innovations and new ideas, which help fuel 
new businesses, especially those that emphasize engineer-
ing and technology. 

Large universities form growth points in the metropolitan net-
work as they often attract retail, office, research and develop-
ment facilities and often give rise to research parks, two of 
the most famous being the Research Triangle Park in North 
Carolina and the Stanford Research Park in San Francisco 
Bay area, a park that is often credited with giving birth to the 
largest innovation economy in the world. Not only are uni-
versities the centers of a highly educated population, but of 
specialized human and technical resources. These skill sets 
are important competitive assets as they have multi-dimen-
sional effects on economic development. They help existing 
businesses obtain the skills they need to innovate and grow, 
while attracting new businesses seeking top-level human 
resources, and typically are the basis for new business for-
mation. It is that component of human skills that form the 
foundation for the wide range of high-value economic activity 
often found in close proximity to these institutions.

 

Universities by Enrollments.Figure 17: 
While the largest clusters of universi-
ties are found in the Los Angeles and 
San Francisco areas and clusters of 
universities also occur in each of the 
Intermountain West metros, by far 
the largest single university is Arizona 
State University located in Phoenix. 
ASU’s enrollments at over 70,000 are 
approximately double any of the other 
large universities with the exception of 
UC – Los Angeles at nearly 40,000.
Other than by enrollments, universities 
can also be measured by the number 
and diversity of degree programs 
and the amount and significance of 
research. 

(Data Source: US Department of 
Education)
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Culture
The study region is home to unique Native American cultures 
and history. This rich history can be seen in the many sig-
nificant archaeological sites, museums and cultural centers, 
as well as contemporary Native American culture, arts and 
events. The region also shares a pioneer history, from wagon 
trains to miners and settlers, as well as cowboy and Hispanic 
histories and cultures. 
 
Each of the major metros has a different combination of fine 
arts museums, local and regional history museums, natural 
history museums, visual and performing arts centers along 
with a number of festivals and events. Denver has the Den-
ver Art Museum, with collections of world, western and Native 
American art, the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, 
as well as specialized museums, such as the Molly Brown 
House. Its performing arts offerings are anchored by the 
Denver Performing Arts Complex, one of the largest in the 
world. It has an extensive festival program.

Phoenix is home to the Phoenix Art Museum, The Heard Mu-
seum of Native American art and culture, and museums of 
Native American, pioneer and western histories among oth-
ers. The performing arts take place in Symphony Hall, the 
Orpheum Theater and venues for concerts and performanc-
es throughout the metropolitan area. Phoenix also has an 
extensive and diverse festival and event program, including 
Hopi, Zuni and Navajo events.

Salt Lake City, the center of the Mormon religion, has the 
Museum of Church History and Art. Salt Lake has the Utah 
Museum of Fine Arts, the Museum of Utah Art & History, and 
specialty museums dedicated to subjects such as pioneer, 
railroad and local history. The performing arts include the 
Mormon Tabernacle Choir, Symphony Orchestra as well as 
theater and dance. Salt Lake City has a limited but diverse 
festival program, including parts of the Sundance Film Fes-
tival.

Las Vegas, while it does not have a focus on museums, 
does have an extensive contemporary, popular performing 
arts infrastructure associated with its many casinos, making 
it one of America’s leading pop culture centers. In addition, 
it has the Nevada State Museum and Historical Society, the 
Las Vegas Natural History Museum, and the Atomic Testing 
Museum. The newly opened Smith Center is changing the 
performing arts culture.  This new center includes performing 
arts as well as the new home for the Lied Discovery Chil-
dren’s Museum.

Reno has the Nevada Museum of Art, the only American As-
sociation of Museums accredited art museum in Nevada, the 
William Harrah Automobile Museum, as well as the Pioneer 
Center for the Performing Arts with the Reno Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Nevada Opera, and Reno Chamber Orchestra, 
and the Harrah’s Performing Arts Center at the University of 
Nevada-Reno.

Sports
The metros of the west have extensive sports cultures driven 
by the focus on outdoor activities made possible by the out-
standing natural setting and environment. With its high moun-
tains and abundant snowfall, this region is the winter sports 
capital of North America, containing the vast majority of its 
top skiing destinations. The region has been a popular draw 
for rock climbing, hiking and backpacking, whether in the 
mountains or in the canyons such as Bryce, Canyonlands or 
the Grand Canyon. Top whitewater rafting and kayaking des-
tinations can be found in the region, especially during spring 
snowmelt from the mountains. The Colorado River and Salt 
River stand out with rafting through spectacular canyons, as 
well as the upper Arkansas River Valley in eastern Colorado. 
The Intermountain West has become a destination site for 
mountain biking, from the classic slickrock of Moab to the 
summer use of lift-assisted ski resorts and newer mountain 
biking centers such as Fruita, Colorado.

Top Institutions in Federal Figure 18: 
Science & Engineering Funding.
The map illustrates the level of federal 
funding support to universities and 
institutes in 2007 (the last year that 
funding is available by institution). In 
the four-state study region, the largest 
federal obligation was the University 
of Colorado system, at over $330 
million, followed by the University of 
Arizona at $212 million and the Uni-
versity of Utah at $165 million. Notably 
absent from the top 100 institutions 
are the universities in Nevada.

This science and engineering funding 
does not take into account state, 
private or institutional funding, or 
funding to federal research labs such 
as Los Alamos National Laboratory in 
New Mexico.

(Data Source: National Science 
Foundation)
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The major metros are centers of professional and college 
sports. Denver is home to professional sports teams for 
football, baseball, basketball, hockey and soccer, as well as 
a PGA golf course. The Phoenix metro region has football, 
basketball, baseball and soccer teams and five PGA golf 
courses. Salt Lake City has a basketball and a soccer team. 
Neither Las Vegas nor Reno have any professional sports 
teams, in part because of the presence of legal sports bet-
ting. There is a NASCAR track and four PGA golf courses, 
and minor-league teams in Las Vegas.  Reno has a PGA golf 
course, and is close to several ski resorts, including the top 
ranked Heavenly Mountain Resort in South Lake Tahoe.

In college sports, universities in the four-state study region 
are members of the Mountain West, PAC 12, Western Ath-
letic, Big Sky, West Coast, Great West Football, The Summit 
League, and Independent Conferences, among others.

Tourism
Tourism plays an important role in the economies of the In-
termountain West, especially for the Las Vegas metro, which 
is a major tourism and convention hub in the U.S. According 
to Forbes, the Las Vegas Strip is the second most visited 
tourist destination in the U.S., with almost 30 million visitors 
in 2010. More than 20% of the employment in the metro is in 
the accommodation and food services industry, accounting 
for almost 15% of personal income. In a 2002 study for the 
US Conference of Mayors, Las Vegas was ranked fourth in 
the nation for tourism gross metropolitan product, with $11.5 
billion.11  Convention attendance in Las Vegas was over 4.8 
million visitors in 2011.12

The four-state study region contains 47 national parks and 
monuments and attracted over 29 million visitors in 2011. 
The National Parks Service estimates that direct visitor 

 

Top 20 Skiing Destinations.Figure 19: 
The environment of the Intermoun-
tain West has given rise to a host of 
specialty tourism destinations. As the 
Rocky, Sierra and Cascade Mountains 
are the tallest in North America and 
experience heavy snowfalls, they 
have become the center of skiing in 
America. The top 20 Skiing destina-
tions are located on the western part 
of the U.S.  Colorado contains eleven, 
Utah four and California, two of the 
top 20 ski destinations in the Nation. 

(Data Source SKI Magazine)

Professional Sports.Figure 20: 
Professional sports are found in each 
of the major metropolitan areas in the 
Intermountain West. While Denver, 
Phoenix and Salt Lake City have vari-
ous combinations of football, basket-
ball, soccer, hockey and baseball. In 
addition golf, and NASCAR are found 
concentrated in Las Vegas, but also 
located in Phoenix. The San Francisco 
and Los Angeles metros have a wide 
range of all professional sports, with 
multiple professional teams in some 
sports.

(Data Source: Compiled from indi-
vidual sports authorities)
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Convention Centers. Figure 23: 
Convention Centers often attract hun-
dreds of thousands of visitors a year, 
many international, and therefore 
an important source of metropolitan 
and regional economic development. 
The pattern of convention centers 
roughly follows the pattern of top 100 
MSAs by population with a scattered, 
uneven pattern in the region. Each 
of the major metros have convention 
facilities, but Las Vegas, NV is clearly 
identifiable as the main center for 
conventions in the four state study 
region. 

(Data Source: CVENT)

Top 10 Tourist Destinations.Figure 22: 
The top 10 most visited US tourist 
attractions predominantly reside on 
the east and west coast. Time Square, 
NY is number one with 37.6M visits 
followed by the Las Vegas strip with 
29.1.

(Data Source: Forbes Magazine)

Parks and Forests. Figure 21: The ma-
jority of the area of land in the national 
park and forest system can be found 
in the western US. Some of the sys-
tem’s most iconic parks can be found 
in the four-state study region including 
the Grand Canyon, Bryce Canyon and 
Arches National Parks. Many of the 
most significant archeological areas 
are also located in the study area 
including Mesa Verde and Canyon de 
Chelly National Monuments.
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spending at the Grand Canyon National Park was $416 mil-
lion, and $255 million at Lake Mead National Recreation Area 
in 2010. This visitor spending is in addition to jobs and other 
economic effects driven by tourism.13

 
Medical
Medicine is becoming a multi-dimensional factor in met-
ropolitan futures, as it not only contributes to the health of 
the region, but also because medical research has become 
one of the foundations for high value economic growth. The 
presence of a medical school within a metropolitan area also 
tends to ensure that the area has a very high quality medical 
establishment anchored by the faculty of the medical school 
and its related hospital. Medical schools tend to have a large 
research component that is involved in the development of 
innovations that lead to new techniques and products. Each 
of the major metros in the Intermountain West, with the 
exception of Las Vegas has an accredited M.D. (Doctor of 
Medicine) medical school. The Phoenix Sun Corridor has two 
accredited M.D. schools and two accredited D.O. (Doctor of 
Osteopathic Medicine) schools. Las Vegas has an accredited 
D.O. school.

