
ISSUE: HISTORY COLORADO REQUESTS 
History Colorado has addressed its structural budget imbalance and has a dynamic new management 
team.  However, the annual lease-purchase payment for the History Colorado Center leaves few 
resources for other institutional improvements. The organization has therefore requested an 
appropriation of $1.6 million General Fund for its community museums, which, if approved would 
represent the first significant General Fund support for museum operations since FY 2002-03.  

SUMMARY 

• History Colorado has emerged from a painful realignment in which its governance structure was
changed, management replaced and significant budget cuts implemented to bring its
expenditures back in line with available revenue.

• While the organization is well-positioned with strong new management, it remains burdened by
the annual lease-purchase payment for the History Colorado Center, which requires over 30
percent of the museums’ share of gaming revenues (money deposited to the Operations
Account of the State Historical Fund).  This leaves little revenue available for other needs.

• The agency has requested a new General Fund appropriation of $1,589,044 for its community 
museums beginning in FY 2017-18.  This would represent the first significant General Fund 
appropriation for museum operations since FY 2002-03.  The request would add 8.0 FTE, 
including a development director and a collections director, as well as new FTE at each 
museum to help manage programming and museum services.  It would also add funds for 
information technology resources, programming and outreach at each facility.

• The current director of the community museums effectively transformed the El Pueblo museum
into a significant community center and hopes to do something similar at the institution’s eight
community museums across the state, driving significant increases in visitation and various
economic and community benefits.

• Nonetheless, reinstituting General Fund support for History Colorado is a major step.  History
Colorado museums have not received significant General Fund operating support since FY
2002-03, when the combination of state revenue shortfalls and the large funding stream available
from gaming revenues led the General Assembly to eliminate General Fund support for the
agency.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

An investment of this magnitude should only be considered if the role of the community museum is 
significantly broadened so that the community museums become regional history coordinating 
entities. Staff believes this is part of History Colorado’s vision but hopes that, if funded, this 
component will be further emphasized. 

The Committee should consider legislation that would enable History Colorado museums to operate 
outside of OIT, as is permitted for all other higher education institutions.  The museums must 
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provide public-facing internet access and related public-facing services in remote parts of the state. 
This function is very different from that needed for most state government agencies, and History 
Colorado reports that OIT has great difficulty meeting these needs.   

DISCUSSION 

BACKGROUND
The State Historical Society, now known as History Colorado, is simultaneously a non-profit 
charitable “501 (c) (3)” organization and an institution of higher education authorized pursuant to 
Section 24-80-201, C.R.S.  Founded in 1879, the agency operates the History Colorado Center in 
Denver and many other history museums, archeological and historic sites throughout the State.  It 
is charged with preserving the state’s history and documenting it for the benefit of its citizens, 
and it provides a wide variety of services related to this mission.   

History Colorado’s operating appropriation for FY 2016-17, including centrally-appropriated items, 
is $34.2 million.  Of this, over 75 percent is derived from limited gaming revenue deposited to the 
State Historical Fund. The 1990 Constitutional amendment that legalized limited stakes gaming in 
three cities specified that 28 percent of state gaming revenue after administrative expenses would be 
used for statewide historic preservation efforts. The General Assembly has authorized History 
Colorado to administer these funds, subject to annual appropriation. 

Gaming moneys allocated to History Colorado are used for three purposes pursuant to statute: 
• 20.0 percent is required by the State Constitution to go to the gaming cities of Central, Black

Hawk, and Cripple Creek.   
• The “majority share” (50.1 percent) of the funds remaining after the gaming city allocation is to

be used for a statewide preservation grants program, including administration of that grant 
program, consistent with Constitutional requirements.   

• The “minority share” (49.9 percent) of the funds remaining after the gaming city allocation is to
be used, pursuant to statute, to support the operations of the organization, including both the 
History Colorado Center and the organization’s other museums and historic sites throughout the 
State.  This includes amounts for capital construction projects and certificates of participation in 
addition to personnel and operating costs. 

The table below shows actual FY 2015-16 gaming receipts deposited to the State Historic Fund 
which will be used to support History Colorado activities in FY 2016-17.  The total includes a 4.3 
percent increase over FY 2014-15 receipts. 

