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INTRODUCTION 
 
Downtown Tucumcari has suffered economic decline since the completion of Interstate 25 and 
associated highway bypasses over 30 years ago effectively shut down historic Route 66 commerce. 
Subsequent losses of business revenues, jobs, and tax income and population declines have 
negatively impacted the town. 

Community leaders are anxious to reverse Tucumcari’s fortunes and have been proactive in 
establishing a Greater Tucumcari Economic Development Commission (GTEDC), enacting the Local 
Economic Development Act (LEDA), and also successfully applying for a Main Street program 
designation from the New Mexico Economic Development Department (EDD). 

Recent developments have compounded the economic challenges facing the community. These 
include the relocation of high-paying jobs by the Union Pacific Railroad, abandonment of numerous 
commercial and residential buildings, and a tragic fire at the Sands Dorsey commercial building in 
the heart of the downtown district in 2007. All of these forces have contributed to Tucumcari’s 
economic decline and a depressed local real estate market. 

This discussion and proposal outlines several “catalytic” public/private sector development strategies 
designed to attract significant private investment to downtown Tucumcari. Rehabilitation of several 
major downtown landmark buildings, along with a sustained campaign to rehabilitate historic housing 
stock, are envisioned as essential investments to reverse the downward trends in property valuations 
and investor confidence, providing a long-term economic “foundation” for a multi-phased downtown 
revitalization campaign.  
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TUCUMCARI DOWNTOWN VISION STATEMENT 

The following vision statement was developed by the Tucumcari community at a Town 
Hall meeting facilitated by the NM MainStreet program: 

“Downtown Tucumcari is a unique, thriving business and cultural center where 
local residents and visitors alike consider it a destination point for shopping, 
dining, and entertainment.  It is the cornerstone of the community that creates a 
unique sense of identity and is the point of pride for the residents.  There is a 
variety of restaurants, shops, galleries and museums creating a vibrant 
pedestrian-friendly environment.  The Railroad Depot is the hub for arts and 
cultural events and the historic buildings are preserved and restored into 
prosperous uses that support the revitalized town center.  Strong collaborative 
partnerships exist with local organizations such as the city, county, college and 
non-profits that sustain the vitality of the downtown.”   

 

 

Tucumcari Main Street 1935 
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DEMOGRAPHICS AND MAINSTREET 

Tucumcari has experienced a very sharp decline of its population, from 6,831 in 1990 to 6,026 in 
2000 – a 12 percent decline. The population of nearly all age cohorts declined, but was greatest 
among young children and adults entering the workforce – the number of children 5 years and under 
fell by 40 percent (from 605 in 1990 to 362 in 2000); and adults aged 18 to 24 declined by 27 
percent. Only older working adults, from 50 to 64 years old, did not decline in number. The 
implications for the workforce are significant: overall there was a decline in the workforce of 17 
percent, from 2,933 in 1990 to 2,429 in 2000. The movement of the population out of Tucumcari 
did not significantly alter the town’s racial and ethnic composition. The share of the population that is 
Hispanic increased slightly, from 49 to 52 percent.  Changes in educational attainment track an 
interesting pattern in Tucumcari, generally revealing a polarization in the community. While on a 
statewide (and national) scale, the share of the adult population without a high school degree has 
fallen significantly and continuously in Tucumcari no such improvement is evident.  Assuming that 
school graduation rates in Tucumcari are similar to other communities in the state, the indication is 
that those with high school degrees were more likely to leave town for jobs elsewhere than were 
those without high school degrees. Yet, at the other end of the educational spectrum, the opposite is 
true. The number of adults in Tucumcari with a post-secondary degree increased, from 517 to 660, 
despite the overall decline in the population. Overall, this pattern would suggest that Tucumcari has 
retained a number of jobs requiring higher education, but has otherwise lost many good paying jobs. 

Tucumcari’s MainStreet district is adjacent to the railroad station, capitalizing on the community’s 
distinguishing history. The MainStreet district encompasses much of the downtown area and includes 
many of the town’s business establishments, as well as most of the original buildings. The MainStreet 
business establishments are relatively diverse.  The MainStreet district is the location of 72 businesses 
(29 percent of Tucumcari’s total) and 444 jobs (about 21 percent of Tucumcari’s total employment). 
On average, wages paid by MainStreet businesses are higher than those paid by other businesses in 
Tucumcari.  Public administration and healthcare & social assistance employers in the MainStreet 
district together account for 26 of 72 business establishments and 193 of the 444 jobs in the area. 
Wages in these sectors are comparable with those of other businesses, both in the MainStreet district 
and in other parts of town. These two sectors serve as ‘anchors’ to the district, creating opportunities 
for related businesses. Also in the area is a mixture of financial, professional, administrative services, 
and a couple of small restaurants that serve downtown employees.  Retail and arts & entertainment 
are under-represented in the MainStreet district, with only 7 businesses and 33 employees (in 2005). 
Expansion of these sectors would be essential to the role of MainStreet in strengthening and 
diversifying Tucumcari's economy. The downtown area has limited residential development – only 
about 700 persons or about 12 percent of the town’s population lives downtown. On average, 
incomes of this residential community are below those of other parts of the town; however, again on 
average, downtown households have more sources of income and, thus, total household incomes are 
slightly higher. In general, downtown homeowners have resided in the community for a longer 
period of time, and as a result their equity and net worth tends to be slightly higher than 
homeowners in other parts of town.  Total estimated retail of downtown residents is about $4 million 
per year.  This community spends about $1 million per year on restaurants (‘food away from home’) 
and entertainment & recreation. Housing, transportation, and groceries (‘food at home’) are the 
largest categories of spending.  