Environment
The Intermountain West has a diverse and rugged landscape 
consisting of basins, mountain ranges, valleys, plateaus and 
most of the U.S. deserts. Of the mountains in North America, 
ninety percent are located in the west. The Rocky Mountains, 
about 3,000 miles in length and including 25 major ranges, 
extend from New Mexico up though the Intermountain West 
and into Canada. The highest elevation in the region is 
14,494 feet above sea level at Mt. Whitney, in the Sierra Ne-
vada Mountains of California. Colorado’s highest elevation 
point is at Mt. Elbert at 14,4333 feet, which is also the highest 
elevation in the Rockies. The highest points in the other three 
study region states are King’s Peak, Utah, at 13,528 feet, 
followed by Boundary Peak in Nevada at 13,143 feet, and 
Humphrey’s Peak, AZ at 12,633’. 

The largest plateau, or high plain, in North America is the 
Colorado Plateau. The area covers parts of Colorado, Utah, 
Arizona, and New Mexico. It is divided in Northern Arizona 
and Southern Utah by the Colorado River and the Grand 
Canyon. The lowest elevation point in the west is at 282 feet 
below sea level in Badwater Basin, CA. The lowest eleva-
tion in Arizona is along the Colorado River at 72 feet. The 
lowest elevation point in Nevada is also along the Colorado 
River at 481 feet. Utah’s lowest point is 2,180 feet at Beaver 
Dam Wash, and Colorado’s is on the Arikaree River, at 3,317 
feet. 

The Western Continental Divide is an imaginary line that sep-
arates the drainage basins of the Pacific from the drainage 
basins of the Atlantic, as well as the West from the Midwest 
regions of the U.S. It runs from Canada and continues down 
south along the Rocky Mountains’ crests through Montana, 
Wyoming, Colorado and New Mexico and then continues 
into Mexico. Melting snow and rain on the western side of 
this divide flows into the Pacific. On the east side rivers and 
streams flow to the Hudson Bay or down to the Gulf of Mexi-
co and into the Atlantic.

Some of the regional rivers and streams in the mountain west 
are in closed basins, such as the Great Basin, and cannot 
reach the sea. The water drains to a lake or dry lake without 
an outlet, or seeps into aquifers, and only leaves the basin 
through evaporation. 

The Colorado River begins in the Rocky Mountains of North-
ern Colorado and moves southwest through the Colorado 
River Basin, reaching to the Gulf of California. The Colorado 
River is critical to the region, as it is the major and vital source 
of water and power for the Southwest. The river has dams, 
reservoirs and more than 30 electric power plants along its 
run. 

 

Accredited Medical SchoolsFigure 24: 
Medical institutions are important 
components of a metropolitan 
areas institutional resources and its 
economy. Medical schools accredited 
for M.D. (Doctor of Medicine) and 
D.O. (Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine) 
degrees are located in every major 
metro in our study area. M.D. granting 
schools are in each, except for Las 
Vegas, which has an accredited D.O. 
granting school. Phoenix has the 
highest concentration of accredited 
schools, with two M.D. schools (both 
University of Arizona campuses) and 
two D.O. schools.

(Data Sources: AAMC (American 
Association of Medical Colleges) & 
AACOM (American Association of Col-
leges of Osteopathic Medicine)
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The climate in the Intermountain West and West Coast, rang-
ing from the extremely wet mountains of northern California 
to Death Valley, the driest place in North America, has pro-
duced an incredible range of ecoregions characterized by 
wide variety of specie diversity. About half of all the fourteen 
basic categories of global ecoregions are located in the West. 
The lowlands of the region are dominated by dryland ecore-
gions that have a distinctive boundary at the front range of 
the Rocky Mountains. The region contains the Sonora, Mo-
jave, and Chihuahuan deserts as well as the Great Basin. 
The Colorado Plateau is a xeric shrubland and occupies a 
large portion of this area. Higher elevations are temperate 
conifer forests, which spread across the mountainous areas, 
including the Sierra Nevadas, Cascades, Rockies and Ari-
zona Mountains as well as portions of the Coastal Range. 
 

 

Drainage BasinsFigure 26: 
The Western Continental Divide 
divides the continent into two main 
drainage areas which drain towards 
the Pacific Ocean or the Gulf and At-
lantic Ocean. There are seven basins 
in the four-state study region. They 
are the Great Basin, Colorado Basin, 
Columbia River Basin, Missouri River 
Basin, Arkansas River Basin, Rio 
Grande Basin and the Pacific Ocean 
Seaboard. The Great Basin is an 
endorheic system, where water pre-
cipitating in the basin does not leave 
the basin except through evaporation. 
The Colorado River Basin, Columbia 
River Basin, and Pacific Ocean 
Seaboard drain to the Pacific Ocean. 
The remaining basins, the Missouri 
River, Arkansas River and Rio Grande 
Basin are on the eastern side of the 
Continental divide and eventually 
drain to the Gulf of Mexico and into 
the Atlantic Ocean.

Topography. Figure 25: The Intermoun-
tain West has a diverse and rugged 
landscape consisting of basins, 
ranges, valleys and plateaus. 90% of 
the mountains in North America are 
located in the west of the continent. 
The Rocky Mountains, including 25 
major ranges, are about 3,000 miles 
in length and extend from New Mexico 
up though the Intermountain West and 
into Canada. The highest point in the 
Rockies is Mt. Elbert, which is located 
in Colorado.  The largest plateau, or 
high plains, in North America is the 
Colorado Plateau. The area covers 
Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and New 
Mexico. It is divided in Northern 
Arizona and Southern Utah by the 
Colorado River and the Grand Can-
yon. The elevation in the study region 
states ranges from 14,494ft above sea 
level to -282ft below sea level.

(Data Source: USGS)
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Federal Lands. Figure 28: Federal  
Lands fall into a wide variety of 
categories of ownership with an even 
wider variety of departments and 
agencies involved in the management, 
operations and regulatory overlays. 
Since the West was largely unde-
veloped when conservation and the 
demands for water became a national 
concern, federal government agencies 
were able to acquire large tracts and 
now own and manage vast areas of 
the Intermountain west. 

Ecoregions. Figure 27: Ecoregions are 
defined by recurring natural patterns, 
including plant and animal life, and 
physical environment, which generally 
characterize an area and distinguish 
it from others. An ecoregion is not a 
continuous, homogenous area, but it 
generally shares a large majority of 
species, ecology, and environmental 
conditions and interactions. 
The four-state study region includes: 
The Great Basin shrub steppe, the 
Colorado Plateau shrublands, the 
Mojave desert, Sonoran Desert, 
Chihuahuan Desert, the Arizona 
Mountains forests, Colorado Rockies 
Forests, Wasatch and Uinta montane 
forests, Western short grasslands 
and pieces of ecoregions such as the 
Wyoming Basin shrub steppe and 
Snake-Columbia shrub steppe on the 
borders. 

(Data Source: WWF, USGS)

Air Quality Non-Attainment Figure 29: 
Areas. Non-attainment areas fail to 
meet air quality standards set by 
the Clean Air Act for six common 
air pollutants.  These are ozone, 
carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, 
sulfur dioxide, lead and particulates. 
It generally takes multiple years of 
pollutant levels exceeding standards 
for the EPA to declare an area a non-
attainment zone. After this declaration, 
the area must develop a plan to meet 
standards. Several areas of federal 
funding can be tied to implementation 
of this plan. The Phoenix, Denver, Las 
Vegas, and Salt Lake City regions 
have all been designated non-attain-
ment areas for at least one pollutant.

(Data Source: EPA)
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Conclusion
While the major metropolitan regions and four states within 
this study share a common geographic region, the major 
metro regions function as “islands” within this vast area with 
varying degrees of isolation and connection to each other 
and the continental and global networks. The island phe-
nomenon is most pronounced in this region of the U.S. and 
perhaps the feature most commonly shared by all the metros 
in this area.  

Although each is unique, they share many other common 
characteristics, such as their patterns of urbanization, relative 
population and economic size and growth rates, many areas 
of economic specialization, as well as culture, recreation 
and tourism. While the four largest are all in the midrange 
of population and economic size in the nation, they all rank 
among the fastest-growing in both categories. Each is home 
to Fortune 500 headquarters ranging from one headquarter 
in Salt Lake City to six in the Denver region. 

They also exhibit a common economic strength, as three of 
the four states (Colorado, Utah and Nevada) rank higher in 
their GSP than their population size. Colorado ranked 22nd 
in population and 18th in GSP, while Utah at 34th in popu-
lation is slightly lower in its GSP at 33rd. Nevada, ranked 
35th in population, is ranked 32nd in GSP. This indicates their 
economies are performing above their population size giv-
ing evidence of higher value economic activity. Only Arizona 
ranked lower in GSP at 20th than its population size at 16th.    

The study metros are all home to major universities, and three 
of the five are ranked in the top 100 in federal obligations for 
science and engineering. All of them also have accredited 
medical schools and medical research. Their universities 
heavily contribute to areas of economic specialization such 
as aerospace, aviation, defense, biosciences, clean energy 
and mining. Most of the metros also have a tech component 
to their economies, with three of the metro regions ranked at 
‘top high-tech metros’ by the Milken Institute, and the Denver 
metro region containing three high-tech metros. 

The Intermountain West is also an active sports, recreation 
and tourism area, with an extensive number of college and 
professional sports teams and events, and an outdoor activ-
ity lifestyle. This region is the winter sports capital of the U.S. 
with the vast majority of top skiing destinations. The region 
also is home to top destinations for hiking, mountain biking, 
climbing, and rafting.

The region is an area defined by its unique topography, cli-
mate and ecoregions. One of the driest areas of the U.S., it 
has some of the most developed water resource projects in 
the country. Known for the quality of its climate and environ-
ment, the growth of metropolitan centers has introduced a 
common set of concerns generated by rapid urban develop-
ment. 