STATE HISTORIC FUND LIMITED GAMING RECEIPTS (FY 16 USED IN FY 17) FY 2015-16 

Majority Share - Statewide Preservation Grant Program (50.1% of 80%) $10,226,685 

Minority Share - Museum Operations and Capital (49.9% of 80%) 10,185,860 

Gaming City Direct Distribution (20.0%) 5,103,136 

Total to History Colorado $25,515,681 

History Colorado operations are also supported by earned revenue from entrance fees, 
memberships, gift shop sales, and programs, donations, and some federal grant funding.   
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RECENT EVENTS 
History Colorado is emerging from a challenging period.  A combination of poor management 
choices and bad luck dating back to 2008 culminated in a structural deficit in FY 2013-14 
and FY 2014-15.  Changes initiated in 2015 have addressed the deficit and provided the 
organization with highly effective new management, but History Colorado remains saddled 
with heavy debt which will affect it for many years into the future. 

In 2008, as part of the decision to rebuild the Judicial Center, the General Assembly authorized the 
Historical Society to execute a lease-purchase agreement for up to $85.0 million in principal, with 
annual payments not to exceed $4,998,000 to build a new museum.  The resulting annual lease-
purchase obligation, now $3.1 million, represents about 30 percent of the organization’s limited 
gaming funding stream for museum operations.  The organization anticipated that it would be able 
to cover the lease-purchase payments through increases in earned revenue.  It also anticipated that 
gaming revenue to the organization would continue to increase, as it had in prior years.  These 
expectations were frustrated for several reasons: 

• Voters adopted Amendment 50 in November 2008, which created a new category of “extended”
limited gaming revenue and, from FY 2009-10, effectively redirected most increases in tax
revenue that would previously have gone in part to History Colorado.

• The Great Recession, combined with Limited Gaming Commission policies that reduced gaming
tax rates, sharply depressed gaming revenue in FY 2008-09.  Although tax rates and overall
revenues partially rebounded, revenues to History Colorado remained essentially flat from FY
2009-10 through FY 2013-14 and only began to gradually increase again in FY 2014-15.
Increases are effectively limited to 3.0 percent annually under Amendment 50.

• The new facility did not result in sufficient new paying customers to cover the huge additional
lease purchase payment.  In the years through FY 2010-11, preceding the museum’s move,
earned revenue was typically $1.5 to $1.7 million per year.  In the first full year the new museum
was open (FY 2012-13), earned revenue was $3.7 million.  In FY 2015-16, earned revenue
(excluding some transferred funds) was $3.4 million.  Thus, while the new History Colorado
Center has resulted in some additional new revenue, the increase is well under $2.0 million and
well below the new $3.1 million lease purchase expense.

As a result of these factors, the organization faced a serious structural imbalance beginning in FY 
2013-14, the first full year of lease-purchase payments.   
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Initially, the scale of the imbalance and the implications were not entirely clear to the museum’s 
Board of Directors or other oversight entities, in part due to other problems at the organization: 
poor accounting and financial management practices.  The institution was the subject of two highly 
critical audits from the Office of the State Auditor in 2014 which indicated that, among other issues, 
the organization was not following various standard government accounting practices.      

As both financial and management problems became more clear, the organization, Governor and 
General Assembly worked together to modify the organization’s oversight structure, ultimately 
giving the Governor (rather than the organization’s membership), authority to select the Board 
of Directors (S.B. 15-225).  JBC budget actions and bills also helped to highlight key issues during 
the 2015 legislative session. 

At the beginning of FY 2015-16, a new high-powered Board of Directors with an 
aggressive turn-around mandate took rapid steps to appoint a new interim management 
team. Through voluntary early retirements and furloughs and involuntary layoffs the organization 
reduced personnel (by 26.1 FTE or 20 percent as of June 30, 2016), flattened its management 
structure, and began to develop additional in-house exhibits, thus eliminating reliance on 
traveling exhibits from out-of-state. On July 1, 2016, the Board appointed Steve Turner, co-
director of the interim management team and the previous Director of Historic Preservation, 
the new Executive Director.  The organization closed out FY 2015-16 with a budget 
approaching balance.  Its final shortfall for FY 2015-16 was $513,326--lower than the 
$834,080 originally projected.  It will begin rebuilding reserves in FY 2016-17.  
However, the institution’s smaller operating budget leaves little space for new initiatives.  
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In the last fiscal year, neither museum revenue nor visitation increased significantly.  The challenge 
for the institution in the coming years is whether new management and energy can change this.  