The challenge facing Tucumcari is to identify new sources of revenue and income in order to create 
jobs and reverse the out-migration of the population. The community must continue to work on 
many levels to confront this challenge – attracting large employers such as the ethanol plant, perhaps 
coupling it with other renewable energy initiatives such as the wind turbine at the Mesalands 



TUCUMCARI DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN  PAGE 7 

Community College and the wind farms in Quay County, capturing more revenues from the highway 
market; creating unique attractions to draw destination visitors; and working locally to retain more of 
its own income within the local community. No single strategy is likely to be effective by itself.  The 
highway remains Tucumcari’s principal market available for short-term growth. As in so many other 
interstate communities, the challenge lies in linking the highway exits and services with amenities 
available in the town center. MainStreet has a significant role to play in this regard. The disparity 
between the high values for accommodations and comparatively low values for restaurant, for 
example, suggest the possibility of developing restaurants and other amenities downtown that may be 
attractive to highway travelers.  The existence of a reasonably strong 9-to-5 downtown employment 
center can help to reduce the risks associated with such development – businesses can appeal to 
various markets.  The Tucumcari railroad station is the center of the historical downtown and a 
defining characteristic of the community. Rehabilitation will be costly and involve some short-term 
disruption, but it could serve as a cornerstone for the development of a downtown arts and cultural 
district. This could help to attract highway visitors downtown and encourage Tucumcari residents to 
spend their entertainment dollars locally. Perhaps most importantly, the development of a livelier 
downtown could help Tucumcari retain its much valued younger population, particularly younger 
families. 

 

 

Building Facades along MainStreet before and after the Revitalization Plan implementation. 
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TUCUMCARI DOWNTOWN CATALYTIC PROJECTS 

Tucumcari community leaders have expressed interest in innovative economic development 
strategies, including renewable and alternative energy production and also creative economic 
development. Attracted by affordable housing opportunities and the modest cost of living, a 
dedicated group of artists has relocated to Tucumcari, providing the opportunity to build the local 
cultural economy.  

The severely depressed Tucumcari real estate market contains the seeds for economic revitalization 
and recovery. The potential for leveraging and utilizing attractive financing tools such as new markets 
tax credits, historic preservation tax credits, LEDA financing, USDA Rural Development grants, and 
New Mexico Affordable Housing Act incentives, offers the community strategies to convert non-
performing and deteriorating commercial and residential buildings to attractive new uses. 

The ready availability of vacant commercial buildings and houses at minimal costs, in many cases a 
few thousand dollars or less, suggests a redevelopment model similar to Paducah, Kentucky whereby 
houses and commercial buildings are acquired by a public or non-profit entity and offered with some 
conditions and restrictions to artists, or other “knowledge workers” or creative entrepreneurs at 
minimal cost for relocation and redevelopment purposes. The Paducah project provides an excellent 
example of “urban homesteading” that may be adapted in Tucumcari. 

In exchange for the “donated” real estate, the artists and entrepreneurs are required to assume 
residency in Tucumcari for at least five years and contribute to the community’s business, social, 
cultural and entertainment networks. In addition, the artists are required to make substantial 
improvements to the properties they receive.  

In the case of Tucumcari, the City and Greater Tucumcari Economic Development Commission, 
along with other partners such as Tucumcari Main Street and local banks, would utilize seed capital 
provided by the Governor and State Legislature to acquire vacant properties. These vacant properties 
would be marketed locally, regionally and nationally through a diversified marketing process to 
artists, entrepreneurs, and other productive individuals and families. This “urban homesteading” 
model can be modified and customized to meet the financial capabilities of many diverse people.  

By utilizing the state public investment of $1 million to begin implementing the program, the 
community may be able to leverage other public funds from federal sources, such as HUD and 
USDA, as well as private investors. Proactive and progressive lenders such as banks, credit unions, 
Finance Authorities, and foundations may also be attracted to participate in this unique project.   

The City of Tucumcari is a key development partner in any revitalization proposal for downtown. The 
City owns the vacant Princess Theater, the vacant historic Union Pacific Railroad depot, and is 
currently involved in community deliberations regarding the endangered Sands Dorsey building. 

These important landmark properties form the basis and “critical mass” for building rehabilitation 
projects, streetscape and infrastructure projects, and also potential infill and new construction 
projects. The City’s role as a lead development partner in these projects is vital to convey a sense of 
confidence and determination to the private sector.  