The major metropolitan areas are linked by a series of com-
mon issues related to their size, rapid growth, economic spe-
cialization, institutions, and environmental qualities. Typically, 
groups are formed around single issues such as transpor-
tation, economic development, education or environment. 
Across the Intermountain West, a more comprehensive and 
integrated approach could result in a multi-dimensional set 
of connections that are based on key issues in each area. 
A broader and more comprehensive common framework for 
regional development could provide greater benefits by build-
ing stronger bonds across the region. A shared vision and 
framework for action could build stronger synergies between 
them and support the kind of infrastructure to facilitate great-
er interactions among the metros and with the North Ameri-
can and world markets. With greater cooperation and more 
concerted action on building synergies, the Intermountain 
West could increase its visibility and recognition within North 
America and across the world as a special and unique region 
to attract and generate high-value economic activity.
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CONNECTIVITY OF THE WEST

The U.S. is positioned in North America between Canada 
and Mexico and the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The only 
way that the U.S. and the North American trading bloc can 
reach the other six major trading blocs of Europe, the Middle 
East, Africa, Indian Sub-Continent, Asia and South America 
is by air or sea. The surface systems of road and rail connect 
the nations and metros of North America, but the surface cor-
ridors cannot be considered in isolation, as they are funda-
mental and vital links between the airports and seaports. It is 
only through the efficient multimodal connections between 
the surface systems and the air and water systems that the 
U.S. can reach the global economy. Strengthening connec-
tions between the surface systems and the air and sea global 
systems will become more important as the global economy 
becomes more integrated and interactive. Within this context, 
understanding the position, functionality and connectivity of 
the Intermountain West to the surface and global systems is 
important to shaping their future in a global economy.

The U.S. has three important coastlines: the Atlantic, Pacific 
and Gulf of Mexico where major hubs of passengers and 
goods flows are located. Its major connections to the global 
transportation and logistics networks are all located along 
these coastlines with the single exception of Chicago, an in-
land city in the Upper Midwest. The West Coast, unlike the 
other two coasts has only three primary hubs of passenger 
and freight connections at Los Angeles, San Francisco and 
in the Northwest (Seattle and Vancouver). Along the Atlantic 
Coast there are numerous points of connection, the principal 
points being New York, Atlanta and Miami along with other 
points from Halifax and Boston through Norfolk, Charleston 
and Savannah to Jacksonville. Like the Atlantic Coast, the 
Gulf Coast has numerous hubs stretching from Corpus Chris-
tie and the major Texas hubs of Dallas and Houston, with 
others located along and near the coast extending across 
Mississippi and Alabama to Florida as far as the Manatee 
and Tampa air and sea ports. In a line down the center of the 
nation, the four transcontinental hubs of Chicago, St. Louis, 

Memphis and New Orleans serve as continental transfer 
points linking the eastern and western rail grids across the 
Mississippi. Without global waterborne trade connections, 
inland metros must depend on air, rail and road connections 
to create the foundation for their passenger and freight func-
tions. The role of these metropolitan areas is determined by 
their function within the pattern of distribution and consolida-
tion connected to the primary global hubs. The Intermountain 
West metropolitan areas are inland hubs positioned along 
the east/west corridors between the Pacific and Midwest 
hubs and serve as regional hubs with limited global and con-
tinental freight roles.   

Throughout the 20th Century, the dominant global trade flow 
was across the Atlantic, between Europe and North America. 
China was in revolution throughout the first half of the 20th 
Century and an isolated communist country in the second 
half. After World War II, Asian trade flows to the West Coast 
came only from Japan, Taiwan, parts of Southeast Asia and 
Australia. Before 1990, U.S. trade flows were dominated by 
an east-west pattern. The dominant characteristic of flows 
were agricultural and manufactured products that originated 
in the Midwest and were shipped outbound to the East and 
West Coast ports. After 1990, China began its economic rise, 
which dramatically accelerated after year 2000 when it rose 
to become the world’s second largest economy. As imports 
from China grew, the West Coast became the dominant cen-
ter of U.S. imports. However, the Atlantic remained the most 
diverse trade-flow coast, as it connected all six trading blocs. 
As a result, goods flow in two directions across the U.S. 
Asian goods primarily flow from the West Coast eastward, 
while goods from the other five trading blocs flow from East 
Coast westward.

After 1990, two important changes took place to the tradi-
tional pattern dominated by Midwest outbound direction of 
freight and people to the coasts on their way to global mar-
kets. First, the global redistribution of economic activity led 

NAFTA Corridors.Figure 30:  Three 
NAFTA corridors are transforming the U.S. 
trade pattern and the configuration of the 
continental grid. The first NAFTA Corridor 
emerged through the Midwest, entering 
the US through Texas and entering Cana-
da through Michigan. NASCO was formed 
to use the existing highways and rail lines 
to connect a group of cities from Dallas to 
Chicago and Canada. A second proposed 
corridor would involve the construction 
of interstate I-69, connecting Houston 
through Memphis to Chicago. The West 
Coast corridor uses existing infrastruc-
ture. The Intermountain West has two 
potential corridors, CANAMAX would use 
a combination of existing and proposed 
interstates. The proposed I-11 Corridor 
would fill in the gap in the southern end of 
the CANAMAX corridor and continue as a 
second leg from Las Vegas through Reno 
to Washington and then Canada.
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to a decline in Midwest manufacturing. That resulted in the 
second change, a reverse in the traditional trade flow  with 
more goods arriving on the coasts and moving inland to-
wards transcontinental distribution centers in the Midwest 
rather than from manufacturers out to the coasts. 

The Emergence of the NAFTA Corridors
In the post NAFTA era, a set of vertical trade corridors have 
emerge across North America linking the U.S. with two of its 
top three trading partners, Canada and Mexico. The first of 
the NAFTA corridors to emerge was a corridor 400 miles wide 
through the center of the U.S. which connects the three na-
tions of North America. This corridor, known as the NAFTA 
Corridor, has become the backbone of the continental econ-
omy extending from Mexico to Canada across the Upper and 
Lower Midwest. A second NAFTA corridor emerged along the 
West Coast from Mexico City to Vancouver, and a third is 
emerging through the Intermountain West, entering the U.S. 
near Tucson, passing through Phoenix and up the proposed 
I-11 and CANAMEX corridors. 

The largest trade flow with Mexico is across the Texas bor-
der, following the path of the first NAFTA corridor, while the 
second highest flow is across the California border and the 
smallest is through Arizona into the Intermountain West. In-
creasing congestion in the California road and rail systems 
and proposed new and expanded ports on the west coast 
of Mexico should have the effect of shifting greater amounts 
of trade into the Intermountain West, I-11 / CANAMEX cor-
ridors.

A new grid-like configuration took form across the U.S. as the 
newly emerging north/south corridors crossed the traditional 
east/west corridors. Many metropolitan areas that were sim-
ply located along a major corridor are now defined by their 
location at the intersection of the east/west and north/south 
corridors. In the Intermountain West, these metros have been 
given the opportunity to emerge as key point in the continen-
tal grid due to the change in their structural potential.

The Connectivity of the Intermountain 
West Metros.
The Intermountain West is the inland component of the west-
ern surface grid that extends west to the Pacific Coast and 
east to the transcontinental hubs along the Mississippi River. 
In contrast to the eastern continental grid, the western grid 
exhibits a more dispersed pattern with greater distances be-
tween both the corridors and the metros that are the primary 
points of connection. Between these surface corridors and 
metros are vast areas with agriculture, forestry and ranch-
ing and low-density development marked by small cities and 
towns, some of which are important recreational, cultural and 
historic tourism destinations. The relatively great distance 
between the large metros has been a barrier to their social, 
institutional and economic interactions and the kinds of syn-
ergies that could lead to greater economic diversity and de-
velopment.   

Infrastructure in the Intermountain West 
The urban centers of the Intermountain West are currently 
connected to the nation by both a network of surface trans-
portation corridors, formed by a combination of rail and high-
ways, and their airports. While the airports provide some pas-
senger and freight access to global destinations, the primary 
air hubs accessing the world are located along the Pacific 
Coast in California or in the Midwest and East. Global freight 
arrives via road and rail from the West Coast and East Coast 
seaports along the surface system corridors. 

The Air Network
Three of the major airports in the Intermountain West are 
airline hubs: Denver is a hub for United, Phoenix for US Air-
ways, and Salt Lake City for Delta. While the major airports 
have extensive domestic reach, they have limited internation-
al reach. The major western international airports are located 
on either side of the Intermountain West; to the west, Los 
Angeles and San Francisco, and to the east, Chicago, Dallas 
and Houston. Of the four FAA designated “large air hubs” in 
the Intermountain West, Las Vegas has the greatest number 
of international non-stop destinations outside of North Ameri-
ca with four, Denver has two and Phoenix and Salt Lake City 
each have one. The combined airports of Denver, Salt Lake 
City, Las Vegas and Phoenix reach a total of five non-stop 
intercontinental destinations, four in Europe (some destina-
tions are served from more than one of the airports), and one 
in Asia. These airports do serve a wide range of destinations 
in North America including Canada, Mexico and some desti-
nations in Central America and should be considered primar-
ily as North American, rather than global, hubs as they have 
extensive service across North America but limited service to 
the other primary global trading blocs. Reno has no non-stop 
international flights. By comparison, Los Angeles has 51 in-
ternational city pairs with eight to Europe, nine to Asia, seven 
to Australia and Oceania, three to the Middle East, and three 
to South America. San Francisco has 29, with seven to both 
Europe and Asia, one to the Middle East, two to Australia and 
Oceania, and one to South America. Both San Francisco and 
Los Angeles are connected to the metros of the Intermoun-
tain West by roads and connecting flights, but could be more 
strongly connected by the addition of high-speed rail, allow-
ing greater access to these global connections.
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Air Hubs. Figure 31: In the study area 

states, there are FAA-designated 
large air hubs in the Denver, Phoenix, 
Las Vegas and Salt Lake City metros. 
There are medium hubs in Reno and 
Tucson. There are two small hubs, 
one in Phoenix and one in Colorado 
Springs, south of Denver. The metros 
of California have significant clusters 
of air hubs in the Los Angeles and 
San Francisco metros. The Los 
Angeles metro has a large hub, three 
medium hubs and a small hub. San 
Francisco has a large hub and two 
medium hubs. In addition there is a 
large hub in San Diego, a medium 
hub in Sacramento and three other 
small hubs.

Air Passenger EnplanementsFigure 32: 
The largest airport by enplaned pas-
sengers in 2010 in the study region 
states was Denver International, with 
over 25 million passengers, nearly as 
many as LAX at 29 million. McCarran 
International in Las Vegas and Phoe-
nix Sky Harbor both had 19 million 
passengers, slightly less than San 
Francisco International. Salt Lake City 
International had almost 10 million 
passengers, half a million more than 
San Diego International. Reno/Tahoe 
and Tucson Internationals both had 
less than 2 million passengers.