 
FY 2014-15 to FY 2015-16 History Colorado Visitation and Revenue (all museums) 

 

 

 
Source:  History Colorado management dashboards 
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HISTORY COLORADO FY 2017-18 REQUESTS 
HC1 – REVITALIZATION FUNDING FOR COMMUNITY MUSEUMS 
The Executive Request proposes an appropriation of $1,589,044 General Fund for History 
Colorado.   
 
Most of History Colorado’s focus and investment in recent years has been on the new History 
Colorado Center in Denver.  However, History Colorado has community museums across the state 
including: 
• Ute Indian Museum (Montrose) 
• Fort Garland Museum and Cultural Center (Costilla County) 
• Trinidad History Museum (Trinidad) 
• El Pueblo History Museum ((Pueblo) 
• Healy House and Dexter Cabin (Leadville) 
• Byers-Evans House (Denver) 
• Grant Humphreys Mansion (Denver) 
• Fort Vasquez (Platteville) 
 
These facilities are staffed by 0.5 to 3.0 FTE and see visitation ranging from as little as 1,825 (Healy 
House in Leadville) to 58,843 (El Pueblo) per year, as reflected in the chart below. 

 
 
As shown in the table below, total costs per visitor and earnings per visitor vary by museum.  Costs 
per visitor are highest at those with the smallest visitation, as would be expected.   
 

Base Budget and Earnings per Visitor at the Community Museums 

  2017 Projected 
Visitation 

FY 2016-17 budget 
per visitor 

FY 2016-17 
Earnings per visitor 

Byers-Evans (Denver)                      12,700  $10.41 $4.13  

El Pueblo (Pueblo)                      63,500  $5.18  $1.49  
Ft. Garland (Costilla County)                      10,800  $22.42  $6.70  
Ft Vasquez (Platteville)                       5,100  $18.65  $7.14  

Grant-Humphreys (Denver)                      14,400  $13.68  $16.07  
Healy (Leadville)                       3,000  $51.90  $8.94  
Trinidad (Trinidad)                       8,600  $28.59  $3.18  
Ute (Montrose)                       9,000  $29.33  $14.95  
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Base Budget and Earnings per Visitor at the Community Museums 

  2017 Projected 
Visitation 

FY 2016-17 budget 
per visitor 

FY 2016-17 
Earnings per visitor 

TOTAL (including administration)                    127,100  $14.86 $5.37  
 
The request highlights the following problems at the community museums: 
• Insufficient staffing:  Results in inability to both keep facilities open and comply with a range of 

other expectations for museums including ensuring high quality interpretive content. 
• Security:  At some remote locations, e.g., Fort Garland, there is insufficient staff to protect the 

large site. 
• Part-year closures:  Inability to remain open year round due to resources, making it impossible to 

serve local schools.   
• Technology:  Most museums lack adequate technology to improve operations and increase 

revenue generation, e.g., lack of guest wireless to facilitate educational programs.   
 
The request argues that with additional support in the near-term community museums will not only 
address these problems, but: 
• will drive economic benefits, particularly in rural regions; and 
• will increase their self-sufficiency, reducing their long-term dependence on state support.   
 
The request is structured over an eight year period, during which time General Fund support is 
proposed to very gradually decrease, while earned revenue is anticipated to increase.   
 

  
New FTE:  This includes:   
1.0 FTE community museum curator to ensure that History Colorado collections are displayed in 

community museums 
1.0 FTE development manager to raise funds in local communities for the museums 
1.0 FTE Fort Garland education coordinator to serve schools in the San Luis Valley 
1.0 FTE Byers Evans House education coordinator to implement profitable adult-education 

programs focusing on historic preservation workshops for homeowners, heritage arts, and 
architectural programs, as well as to coordinate school bus tours. 
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3.0  FTE (1.0 FTE each):  Trinidad History Museum, Ute Indian Museum, El Pueblo Museum for  
maintenance/rental staff to alleviate directors from activities such as snow removal, facilitate 
revenue-generating rental programs, and enhance security. 