Within the framework of a potential Tucumcari Metropolitan Redevelopment Area (MRA), the City 
may design and develop joint venture projects for the Princess Theater, Sands Dorsey building, 
Railroad Depot and Urban Homesteading projects or it may consider financing these projects 
completely with public funds.  
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The City may employ private and/or non-profit developers, depending upon project cost estimates, 
pro-forma analysis of each project, alternative financing availability, and other factors. The New 
Mexico Finance Authority and the New Mexico Mortgage Finance Authority, as well as New Mexico 
Main Street, the Economic Development Department and other partners may assist the City in 
project design and financing strategies.  
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PUBLIC SECTOR CATALYTIC PROJECTS 

Princess Theater Façade Restoration      $250,000 

City owned building, public/private project, movie theater/entertainment center 
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Railroad Plaza Park       $1,200,000 

Property Acquisition, Gazebo, landscaping, playground, special events 
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Main Street Streetscape and Pedestrian Enhancements   $1,250,000 

The Main Street streetscape and pedestrian enhancements would stimulate private reinvestment in 
the numerous small businesses and buildings that are on Main Street.  These improvements would 
include street trees, furniture, lighting and public art.  Pedestrian enhancements would include 
crossings, bulb-outs, medians and traffic calming measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TUCUMCARI DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION PLAN  PAGE 13 

PUBLIC/PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS CATALYTIC PROJECTS 

Sands Dorsey Building Redevelopment     $1,050,000 

Public/private historic building rehabilitation/redevelopment  project – Potential re-uses include 
branch library, internet café, ice cream soda fountain, artist’s live/work studios, galleries 

Urban Homesteading Project       $1,000,000 

City to acquire properties and private sector to rehabilitate abandoned commercial and residential 
buildings to attract new residents to Tucumcari 

Railroad Depot Rehabilitation       $1,000,000 

City-owned historic building that could house Visitors Center, Arts Incubator, and a performing arts 
venue for private and non-profit organizations. 

 

 

 

 

Total Redevelopment Costs       $5,750,000 
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FUNDING SOURCES FOR DOWNTOWN TUCUMCARI REVITALIZATION 

Though economically depressed, downtown Tucumcari could attract significant financing assistance 
from various federal and state sources for its rehabilitation. These include: 

• Capital Outlay funds – The State of New Mexico, through the Governor’s Office and State 
Legislature, can provide Capital Outlay funds to implement many of these catalytic projects 
for downtown infrastructure and economic development projects. The NM Economic 
Development Department Capital Outlay and NM MainStreet Capital Outlay funds could 
also be used to supplement the state capital outlay funds for fiscal year 2008-09.  Given the 
current banking and financing conditions in the country, Capital Outlay is the primary source 
of funding for projects in Tucumcari.   

• New Markets Tax Credits – is the most powerful federal incentive for private real estate 
development projects in distressed low-to-moderate income neighborhoods. Signed by 
President Clinton in December 2000, the New Markets Tax Credit program has attracted bi-
partisan support and continues to be effective in attracting new investment to America’s most 
economically challenged neighborhoods. The program offers private developers up to a 39% 
federal tax credit for projects located within qualified census tracts. Census tracts must meet 
certain criteria of poverty rate, median family income, and unemployment to qualify for New 
Markets tax credits. The downtown Tucumcari census tract #35037958602 qualifies for New 
Markets Tax Credits as a distressed tract (most eligible). The credits may be used by private 
individuals and corporate interests.  

• Historic Preservation Tax Credits – are offered for qualified rehabilitation projects of 
registered buildings on the National Register of Historic Places. A credit of 20% of approved 
rehabilitation costs may be earned on commercial buildings. The historic preservation tax 
credits may be used in conjunction with the New Markets Tax Credits for a potential 
maximum of 59% return of project costs in federal tax credits. 

• New Mexico SMART funding – is a program administered by the New Mexico Finance 
Authority and the state Economic Development Department. The program offers private 
development projects below market interest loans for major projects. The Sands Dorsey 
building was included in a statewide package of projects that was approved by the Legislature 
in the 2008 session.  

• United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Rural Economic Development programs – 
The USDA administers several programs which may be of benefit to the Sands Dorsey 
rehabilitation project. These include Rural Business Enterprise Grants (RBEG), Rural Business 
Opportunity Grants (RBOG), Community Facility Grants and Guaranteed Loans. The USDA 
also guarantees loans for rural businesses.  

• Housing and Urban Development Department (HUD) – offers Community Development 
Block Grants (CDBG) for infrastructure projects. HUD also provides Rural Housing and 
Economic Development grants for qualified projects.  

In light of the City of Tucumcari’s difficult financial position, what is needed is a strategy for private 
investment to return to downtown Tucumcari. The Sands Dorsey building tragedy is a harbinger of 
future challenges to the building fabric of the community as deferred maintenance and demolition by 
neglect begins to take its toll. The New Markets Tax Credit program offers a rare incentive to private 
individuals and corporations to provide badly needed capital investment in the community. Major 
investments of public capital outlay funds should be utilized creatively by the City to attract private 
investments funds and other sources of public financing from federal, state and local sources. These 
leveraging opportunities may be analyzed and determined once an overall redevelopment strategy is 
adopted. 