Los Angeles Air City-PairsFigure 33: 
51 International City Pairs

Asia: 9
Europe: 8
Oceania: 7
Middle East: 3
South America: 3

Canada: 5
Mexico: 13
Central America: 3
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Las Vegas Air City-PairsFigure 35: 
Asia: Seoul, South Korea
Europe: London, UK
 Manchester, UK
 Frankfurt, Germany
Canada: Vancouver
 Victoria
 Kelowna
 Calgary
 Edmonton
 Saskatoon
 Regina
 Winnipeg
 Toronto
 Ottawa
 Montreal
Mexico: Guadalajara
 Monterrey
 Mexico City
Central Am:  Tocumen, Panama

Denver Air City-PairsFigure 34: 
Europe: London, UK
 Frankfurt, Germany
Canada: Vancouver
 Calgary
 Edmonton
 Saskatoon
 Regina
 Toronto
 Montreal
Mexico: Los Cabos
 Puerto Vallarta
 Mazatlan
 Ixtapa/Zihuatenejo
 Mexico City
 Cancun
 Cozumel
Central Am:  Liberia, Costa Rica
 San Jose, Costa Rica

Phoenix Air City-PairsFigure 36: 
Europe: London, UK
Canada: Vancouver
 Victoria
 Kelowna
 Calgary
 Edmonton
 Saskatoon
 Regina
 Winnipeg
 Toronto
Mexico: Hermosillo
 Guaymas
 Los Cabos
 Puerto Vallarta
 Mazatlan
 Guadalajara
 Ixtapa/Zihuatenejo
 Mexico City
 Cancun
Central Am:  San Jose, Costa Rica 
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Surface Systems: Road / Rail
The pattern of surface corridors linking the Pacific Coast of 
North America to the remainder of the continent has only 
four major east-west corridors connecting to the four primary 
hubs along the US/ Canada coast. Along the coast, a single 
major corridor extends from Vancouver, through Seattle, San 
Francisco and Los Angeles and continues south into Mexico. 
Behind the Pacific Coast, the major metros of Phoenix, Salt 
Lake City and Denver form anchor points in the metro grid. 
Two northern east-west corridors extend east from Vancou-
ver across Canada and from Seattle below the Northern bor-
der of the U.S. A central corridor, beginning in San Francisco, 
extends across the center of the country through Reno, Salt 
Lake City and Denver. Two southern corridors extend from 
Los Angeles, one just to the north of, and a second through 
Phoenix, the first on its way to Dallas and the second headed 
to Houston. From the northern hub at Seattle and the south-
ern hub in Los Angeles, a diagonal corridor extends through 

Las Vegas to Salt Lake City to form a giant triangle across 
the Western US. While the rail lines generally follow the lines 
of the Interstate highways, they often depart significantly 
from the same alignment. 

While a dense pattern of Interstate highways links Northern 
California with Southern California, the remainder of the Inter-
mountain West is an open pattern of widely spaced surface 
system corridors. The road and rail patterns show a great 
deal of similarity, as they follow the same general routing and 
obey the same points of connection in the major metropolitan 
areas. There are some differences in the location of the ma-
jor rail yards and the major metropolitan centers due to the 
desire of the railroads to avoid urban traffic congestion; how-
ever, the primary rail corridors do all pass near or through the 
major urban centers.

 

Salt Lake City Air City-PairsFigure 37: 
Europe: Paris, France
Canada: Vancouver
 Calgary
Mexico: Los Cabos
 Puerto Vallarta
 Guadalajara
 Mexico City
 Cancun

Major Roads. Figure 38: There are 
two major transportation hubs on the 
southern West Coast, Los Angeles 
and San Francisco. They are con-
nected through various corridors to 
the metros of the Intermountain West. 
The five main interstates that radiate 
from Los Angeles go north to Sac-
ramento and on to Portland, Seattle 
and Vancouver (I-5), northeast to 
Las Vegas and Salt Lake City (I-15), 
east to Albuquerque and the Midwest 
(I-40), east to Phoenix, Texas and the 
Gulf Coast (I-10), and south to San 
Diego and Tucson (I-5/I-8). From the 
San Francisco area, corridors extend 
east through Reno and Salt Lake City 
to Chicago (I-80) as well as and north 
and south (I-5). I-70 splits off of I-15 
between Las Vegas and Salt Lake City 
heading east through Denver to the 
Midwest. North-south connections in 
the Intermountain West are provided 
by I-15 and by I-25 through Denver.
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The open spacing is a result of the low-density pattern of ur-
banization that characterizes the western U.S. In other parts 
of the country, the creation of the Interstate system has led 
to the growth of secondary and tertiary urban centers, but in 
the western U.S. it has reinforced the concentrated growth 
in the major metropolitan centers. Rather than resulting in a 
more complex matrix of urbanization, the surface corridors 
have reinforced the widely dispersed pattern characteristic 
of this region. 

Road
The Interstate pattern of the Western U.S. is a much more 
open pattern than that found in the East. It was constructed to 
link the major metropolitan centers, but as they do not fall in 
straight-line arrangements, the Interstate grid has introduced 
redundancies and additional parallels as in the case of Den-
ver and Phoenix, to fully connect the metropolitan centers. 
While it is a dominant east-west system, north-south corri-

dors exist, such as I-25 through Denver, I-17 from Phoenix or 
I-15 from Los Angeles to Las Vegas and Salt Lake. 

Freight Rail
The rail grid of the Western U.S. is divided between the Bur-
lington Northern Sante Fe (BNSF) and Union Pacific (UP) 
railroads. The rail grid generally follows the same routes as 
the Interstates and connects in the same hubs. Two of the 
five metros, Denver and Phoenix, have dual rail service.

Denver has dual service from UP and BNSF main lines. The 
UP lines connect to Los Angeles and San Francisco through 
Salt Lake City and continues east to Kansas City and the 
Midwest. BNSF consists of a north-south line connecting to 
Canada and the Pacific Northwest as well as Mexico at El 
Paso, and intersects the main line from Los Angeles to Texas 
and the Midwest near Albuquerque. A BNSF line also runs 
east from Denver to Kansas City and the Midwest.

 

Metropolitan Planning Orga-Figure 39: 
nizations (MPO). The Pattern of MPOs 
and other governmental organizations 
with transportation planning respon-
sibilities is markedly uneven in the 
western US, with a heavy concentra-
tion of large-sized COGs and AOGs in 
California and southwestern Arizona 
and smaller MPOs centered on larger 
and smaller metros in the remainder 
of the west. The MPOs form a continu-
ous pattern from San Francisco and 
Sacramento south to San Diego and 
east to the Phoenix and Tucson MPOs 
and the Las Vegas and Reno MPOs. 
The two MPOs along the I-15 corridor 
of the Salt Lake City area are continu-
ous with each other, but isolated from 
the other MPOs in the West. Like Salt 
Lake, the three I-25 corridor Denver 
area are continuous with each other, 
but separate and isolated from the 
other Western MPOs.

Freight & Passenger RailFigure 40: 
Three east-west corridors link the 
west with the east by freight and 
passenger rail. The only north-south 
corridor for passenger rail occurs 
in California. Freight rail primarily 
passes through the Intermountain 
West from the ports of the West Coast 
to distribution points in the Midwest 
with little value added processes 
within the Intermountain West. Amtrak 
directly serves the metros of Denver, 
Salt Lake City and Reno, but does 
not pass through Phoenix or near 
Las Vegas, requiring bus service to 
connect to the metros. Amtrak service 
only runs east and west in the Inter-
mountain West, there are no north/
south lines connecting the metros in 
the study area, again leaving long-
distance buses to connect stations, or 
long distances on rail, as far away as 
to Illinois to connect back to another 
Intermountain West metro. 
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Phoenix is primarily served by UP, with the main line to the 
south through Tucson and a spur to the Mexican border at 
Nogales. It is also connected to the BNSF main line running 
through Flagstaff.  Both main lines run from Los Angeles to 
Texas and the Midwest.

Salt Lake City, Las Vegas and Reno have single rail service 
from UP. Salt Lake City is at the center of a star pattern of UP 
lines, running to Los Angeles and San Francisco to the west, 
Denver and Cheyenne to the east with lines continuing to the 
Midwest, and to Pocatello to the north with lines continuing to 
Portland and Canada. Las Vegas is served by single UP line 
running from Los Angeles to Salt Lake City before heading to 
the Midwest. Reno is served by a UP line and a connection 
to a second UP line running from San Francisco and Sacra-
mento to Salt Lake City and east.

Transit
Denver has a transit system consisting of a bus system and 
five light rail lines. An additional light rail line is under con-
struction and one line and several extensions are planned. 
Four commuter rail lines and Bus Rapid Transit are planned 
to connect Denver to Boulder, Aurora and the airport. 

Salt Lake city has an extensive bus system and has been in-
vesting in Bus Rapid Transit and rail transit. The Utah Transit 
Authority is expanding the light rail system within Salt Lake 
City, as well as the commuter rail line, adding a line to Provo 
to the existing Ogden line. 

Phoenix currently has bus service and one light rail line con-
necting Phoenix, Tempe and Mesa with a connection to Sky 
Harbor Airport. ADOT is studying a passenger rail line from 
Phoenix to Tucson.

Las Vegas and Reno are both covered by bus transit and 
private coach services.

Mode Comparisons
A comparison of travel by air, road, Amtrak and high-speed 
rail takes into consideration three basic categories: miles of 
travel, time to travel, and congestion and delays. Congestion 
and delays are key indicators of the reliability of the mode. 
Reliability is an increasingly important measure in a global 
economy, wherein coordination and synchronization of the 
movement of people and goods is required for the successful 
completion of business and economic activity. When people 
or goods do not arrive on time, it can have significant nega-
tive effects on business and economic performance. Cost 
is also an important comparative measure; however, fully 
measuring those costs to make accurate comparisons were 
beyond the scope of this project. While some modes may 
offer shorter times, lack of reliability can more than offset 
the benefits of speed. Therefore, measure of distance and 
time by themselves are not adequate measures for compar-
ing modes. The comparisons reveal the importance of high-
speed rail as a valuable addition to the existing transportation 
system.