0.5 FTE for Healy House to expand the current position to full-time and enable more community-
based business development. 

0.5 FTE for Fort Garland security staff to help protect the oldest property owned by the state.  
 
The request indicates that FTE “authority” is not required but that funding is needed to support 
existing FTE authority which is not filled due to lack of funds.   
 
Museum Restoration:  Proposed to include new rental, events, utility, and security system equipment 
and upgrades, exhibit repairs, point of sale systems, and new curriculum development and 
educational materials. 
 
Technology:  Reflects implementing IT infrastructure and costs of ongoing annual service fees.  
Spreads one-time investments over a five year period (rolling out progressively over five years at 
different institutions). 
 
Community Revitalization Programs:  Reflects plans for programming upgrades:  instructors and 
materials for programs for children and adults, community generated exhibits and oral histories, 
summer camps, exhibit development and maintenance.   
 
Sustainability Program development:  Further development of various activities that generate ongoing 
income for the museums:  space rentals, bus tours, community outreach activities.   
 
What can be achieved?  The request highlights the revitalization of the El Pueblo museum (under 
the direction of the current director for all the community museums). From FY 2013-14 to FY 
2015-16, visitation increased from 26,851 to 58,843, while revenue increased from $51,775 to 
$91,402.  The goal of this request is to effectuate similar transformation at other community 
museums:  The proposal projects earned revenue at the museums increasing form less than $100,000 in FY 2016-
17 to $1.2 million by FY 2024-25.   
 
Staff observations about the request: 
 
• This would be the first significant General Fund appropriation for History Colorado 

operations since FY 2002-03.10   
 

• The request would more than double the current community museums appropriation.  
Setting aside a technical request, which would also increase the line item, the request would add 
$1.6 million General Fund to the current $1.2 million base budget shown in the Long Bill ($0.9 
million FY 2015-16 actual expenses).  The Department identifies the base budget for the 
community museums as $1,726,062 after including appropriations in facilities line items and 
“pots”.  This represents a very large requested increase.  Note also that $2.0 million over four 
years from reserve funds (effectively $500,000 per year for four years) was appropriated for 
community museum exhibits during the 2016 legislative session. 

                                                 
10 Excluding Cumbres and Toltec railroad support and capital construction funding 
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• The community museums represent about 20 percent of History Colorado’s visitation, 
and in much of the state this visitation has been falling. History Colorado indicates that 
there is a nationwide trend in falling attendance at “house museums” such as a number of the 
facilities in the History Colorado collection.  In general, History Colorado continues to struggle 
with visitation.  This may in part reflect the time required for new management to bring 
up new exhibits.  However, both the value and the success of History Colorado ultimately rests on visitation.

Source:  Annual Reports 

• Staff believes an investment of this magnitude should only be considered to the extent
that the role of the community museum is significantly broadened so that the
community museums become regional history coordinating entities.  Colorado is full of
hundreds of small history and community museums, only a few of which are supported by the
State.  Others are small for-profits or non-profits and run by towns or community foundations.
For example, Leadville alone has seven museums, only one of which is a state museum. If the State chooses
to provide additional resources, the community museums must extend their responsibilities,
serving as a central point of contact for local historic preservation efforts and engaging in joint
marketing and programming with other local historic facilities.   Staff believes this is part of History
Colorado’s vision but hopes that this component will be further emphasized.

• The most visible product of this initiative, if it is successful, will be increased visitation
to the community museums.

o In FY 2015-16, visitation to the community museums, excluding Georgetown Loop, was
just 116,134.  The request proposes that this will increase to 150,000 by FY 2017-18 and
over 300,000 in 10 years.

o With rare exceptions, community museums are unable to generate enough income to cover their operating
expenses, let alone capital appropriations.  The request does not expect to change this.  As shown in
the table below, the request would increase the budget per visitor from $13.58 to $22.72
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from FY 2016-17 to FY 2017-18, while earned revenue would remain under $6.00 per 
person. While per-person costs might decline over time as visitation increased, per-
person earnings are not expected to change much or to catch up to per-person costs.  