Air
Airline flight offers the shortest distance and unrivaled speed 
of travel, but delays are unpredictable and significant barriers 
to reliability. Air is the only practical choice for East Coast and 
intercontinental travel. Air travel, especially for business, is 
typically booked well in advance to secure the best pricing. 
This makes avoiding bad weather or making spontaneous 
trips more difficult. As a result, air travel carries with it a high 
degree of uncertainty that somewhat offsets its advantages 
of speed over shorter distance relative to the surface system. 
Air also involves a long front-end process due to security, 
baggage checks and boarding, as well as a significant back-
end time with the baggage claim process. The front-end 
and back-end time are in addition to the actual travel times 
shown.

 

High Speed RailFigure 41: 
The proposed high speed rail system 
in the Intermountain West would 
directly link the major metros together, 
providing another layer of connectivity 
to help unify the region into a more 
cohesive whole. High speed rail 
would also connect the metros to the 
economic and transportation hubs of 
Los Angeles and San Francisco.
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Flight TimesFigure 43: 
Flying has the shortest travel times 
between metros. A flight between any 
two metros in the four states can be 
made between one hour and two-
and-a-half hours. These flight times 
do not include the time for check-in, 
boarding, baggage check and claim, 
or any delays in departure, in flight, or 
after landing.

(Data Source: Airlines)

Flight Departure DelaysFigure 44: 
Flight departure delays are reported to 
the FAA for any flight that leaves more 
than 15 minutes past its scheduled 
time. In 2010, departure delays on 
flights from Denver International 
totaled 46,550 hours, more than at 
either Los Angeles International or 
San Francisco International which 
each had over 34,000 hours of delays. 
Flights from Phoenix Sky Harbor 
totaled 28,954 hours of delays. Flights 
from McCarran International were 
delayed 25,901 hours and flights from 
Salt Lake City International, a total of 
13,521 hours.

(Data Source: Bureau of Transporta-
tion Statistics)

Flight MilesFigure 42: 
Airline travel has the advantage of 
nearly straight-line paths travel, avoid-
ing the need to detour around difficult 
terrain. Flight distances between the 
metros of the four states range from 
a low of 255 miles from Las Vegas to 
Phoenix, to a high of 810 miles from 
Reno to Denver.

(Data Source: Airlines)
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Roads
Automobile and truck travel take place over roads that must 
be configured to fit the highly contoured and topographically 
varied conditions of the Intermountain West. As a result, their 
routes involve longer distances requiring longer travel times 
than air.  As with air, weather, construction, accidents and 
congestion that can result in delays are unpredictable and 
represent barriers to reliability. As opposed to air travel, au-
tomobile or truck travel can be arranged on very short notice 
without significantly increasing cost. As a result, road trav-
el has greater flexibility than air to respond to unexpected 
events or spontaneous travel. The flexibility and certainty of 
road travel helps to offset its disadvantages of long travel 
time relative to air. Road travel is a door-to-door mode that 
has relatively small front and back end time requirements, 
except when including loading and unloading of large freight 
shipments or time for rental car pick up and drop off. 

In 2010, traffic congestion was primarily concentrated in the 
existing urban centers, while the connecting corridors be-
tween them remained relatively free of heavy traffic. How-
ever, by 2040 all of the major urban centers and most of the 
major corridors connecting them are projected to be “highly 
congested.” This level of congestion will further break down 
connections between the metros as travel between them will 
become more difficult for business, sports, cultural activity 
and leisure. Rather than moving toward closer connections 
and greater economic integration where the widely dispersed 
metros can increasingly operate as a single economic region, 
road congestion will form a barrier to stronger connections 
for the metros in the Intermountain West.

 

Driving Distances.Figure 45: 
Driving distances on recommended 
routes between the metros of the 
four-state study region  range from a 
low of 287 miles between Las Vegas 
and Phoenix to a high of 821 miles 
from Phoenix to Denver, or 1,054 
miles from Denver to Reno through 
Salt Lake City.

(Data Source: Google Maps)

Drive Times. Figure 46: Drive times on 
suggested routes between the metros 
of the four state study region range 
from about 5 hours and 20 minutes 
from Las Vegas to Phoenix, to just 
over 14 hours from Phoenix to Denver, 
or 16 and a half hours from Denver to 
Reno through Salt Lake City. Connec-
tions to the metros of California are 6 
hours from Phoenix to Los Angeles, 
about 4 hours and twenty minutes 
from Las Vegas to Los Angeles and 4 
hours from Reno to San Francisco.

(Data Source: Google Maps)
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Amtrak
Amtrak service in the Intermountain West is a highly varied 
pattern with each corridor offering very different service. 
Denver to San Francisco through Salt Lake and Reno is a 
direct rail line, with service near the metro centers. However, 
the destinations along the southern corridors are not directly 
served by rail, and they must use long-distance buses to con-
nect the metros with rail stations. Compared to road and air, 
Amtrak is by far the slowest and least connected system in 
the region, with the most restrictive schedule. While trains are 
less susceptible to weather delays than air or road, Amtrak 
does not own the rail lines in the Intermountain West, and 
the train line has been subject to chronic delays primarily due 
to effects of the host railroads and speed restrictions due to 
track conditions. Outside of the Northeast Corridor, Amtrak’s 
on-time performance averages less than 55%. Delays on the 
Salt Lake City-Elko segment average 40 minutes14. The very 
long travel times and restrictive schedule make Amtrak the 

least desirable form of travel, except for the leisure travel ex-
perience where the freedom of movement within the train and 
ability to watch the scenery instead of having to watch the 
road, are considered benefits. 

High-Speed Rail
High-speed rail (HSR) will offer an excellent combination of 
time and reliability relative to other modes. HSR has much 
shorter travel times than road or Amtrak, and HSR offers 
competitive times to air when time for airport security, board-
ing, etc. is included. HSR, when used for business, can offer 
real advantages, as much of air travel time cannot be used for 
productive activity while HSR travel is fully productive. HSR 
does not require advanced booking, and therefore it offers a 
high degree of flexibility in travel planning and scheduling. 
Unlike Amtrak, HSR travels on its own, dedicated lines, so 
scheduling and travel do not conflict with freight rail move-
ments, improving reliability.

 

Highway Congestion - 2040.Figure 48: 
The USDOT projected highway con-
gestion levels in 2040 from existing 
conditions. The map of these conges-
tion levels show the major roads in, 
and radiating from, the major metros 
in the study region being highly 
congested in 2040. The connecting 
corridors between the metros are also 
projected to become more congested 
with large stretches rating as highly 
congested or congested, and limited 
stretches remaining uncongested. 
Notably, the corridors that connect the 
study region metros with California 
are projected to be highly congested, 
including the entire corridor from 
Las Vegas to Los Angeles as well as 
from Reno to San Francisco. These 
projections do not take into account 
the addition of infrastructure such as 
I-11 or high speed rail.

(Data Source: USDOT)

Highway	Traffic	Volumes	-	Figure 47: 
2010. Average Annual Daily Traffic 
Counts show heavy traffic concen-
trated in all of the metro centers in 
the four-state study region. Heavy 
traffic can be seen connecting the 
metros from Ogden to Provo along 
the I-15 corridor in the Salt Lake City 
region. Heavy traffic can also be seen 
linking Denver and Boulder, with more 
moderate traffic connecting Denver 
to Colorado Springs and Fort Collins. 
The major connecting corridors be-
tween Las Vegas, Phoenix, Salt Lake 
City and Denver are generally in the 
20 to 45 thousand cars per day range

(Data Source: USDOT)
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Amtrak Travel Times. Figure 49: Travel 
times on Amtrak between the major 
metros of the four-state study region 
range from a low of 10 hours between 
Salt Lake City and Reno, to a high 
of 22 hours and 40 minutes from Las 
Vegas to Denver. It is notable that a 
north-south trips in the study region 
require long-distance bus connections 
to and from rail service, and that an 
all rail trip from Salt Lake City to Albu-
querque takes over 60 hours, as it is 
routed through Galesburg, Illinois. 

(Data Source: Amtrak)

High Speed Rail Travel TimesFigure 50: 
Travel times on high-speed rail are es-
timated on a travel distance similar to 
roads, as they will need to traverse the 
same terrain, at a travel speed of 150 
mph. High speed rail would connect 
Las Vegas to Phoenix or Los Angeles 
in two hours, Las Vegas and Salt 
Lake City in under three hours, and 
Salt Lake City and Denver or Reno in 
about three and a half hours.

Travel Times Comparison. Figure 51: 
Travel time comparisons show air 
as the fastest mode connecting the 
metros, though additional time must 
be allocated for security, baggage 
check, boarding, baggage claim and 
delays. High speed rail time estimates 
are competitive with air, with about 45 
minutes longer from Phoenix to Las 
Vegas, 1 1/2 hours from Las Vegas to 
Salt Lake City and 2 1/4 hours longer 
from Salt Lake City to Denver or Reno 
(assuming rail will take the indirect 
route of the interstates). Driving has 
much longer travel times, generally 
two to three times that of high speed 
rail. Amtrak comes in a distant fourth 
place with its most competitive route, 
Salt Lake City to Reno, approximately 
2 hours longer than driving (barring 
Amtrak delays).
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Conclusion
The rapid urban and economic growth being experienced by 
the metropolitan centers in the Intermountain West requires 
a rethinking of its transportation strategy. The pattern of trade 
and transportation continues to be transformed by changes 
in continental and global passenger and trade flows. Contin-
ued reliance on incrementalism as a way to make situational 
improvements will not provide the kind of system needed for 
this region to continue to diversify and grow its economy to its 
full potentials within the global network. 

As a group, these metro centers, relative to their size, are the 
most isolated of any major metros in the U.S. As a result, they 
function as a series of urban and economic islands rather 
than an interactive network of social and economic activity. 
This effect most pronounced in the Intermountain West met-
ros. 

As road congestion grows, the Intermountain West will suffer 
by comparison with other regions, as it will act to further iso-
late the “island metros.” Within the U.S. Northeast, passen-
ger rail service is a common feature of travel. Other regions 
are moving to establish high-speed rail systems. Some are 
complex systems, like in the Upper Midwest and Southeast, 
while some will be more easily implemented, such as in Cali-
fornia or Florida where only a single high-speed rail line is 
needed to connect the state’s largest economic regions. In 
California, a single line can connect San Francisco and LA, 
and in Florida, Miami with Orlando and Tampa. 

A primary concern for the region should be creating the great-
er and stronger multimodal connectivity between the different 
metros, the region and the world necessary to overcome the 
isolating “island effect” and generate increased social and 
economic interactions. High-speed rail could be an important 
addition to the Intermountain West transportation network, 
providing similar travel times to air between the major met-
ros, and tying-in with and together the road, transit and air 
infrastructure. The resulting multimodal system of the Inter-
mountain West will not only strengthen the interconnections 
between the metros of the region, but also their linkage to the 
major global transportation hubs, economic and institutional 
centers of Los Angeles and San Francisco.
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Economic activity depends on exchange; exchange depends 
on the ability to interact. Strengthening connectivity will be 
necessary to break down the level of isolation between the 
large metropolitan areas in the Intermountain West to over-
come the barriers to increasing interactions with each other 
and with those hubs that serve to link the West to the world 
marketplace. Throughout history, as the new networks of rail-
roads, interstates and international airports were developed 
across the country, some areas were quick to invest and de-
velop stronger connections, while others lagged far behind. 
St. Louis, the major city of the Midwest in the mid-19th Cen-
tury, content with its access to the Mississippi River system 
and the technologies of water that were rapidly becoming 
obsolete, was slow to recognize the importance of the new 
technology of rail and the potentials of its impacts on society, 
urban growth and the economy, was left behind and quickly 
surpassed. It was Chicago seeking to transform its relation-
ship to the world marketplace, that heavily invested in the 
new transportation mode spreading across the U.S. Almost a 
century later Delta Airlines, moved its operations to Atlanta, a 
city which promised to create the kind of facility it needed af-
ter Birmingham turned down its request to greatly expand its 
airport and was left behind. History is full of stories of those 
who saw the future and made transformational investments, 
and those that were content with the past. Across the world, 
new infrastructure projects are being developed in Europe 
and Asia to address the need to create new and stronger 
connections to the global marketplace. The Chunnel now 
connects England with the Continent, Denmark and Sweden 
are now connected by the road and rail bridge across the 
Oresund strait, Berlin is building a massive new airport, and 
China is building every mode of transportation across the 
nation in the most ambitious infrastructure program on the 
planet.  A new global age has already begun and those that 
recognize and have taken steps to become more strongly 
linked to the world marketplace have a competitive advan-
tage over those that have not. In each new global age, as 
new transportation modes or new configurations of existing 

modes are needed to more firmly link the world’s economy, 
those that gain the lead are seldom overtaken by those that 
try to catch up.

Connections, Performance and Competi-
tiveness
As proof of the importance of infrastructure to economic per-
formance, the recent U.S. Chamber of Commerce “Trans-
portation Performance Index, Summary Report,” stated 
“Underperforming transportation infrastructure produces a 
drag on prosperity.” In addition, it went on to say that “…if in-
vestments are made to improve transportation infrastructure 
performance that increases the Transportation Performance 
Index by one point, there could be an associated increase 
in GDP of 0.3%,” or $42 billion in GDP for each point of im-
provement in performance. The effect on the economy from 
improved performance of infrastructure is in addition to the 
direct jobs and expenditures on the construction of the infra-
structure itself. An additional trillion dollars would be added 
to U.S. GDP if the infrastructure of the rest of the states were 
performing at the same level as the top five states.15

The study further found a positive relationship between in-
frastructure performance and increased foreign direct invest-
ment as “…(FDI) may be more dependent on transportation 
infrastructure than other types of infrastructure because of 
the need to move goods and people between the foreign 
country and the United States. According to studies done by 
the Bureau of Economic Analysis, most of what these firms 
import and about half of what they export is shipped from and 
to the parent company in the foreign country, making trans-
portation infrastructure an important element of their location 
decision.” 16

STRENGTHENING CONNECTIVITY / BUILDING METRO ECONOMIES

CANAMEX and I-11 Figure 52: 
Corridors. In response to increasing 
trade and interdependent manufactur-
ing networks and businesses, new 
north-south transportation corridors 
are emerging in the Intermountain 
West.  The I-11 segment from Phoenix 
to Las Vegas will provide a direct 
connection between these metros 
and a connection from Mexico into 
the Intermountain West.  From Las 
Vegas, there are two emerging routes 
to Canada. There is the remainder of 
the CANAMEX corridor running up the 
existing I-15 through Salt Lake City 
and into Western Canada, or there 
is the proposed I-11 corridor through 
Reno to the western coast of Canada.  
I-11 would provide a parallel corridor 
to I-5 up the West Coast, bypassing 
the heavily congested metros in Cali-
fornia, but still allowing easy access to 
them, in much the same role that I-81 
provides in the East.
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Creating a Competitive Advantage 
Today, the metropolitan areas of the Intermountain West op-
erate as independent economic centers, the “island effect,” 
or as satellites of Los Angeles or San Francisco. Creating a 
competitive advantage would involve both building the ca-
pacities for each metro region to expand its hub facilities and 
functions, and at the same time, using multimodal infrastruc-
ture to bind the region more closely together so that it would 
be recognized as a distinct economic region. Competing as 
a group of individual metros is different than competing as 
a large region. Decades ago, the Southeast recognized the 
need to develop across the region, and created the Southern 
Growth Policies Board. This group had two important effects 
on southern economic development. First, it facilitated an on-
going dialogue about how to best address reducing the bar-
riers to economic development across the 13-state region. 
Second, it created a new forward-looking identity for a region 
perceived as mired in its traditional past. The 13 states work-
ing together changed the perception to that of a larger region 
that now was capable of achieving much more than the indi-
vidual parts could achieve on their own.  

The metros of the Intermountain West share a common 
geography and a common set of challenges and opportuni-
ties, yet the relatively longer distances between them are a 
barrier to the kind of cooperative action that will be needed 
to build the future of the region in the global economy. The 
landscape and culture of the west are powerful elements that 
define it as a distinct region within the U.S. The rapid urban 
and economic growth in this region has also resulted in a set 
of common infrastructure, educational, medical, and environ-
mental challenges that come from this type of growth. At the 
same time, this growth has created greater recognition for 
this region across the nation, the continent, and the world. 
This presents the region with a singular opportunity to capi-
talize on its growing importance as a region within the U.S. to 
vastly expand its reach to world business and economies. To 
compete as a single region requires the set of metropolitan 

areas to be more tightly linked and interactive rather than 
individually as “island metros.” 

A Multimodal System
Increasing economic activity is based on increasing access to 
markets and to facilitating interactions between businesses, 
customers, institutions and government. Access is measured 
by the amount of time it takes to reach destinations, and the 
level of reliability in the service that is provided by a mode of 
travel. If a trip takes a long time and on-time arrival is unreli-
able, it is a deterrent to taking the trip. If travel is a frustrat-
ing and time-consuming experience, people are less likely to 
travel or to travel often.  Quick, easy and reliable trips are the 
most likely to be made. This is the reason that retail malls are 
typically located along freeways and shopping centers at the 
intersection of major arterials. The quicker and easier it is for 
the customers to get there, the more likely they will make the 
trip. However, trips typically involve more than a single mode. 
The transfer between modes becomes one of the most im-
portant parts of planning a system. Creating more seamless 
and continuous connections between modes will be one of 
the most important features in future transportation planning 
and development.

The Intermountain West has several opportunities to improve 
the freight and passenger connectivity within the region and 
to markets outside the region. The road system will need not 
only to continue to serve the existing connections between 
metros, but will need to transform to serve as a primary corri-
dor in the NAFTA grid with the addition of the I-11 and CANA-
MEX corridors, improving the region’s economic opportuni-
ties with two of the three largest U.S. trading partners.

Rail primarily moves freight through the region from the West 
Coast ports to Midwest distribution centers without much in-
teraction with the regional metros. Opportunities to tie local 
economies into this flow with value-added processes can be 
investigated.

High-Speed Rail. Figure 53: The map 
shows the high speed rail routes des-
ignated by US DOT in orange or red, 
and the proposed Western high speed 
rail system in yellow. The smaller, 
dotted yellow lines represent possible 
future connectors. The first line in the 
proposed Western system would con-
nect Los Angeles to Las Vegas.

(Data Source: USDOT, WHSRA)
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Increasing interconnections between modes will increase the 
performance of all modes. Several metros have made, or are 
planning, significant investments in transit and are including 
rail connections between cities in their region and their air-
ports. Opportunities also exist to better connect the road, rail 
and air freight systems, allowing the strengths and efficien-
cies of each mode to be made best use of.

One of the most transformative opportunities is the addition 
of a high-speed rail system to the transportation network of 
the region. High-speed rail is an entirely different system, 
not just an upgrade to existing passenger rail. It functions, 
operates, and contributes to our economy and quality of 
life in much the same way that the introduction of the air-
plane, the railroad or the automobile contributed in their time. 
High-speed rail offers a quick and easy additional means of 
travel between the metros of the region. Instead of driving 
all day, a high-speed rail trip from Phoenix to Las Vegas or 
Salt Lake to Denver can be made in a couple of hours, with 
a minimum of effort. High-speed rail will add fast and reli-
able, all-weather connections across the region, providing a 
higher level of connection between the urban centers, which 
will allow a wide range of economic, cultural, institutional and 
other activities to be shared and experienced by people living 
within the region. It would also provide the opportunity for any 
business or tourism visitor arriving in any of the major metros 
to fully access the entire region’s economic, institutional and 
recreational assets. It is key to creating the more integrated 
and interactive Intermountain West economic region that is 
needed to compete in the 21st Century.

The addition of a high-speed rail system would improve the 
performance of all of the existing modes. It would make the 
airports in Phoenix, Las Vegas, Denver, Salt Lake City and 
Reno more readily available to anyone living along the HSR 
route, as they would not have to drive or need to catch a 
connecting flight to reach an international flight. High-speed 
rail is most effective at distances below 500 miles, which cor-

responds to the distances that air travel is least fuel-efficient, 
and where air service has been most reduced as fuel costs 
have risen. High-speed rail would work in parallel with the 
road and transit systems, in much the same way that freight 
rail and trucking have been increasingly working together. 
Rail efficiently handles long-distance travel, reducing con-
gestion on roads and use of fuel, while the roads handle local 
consolidation and distribution of freight or passengers. 