 
   Community Museums Anticipated Visitation, Proposed Budget, and Earnings over 

Time 

  FY 2016-17 FY 2017-18 FY 2024-25 

 
Visitation 

         
         127,100  

                  
 150,100  

                
333,700  

Budget (FY 17+GF+increase earned) $1,726,062  $3,410,735  $3,793,857  
Earned revenue $721,192  $816,820  $1,813,045  
Budget/Visitor  $13.58  $22.72  $11.37  
Earnings/Visitor $5.67  $5.44  $5.43  

 
• The request proposes that an initial $1.6 million appropriation be reduced to $1,387,513 in FY 

2021 and further reduced to $975,942 in FY 2024-25.  Staff believes that the 8 year timeline for 
adjusting General Fund appropriations is probably too long for state budgeting purposes.  
Should the General Assembly fund the request, staff believes it would be more 
reasonable to reduce any new appropriation one-time in FY 2020-21, using that as an 
opportunity to determine whether the museums have seen the hoped-for increases in 
visitation and activities.  The turn-around at El Pueblo happened very quickly; staff believes it 
will soon be evident whether any new investments in staff and resources are achieving results. 
 

• Based on conversations with History Colorado staff, staff believes the Committee should 
explore whether new legislation should be introduced that would enable History 
Colorado to operate outside the requirements of OIT, like other higher education 
institutions.  History Colorado’s public function is quite different from that of other state 
agencies, and OIT appears to have difficulty serving it well. This request includes significant 
information technology investments for the organization to provide services such as public 
access wireless.  If the organization is free to operate outside of OIT, it will likely purchase 
different equipment and could possibly achieve this portion of the request at lower expense.  

 
HC2 REALIGNMENT OF HISTORY COLORADO LONG BILL LINE ITEMS 
In FY 2015-16, the JBC adopted significant changes to the History Colorado budget structure in 
order to make key components more transparent and easier to track.  Having lived with the changes 
for over a year, the Department has proposed a small additional change to move $306,475 in gaming 
funds from the facilities management line item to the community museums line item, in order to 
give the community museums more functional control over their maintenance and utilities expenses.   
 
Staff has no objection to the proposal to move funds.  There continues to be excess spending authority 
(appropriations for which there is insufficient revenue) in the History Colorado budget, but the scale of these 
discrepancies has declined and staff believes it is within a reasonable range, assuming it shrinks—rather than grows—
for FY 2017-18.  Specifically: 
 
• FY 2016-17 appropriations exceed revenue received for museum operations by just over 

$350,000 or about 3.5 percent, as reflected in the table below. 
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• The agency estimated that there was $454,000 excess spending authority from the Enterprise 
Services Cash Fund (earned revenue) in FY 2016-17; however, staff hopes that the agency will 
“grow in” to the excess.  

 
Historical Fund Operations Account 

FY 2016-17 Appropriations   
Centrally appropriated items $1,619,545 
Operating appropriations in History Colorado Division, including lease purchase 
payment 

 
8,317,328 

Capital construction appropriation for community museum maintenance                              
600,000  

Total Appropriations $10,536,873 
    

FY 2015-16 revenue deposited to Operations Account for use in FY 2016-17                          
10,185,860  

Difference (over)/under appropriated revenue ($351,013) 
 
Staff has also noted that there appears to be an excess FTE appropriation in the budget. History 
Colorado indicates, however, that it is considering bringing some currently contracted staff “in 
house” and therefore also requests that its FTE authority remain intact. 
 

FTE shown in History Colorado Budget 
FY 2016-17 FTE reflected                                 

131.1  

Anticipated to be used (FTE as of June 2016)                                 
105.3  

HC proposal to use 8.0 FTE existing authority 8.0 
Base appropriation that may be needed for  FY 2017-18 113.3 
Excess in budget 17.8 

Percentage difference 15.7% 
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