By expanding the matrix of modes and connections, and 
thereby access to the full range of regional resources, a true 
multimodal system would increase the number of interac-
tions, and therefore, opportunities for visitors, local residents, 
businesses and institutions. Connecting the high-speed rail 
system to the California HSR system, first with Las Vegas 
to Los Angeles, would provide trade and travel access to all 
of the world’s trading blocs. A second coastal connection, 
Reno to San Francisco, would provide increased access to 
resources and transportation redundancy that would ensure 
continuous access to the global economy.

Benefits 
Transformational investments are intended to transform the 
role and function of the metro and its market potentials within 
the national and continental market space. The results of 
changing market conditions should be measured in three 
basic categories – Economic, Infrastructure, and Environ-
mental. Each category has multiple sub-categories with a set 
of measures. Economic subcategories include new invest-
ments in existing businesses, new business attraction and 
start-ups, job creation and wage improvement, related real 
estate developments, improved tax revenues, and social 
benefits in the form of reduced unemployment and welfare. 
Infrastructure subcategories are by mode. In air service they 
include increases in domestic and international city pairs, 
passenger enplanements, freight volumes and value and re-
duced delays. In the surface system, transportation benefits 
are measured by reduced congestion, new integrated multi-

High-Speed Rail and Road Figure 54: 
Corridors. An overlay of the new 
north-south highway corridors that will 
facilitate the increasing NAFTA trade 
flows, and the proposed Western high-
speed rail system which strengthens 
both the east-west and north-south 
patterns of connectivity. Both roads 
and high-speed rail are needed to form 
a stronger linkage between the Inter-
mountain West metros as well as to the 
global hubs in Los Angeles and San 
Francisco.  The effects of high-speed 
rail on the more closely related metros 
in the Eastern U.S. will provide them 
with an important competitive advan-
tage. This will increase the importance 
of high-speed rail to the metros of the 
Intermountain West, as they will need 
to build increased synergies to form a 
more coherent economic region within 
the U.S.
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modal facilities, new layers of connectivity, such as fixed-rail 
transit or high-speed rail, and improvements in the existing 
road and rail grids. Environmental subcategories include air 
pollution reduction, regeneration of decaying in-city urban 
fabrics, higher densities, reflected in slowing of suburban 
land consumption, and special-asset preservation, including 
habitat preservation.

Conclusion 
Transformational investments in transportation and commu-
nications systems have always had a direct effect on the ur-
ban and economic growth of metropolitan regions. Through-
out history, in fact, stronger connectivity has remained key in 
the economic future of regions. As new transportation modes 
were introduced (pioneer trails, then railroads, followed by 
paved roads, interstates and airports) at different times in 
history, the regions that recognized the importance of those 
improvements in creating linkage to a national or world econ-
omy thrived. Those that failed to recognize their value and 
invest in them were either bypassed or left behind. The areas 
that recognized the necessity of building connectivity were 
more aggressive in securing their position as new modes and 
technologies emerged and changed the pattern of connec-
tions across the nation and the world. 

In the current period of historic global change, major trans-
portation initiatives began within metropolitan areas that were 
the first to experience the dramatic shifts in North American 
passenger and trade flows. In Los Angeles, the multi-billion 
dollar Alameda Corridor was constructed. San Francisco In-
ternational Airport was entirely transformed. In Chicago, the 
O’Hare airport undertook major improvements, while the $2 
billion CREATE plan was designed to connect its fragmented 
rail grid. In addition, Norfolk Southern initiated the three-state 
Heartland Corridor, connecting the ports at Norfolk, Virginia, to 
Columbus, Ohio. In Columbus, Rickenbacker Airport, based 
on the innovative Charlotte, NC multimodal plan, developed 
its own multimodal road, air and rail strategy to capture this 
opportunity to strengthen its role as a trade hub in the Mid-
west along the emerging corridor. The continuing growth of 
the world economy offers new opportunities for metros with 
the foresight to make transformational investments to cap-
ture a greater share of activity in the global economy.

As rapid urban growth transforms the metropolitan areas of 
the Intermountain West, the changing patterns of trade and 
economic activity are changing the relationship of this region 
to the global economy. Linking this entire region with a new 
layer of transportation will transform travel between the urban 
and economic centers, with the intent of making it a much 
more accessible and connected region. It will provide the re-
gion with a more functional and globally connected transpor-
tation system. Strategies are needed to increase connectivity 
and secure the region’s position in the global economy. Ac-
cess to the world marketplace will become increasingly im-
portant for the metropolitan areas of the Intermountain West 
as the global economy continues to integrate and evolve. 

Competing as a region, rather than as individual units, much 
like the formation of trading blocs in the global economy, 
will be increasingly important to the Intermountain West as 
other regions in the United States pursue regional connec-
tivity strategies.  Unless they develop stronger linkage, the 
metros of the Intermountain West will be left to compete in-
dividually. Plans are underway in other regions of the U.S. 
to develop high-speed rail networks to create greater social 
and economic cohesion, and give them a competitive advan-
tage. The development of a true multimodal system in the 
Intermountain West will more closely bind them together 
and allow them to compete with larger market areas. Creat-
ing greater regional unity and visibility to world markets will 
be one of the most important steps the region can take in 
shaping a more competitive, secure place in the future of the 
global economy. 
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Creating a vision can lead to transformational effects on the 
region. Creating a common vision can provide the frame-
work for connecting leaders and citizens to act in concert on 
key issues such as strengthening connectivity, addressing 
the environment and strengthening competitive resources. 
Regions have two alternate futures: continuing the existing 
trend line or creating a vision of a desired future. The gap 
between these two is the distance between what is coming 
by its own momentum without dedicated action and what will 
develop as a result of dedicated commitment to creating the 
desired future by the leaders and citizens of a region.

Developing a shared or common vision will be necessary to 
provide the framework for developing the kinds of new rela-
tionships needed for stronger and greater collaboration on a 
wide variety of issues among the metro regions. If a shared 
vision among the states and large metros of the Intermoun-
tain West can be developed and can define the priorities for 
the region, it could produce the greater synergies necessary 
to compete in the 21st Century.

Successful long-term visions are not developed in a vacuum 
or a brainstorming session. Visions that make a difference 
are developed through a process involving analysis of real 
data and information. Leaders and citizens must make in-
formed decisions and coordinate activities among the pub-
lic, private and institutional sectors across a region or super 
region to build the kind of relationships and understandings 
that can sustain the long-term actions needed to secure the 
region’s role in the global economy.

Transformational Opportunities
The Intermountain West has the opportunity to transform it-
self from a series of “island metros” into a tightly linked region 
whose size and competitive resources create a larger, more 
recognized and competitive economic unit within the global 
marketplace. Rather than competing as individual metros, 
the size and combined diversity of assets would allow the 
region to compete as a larger and more important economic 
place. The metros of the intermountain West share a com-
mon geography and historic context. As they have developed 
into the high-growth metros of today, they also share wide 
range of important opportunities and challenges.  Using a 
systems of systems methodology to examine the character-
istics of the economic regions of the region reveal that there 
are eight key areas upon which greater connectivity can be 
created to form a framework for growth and a foundation for 
a vision of a high-value, high quality-of-life region.  

Each of the recommended areas of cooperation listed below 
were identified in this initial assessment of the region. Each of 
these areas holds great potential for forming stronger bonds 
among the metros to pursue joint sets of activities. However, 
each would require additional in-depth study and analysis to 
determine the specific areas of interest, the key participants 
and the opportunities and challenges.  

Recommended Areas of Cooperation
Transforming the region into a more tightly connected set of 
economic regions will depend on building multi-dimensional 
connectivity across eight different systems. This will require 
developing both physical and programmatic levels of con-
nections and sustainable cooperative activity. Developing 
stronger connectivity will depend on the level of cooperation 
among the leadership in each metropolitan region and within 
each of the systems identified below:

Transportation: the economic regions of the Intermountain 
West are more connected to the US and North America than 
to the global network. They all depend of their connections 
to the international air hubs in larger metros for their access 
to the world. By sea, they all depend on the coastal ports 
that serve as the hubs of the ocean trade. There are five 
primary areas of possible cooperation; 1. Development of a 
high-speed rail network to more closely link the metros of the 
region, 2. Support the development of I-11 and the CANA-
MEX corridors, 3. Expand the international air service beyond 
North America to strengthen global connectivity, 4. Capitalize 
on each of the points where the new north-south corridors 
cross the traditional east-west trade corridors to form new 
trade hubs in the Intermountain West, and 5. Explore more 
efficient configurations involving multimodal transportation 
centers that offer lower cost and higher reliability to compete 
with the older, more established trade hubs. 

Economic Development: The economies of the Intermoun-
tain West share some very important characteristics. Tra-
ditionally, the metro economies were based on agriculture, 
ranching and mining. Following World War II, the economies 
began to develop as urban economies, and more recently 
have added convention, tourism, and high-tech components 
to their economies. There are six primary areas of possible 
cooperation; 1. Develop the traditional and clean energy 
components of the region as a comprehensive approach to 
solving America’s energy issues, 2. Explore the potentials of 
an aviation and aerospace identity for the region, 3. Investi-
gate the potentials of connecting the biotech components of 
each of the metros to form an Intermountain West biotech 
initiative, 4. Evaluate the potential of communications and IT 
collaboration, 5. Explore the creation of a framework to sup-
port manufacturing and distribution in the region, 6. Market 
the Intermountain West as a region. 

Higher Education: Each of the major metros has a major 
university that is well recognized in the national educational 
community. Each of these universities has a well-established 
research program in a variety of areas, some of which have 
gained wide national and world-wide recognition. There are 
three areas of possible cooperation: 1. Establish research 
consortiums to support each of the shared areas of econom-
ic development, 2. Explore creating a research network to 
connect the areas of research related to the environmental 
characteristics of the region, and 3. Explore the possibility 
of linking the urban outreach units in each of the universities 

CREATING A COMMON VISION
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to form an intermountain west consortium focused on urban 
and economic development.

Medical: Each of the five metros has a medical school, set 
of major hospitals and a group of medical and/or bioscience 
companies. These three assets are the foundation for devel-
oping more extensive biomed and bioscience components in 
the economy. Universities offer research capacities, hospitals 
the pathology and the companies, the business experience 
and expertise needed for expanding and developing these 
components of the economy.  There are two possible areas 
of cooperation: 1.  Explore the potential of forming research 
consortiums to support biomed / bioscience initiatives, 2. 
Create an information network to share experiences and best 
practices in the commercialization of technology. 

Sports / Convention / Tourism: The five metros all have sig-
nificant sports, convention and tourism components to their 
economies. While Las Vegas has the highest concentration 
of convention and tourism, the other four also are important 
destinations. Due to the pattern of urbanization in the Inter-
mountain West, these larger metropolitan areas also serve as 
hubs or jumping off points to a large and extensive network 
of specialty sports and tourism destinations throughout the 
region. There are three possible areas of cooperation: 1. Ex-
plore the potentials of Intermountain West tourism connecting 
the large metros to the specialty winter and summer destina-
tions throughout the region, 2. Capitalize on Las Vegas be-
ing one of the three major convention centers of America. 3. 
Strengthen the connections between the metros to facilitate 
greater travel between them that would allow people arriving 
in any one of the five to easily access the others. 

Culture / Arts: The region has a common cultural tradition 
based on Native American cultures and western heritage. 
Throughout the region are museums that have important col-
lections that reflect the region’s cultural heritage. In addition, 
there are numerous festivals across the region and through-
out the year. There are two possible areas of cooperation: 
1.  Build on Native American and Western themes for joint 
exhibits among institutions to highlight the unique heritage of 
the Intermountain West, 2. Explore a regional arts and fes-
tivals network to promote greater awareness of the events 
throughout the region.

Environmental: Environmental: The Intermountain West 
is defined by its environmental setting and characteristics. 
As the region develops, its natural resources continue to 
play an important role in its urban and economic develop-
ment and its quality of life. Addressing the issues of creat-
ing economic value and enhancing its quality of life will be 
central to developing effective strategies to shape the future 
of the region. There are four potential areas of cooperation: 
1. Establish a research network among government, institu-
tions and the private sector to understand the current status 
of the environment and the major trends shaping its future, 
2. Explore creating a framework for the metros to develop a 

common response to sustainable development in the West, 
3. Investigate the potentials of developing a shared informa-
tion network for response to new and existing environmental 
regulations that affect urban and economic development, 4. 
Explore the potential for a common network for best practices 
and innovations involving urban environmental and natural 
corridors within metropolitan areas.

Infrastructure: The Intermountain West was the last major 
area of the U.S. to urbanize and develop, as it was the dri-
est area of the nation. Major water works projects to deliver 
sustainable water and power supplies were necessary to al-
low for the development of agriculture and cities that led to 
the emergence of large-scale urban economies. The efficient 
use of water and power will become increasingly important in 
the future under the continuing impact of high-growth urban 
areas that compete for resources with the traditional indus-
tries in the region. In addition, the high rate of urban growth 
has led to increased air pollution. There are two areas of po-
tential cooperation: 1. Develop a framework for understand-
ing of future demands for water and power in major urban 
areas, 2. Explore the potential of understanding the region 
within the larger national and continental patterns of climate 
change and its implications for regional and national policy. 

Building a Vision
There are several different processes used for building a vi-
sion and strategy. The quicker and shorter routes typically 
result in visions that have power in the short run, but little ef-
fect on the long run. Shorter-term visions are typically devel-
oped in brainstorming sessions where ideas are elicited from 
a wide audience over a short period of time, and often are 
focused on current issues and immediate problems facing 
the region. The input is distilled down into a short list of pri-
oritized items that are recommended for immediate action on 
a set of current problems. They are, typically, neither trans-
formational nor fundamental in their effect on the regions 
future, but rather situational and ad hoc as they are gener-
ated by current opportunities and challenges and not from a 
deeper understanding of the role and function of the region 
in a global economy. Visions that result from longer, more 
in-depth processes create greater engagement and stronger 
relationships among the leaders and citizens involved. They 
also create broader understanding and commitment to mak-
ing the kinds of changes that can have significant and lasting 
effects on the future of their communities.

The process for longer-term, more transformational vision 
involves a set of steps through which leaders and citizens 
move in a sequential process. It starts with information and 
analysis, then moves to identifying the opportunities and 
challenges and culminates with the development of a vi-
sion. This vision must include the strategies and an action 
agenda needed to initiate implementation and through which 
to achieve the vision. Through this process, the leaders and 
citizens form the bonds that lead to the higher levels of coop-
eration needed to transform the future of their region.
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Vision-Driven Futures
Vision-driven metropolitan areas, centered around global cit-
ies, stand to benefit if they can function as part of a cohesive 
system.  Leaders must recognize that their cities and regions 
are “products” in a global marketplace.  The more competi-
tive their product and accessible to the “consumer,” or world 
market, the more economic opportunity they will have.  The 
better the connectivity to global cities, the more opportunities 
for economic interaction.  To become a vision-driven metro-
politan area, leaders must make four key determinations:

1) Where are we going now? Is it where we want to go?
2) If not, then where do we want go to in the future?
3) How big is the gap between where we are going and 

where we want to go? 
4) How do we close the gap to make sure we will achieve the 

future we want?

Visions for metropolitan areas have taken many forms but 
have the same intent: to provide a framework and foundation 
for actions and to distinguish the identity of the area from 
other competing metro areas. Visions are sometimes single 
dimensional, focused on one specific goal for the metro to 
reach, and others are more comprehensive, and thereby 
more transformational. The term metropolis was first widely 
used to refer to London in the mid-19th Century, as it became 
a multi-city urban conglomeration; “metropolis” distinguished 
London from other urban locations that were single cities. 
The idea that it was a different kind of city, the center of the 
British Empire, became a driving context for its urban de-
velopment. New York, in response and in competition to be 
recognized as a great world city, emulated many of the things 
that London was developing, from its subway system to its 
great museum. Near the end of the 19th Century, the World’s 
Fair in Chicago, dubbed “The White City,” created a vision for 
cities across America, and initiated the City Beautiful Move-
ment in American city planning. At the beginning of the 20th 
Century, the Burnham Plan for Chicago made famous the 
term “Make no little plans. They have no magic to stir men’s 
blood and probably will not themselves be realized,” and set 
off another era of grand metropolitan planning in the U.S., 
culminating with the New York Regional Plan of 1929. This 
plan, completed months before the Great Depression, set the 
framework for the next 50 years of development in the New 
York region. It was the main reason that the region did com-
paratively well throughout the Depression, and set the stage 
for post-war growth. 

Today, the most powerful vision of any urban area in the 
world is that of Shanghai, whose simple vision statement is 
“To become the world center of finance, trade, and culture 
in the 21st Century.” This vision is driving the growth and 
direction of the metropolitan area and affects every decision 
in every urban system as the city grows and evolves. While 
they speak of only three basic elements - finance, trade and 
culture - these form the foundation for the long-term develop-

ment of education, transportation, economic, infrastructure 
and other urban systems. In contrast, Kansas City recently 
established its “Big 5,” distilled from a list of almost 200 sug-
gestions generated by as many participants. While it provides 
a set of priorities for the region, it is less transformational and 
more immediate in its effects. Prior to Katrina, New Orleans, 
with its corporate headquarters leaving the city and region, 
created an unstated vision of becoming a single category 
economy, a “tourism center,” essentially committing to low-
value economic development. Most urban areas are like San 
Diego with a vision being generated by each political, eco-
nomic and institutional entity for its own purpose, without real 
coordination with the others. In the late 1980s, early 1990s, 
the Charlotte metropolitan region developed what was called 
a “Common Vision.” This more comprehensive vision pro-
vided the platform for the development of its transit and road 
systems, airport, regional marketing program, university and 
community college expansions. It was a vision shared by 
over 30 cities across seven counties and two states. 

For an area the size of the Intermountain West, the vision 
statement of the Southern Growth Policies Board, intended 
to create a framework for the development of the 13 southern 
states, may serve as a good reference. The Board, formed in 
1971, recently updated its vision statement to read: “All citi-
zens of the South will experience an exemplary quality of life 
made possible by a dynamic, diversified, growing, sustain-
able, and competitive Southern economy” (Adopted June 25, 
2000). With the vision statement is a list of ten goals, together 
providing a framework for continuing discussions focused on 
the best way to improve the economy of the South. 

Creating Advantage in the Global Market-
place
Does the Intermountain West have a vision of itself in the 
21st Century global economy? Cities and regions are prod-
ucts in the global marketplace. They can be described by 
what they are today or by what they plan to become in the 
future. People are much more excited by what a city or re-
gion plans to be rather than by what they are now. Having a 
direction, a plan and a strategy for improving themselves in 
the future is much more interesting and important to public, 
private and institutional sector leaders across the world than 
simply knowing what a city or region is today. 

Successful metropolitan areas in the 21st Century will be 
measured in terms of their level of connection and access 
to the world marketplace, the size, strength and innovation 
capacities of the economy, the quality and diversity of the 
institutional resources, including educational, medical and 
research, cultural and quality of life and its environmental 
conditions. 
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Next Steps
The Intermountain West does have a set of common issues, 
natural, urban and economic assets, and the need to be more 
strongly connected across the region as well as to the global 
hubs that connect to the world marketplace. It is with these 
commonalities to begin building a vision and framework.  

The second step of this project, “Opportunities and Chal-
lenges”, is intended to use the findings of this first phase to 
explore the eight areas identified in “Recommended Areas of 
Cooperation”. The second step would be to determine which 
of the eight has the greatest potential for building the future 
of the region. It would also provide the opportunity for dia-
logue among the participating metros to examine other areas 
of importance and meaning. Through this process of analysis 
and evaluation, the opportunities and challenges can be pri-
oritized to form the foundation for the third step: “Framework 
for Creating a Vision”.

Developing a vision and strategic framework for action can 
maximize the region’s assets and build the kind of synergies 
that will increase their meaning and importance. This will be 
vital for the region to move ahead to become a more impor-
tant North American center for business and a gateway to 
world markets. 

 

Transforming the Region.  Figure 55: A combination of new Interstate and trade 
corridors combined with high-speed rail would transform the relatively isolated ‘is-
land’ metro centers of the Intermountain West into a more tightly connected network 
of interactive metropolitan regions, closely linked to the West Coast global hubs.  
Providing a new foundation for trade and passenger flows would facilitate multi-
dimensional development initiatives across a wide range of economic, educational, 
medical research, cultural, sports and tourism activities.
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