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ABSTRACT 

Despite its idyllic natural environment, the Lake Tahoe Basin has suffered significant economic 

decline over the past decade. This has not only created social and fiscal dislocations in the region, 

but also threatens to hamper efforts to improve lake clarity and other environmental values in the 

Basin. The Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan (Prosperity Plan) was developed to address these 

challenges. 

The economic analysis conducted for the Prosperity Plan identified three economic clusters 

comprising two-thirds of the Basin economy ð Tourism and Visitor Services, Environmental 

Innovation, and Health and Wellness. Led by a diverse project steering committee representing all of 

the local government jurisdictions in the Basin as well as business associations and education 

institutions, the process to develop the Prosperity Plan engaged hundreds of stakeholders in the 

region, convening work groups within each economic cluster, as well capital resource partners, 

community leaders, state and federal agency representatives, and regional economic collaboratives 

from both California and Nevada..  

The central recommendation in the Prosperity Plan is the formation of the Tahoe Prosperity Center, 

based on a regional stewardship model, to serve as an organizational focal point for implementing 

initiatives promoting economic cluster expansion as well as addressing a number of foundational 

issues essential to the success of the cluster initiatives. One of these key foundational issues is the 

fact that economic success in the Basin is directly related and linked to more predictable and 

consistent regulatory processes than is currently administered by the Tahoe Regional Planning 

Agency (TRPA) and other agencies, one that would encourage redevelopment and reinvestment. 

Without this predictability and consistency, implementation of the actions related to the economic 

cluster initiatives cannot be fulfilled.  

The Prosperity Plan includes action steps for the following cluster initiatives. Environmental 

Innovation: Commercialization of environmental research applications, including a business 

incubator and investment fund; A coordinated Basin-wide green business program; Regional 

renewable energy systems. Tourism and Visitor Services: New visitor itineraries focused on 

outdoor activities, natural amenities, environmental education, and geotourism; Rebranding the 

visitor experience to focus on environmental quality, health and wellness, and recreation activities; 

Environmental redevelopment to improve the built environment. Health and Wellness: 

Specialized centers of excellence including orthopedics and oncology; Sports and fitness training; 

Wellness centers integrated with new visitor itineraries for fitness and recreation.  

The Prosperity Plan process has led to several tangible outcomes: the first economic cluster-based 

strategy for the region, development of regional leadership capacity based on a stewardship model, 

engagement of new partners (including state and federal) and hundreds of stakeholders, alignment 

with the TRPA Regional Plan Update, and networking to support key actions such as development 

of an investment fund for environmental innovation. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

THE CYCLE OF LONG TERM DECLINE ð OUR FUTURE?  

Lake Tahoe is an iconic national treasure. Very few lakes worldwide rival Tahoeõs combination of 

size, depth and spectacular mountain beauty surrounding the watershed. The Lake Tahoe Basin is 

also an economic region of national and bi-state significance, estimated to produce $4.7 billion in 

revenues per year. Long considered a premier destination, Lake Tahoe has suffered both 

environmental degradation and economic decline.  

As a bi-state region, the Tahoe Basin has distinct characteristics related to geography, planning and 

governance. The Tahoe Basin is comprised of parts of two counties in California, including the only 

incorporated city in the region (City of South Lake Tahoe), and parts of three counties in Nevada. In 

an attempt to preserve the heralded natural environment of the Tahoe Basin, the states of California 

and Nevada formed a regional planning and regulatory organization ð the Tahoe Regional Planning 

Agency (TRPA) ð in 1969 amidst significant development pressures following the 1960 Lake Tahoe 

Olympics held in the region. The Bi-State Compact forming the agency was then ratified by 

Congress and continues to play a significant role in the regulatory and socioeconomic structure of 

the area. The federal government also maintains a substantial interest in the Tahoe Basin with the 

presence of the United States Forest Service, which manages 75 percent of the land as open space 

and recreational use within the watershed. 

While TRPAõs role in the Tahoe Basin affects most aspects of the economy, greater macroeconomic 

forces have taken a toll on the areaõs economic vitality. The Tahoe Basinõs economic decline began 

long before the current recession. The gaming industry has lost more than 7000 jobs since 1990. 

Unemployment ranges 13-19 percent in various areas of the Tahoe Basin. Poverty levels have 

increased dramatically. Along with job loss, second home ownership (49-65 percent) has pushed the 

cost of housing beyond the reach of most full time residents, resulting in population decline of 15 

percent between 2000 and 2008.  

The difficulties businesses face in investing in property improvements contributes to increased run-

off and deterioration from aging infrastructure and properties, including visual and functional blight. 

This cycle further erodes the viability of the Tahoe Basin as a world class tourism destination and as 

a healthy and livable community for residents and families. 

A NEW VISION FOR THE BASIN ð OUR DESIRED FUTURE 

The Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan (Prosperity Plan) sets forth a new vision for both the 

economic and environmental health and renewal of the region.  

The Lake Tahoe Basin is a world class center of innovation around green tourism, green building and sustainable 

design, scientific research and applications for environmental resource renewal and management, renewable energies, and 

health and wellness. òIt is the sustainability powerhouse of the nation.ó 
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This vision transforms the region to be an environmental innovation center, with sustainable 

business practices that promote the economic advancement and prosperity of families and 

communities in concert with enhanced stewardship of the natural environment. 

THE POWER OF ECONOMIC CLUSTERS 

The way forward requires a new level of collaboration between private and public sector partners 

and the entire community in a shared agenda for action. The Prosperity Plan is based on three major 

economic clusters which represent two-thirds of the Basinõs economy: Tourism and Visitor Services, 

Environmental Innovation, and Health and Wellness.  

A PLAN FOR ACTION 

The Prosperity Plan is a comprehensive action strategy to reposition the Tahoe Basin as an 

environmentally sustainable destination and test bed for environmental innovation. It is built upon 

the intellectual talents, commitment, and creativity of Tahoe residents and stewards of the Tahoe 

Basin, both within and outside of the region. It is a regional innovation strategy built on the 

foundation of growing and strengthening economic clusters where the region has potential 

competitive advantage. 

To provide an organizational structure to coordinate and support the prosperity initiatives, it is 

recommended that a Prosperity Center (TahoeProsperity.org) be created using a regional 

stewardship model, which emphasizes networking and collaboration among existing private and 

public entities throughout the Basin. This model seeks to minimize duplication of efforts but rather 

will help to coordinate and leverage resources - especially in support of cluster and cross-sector 

initiatives; fill gaps where they exist; convene and collaborate with partners and stakeholders for 

shared solutions, especially around the core foundations for regional competitiveness; benchmark 

and track outcomes, including through the Watershed Sustainability Indicators, reporting back to the 

community and policymakers; and collaborate with partners on being a unified òvoiceó for the 

regionõs economic future. 

Along with this organizational and leadership capacity, it is also necessary to instill greater 

predictability and consistency in the regional regulatory processes than is administered currently by 

TRPA and other agencies, in order to achieve the levels of reinvestment and redevelopment 

necessary to achieve broad prosperity in the Tahoe Basin.  

Cluster specific and basin-wide highlights include: 

Á Developing a pipeline strategy to support and commercialize alpine climate change 

and sustainability research, with a technology incubator, innovation investment fund 

and signature tourism and visitor services facility(ies) ð To build on the valuable 

existing assets of talent, expertise, facilities and research efforts of the many educational 

institutions, state and federal agencies, and environmental planning firms working in the 

Tahoe Basin. These include partners collaborating through the Tahoe Science Consortium: 

UC Davis Tahoe Environmental Research Center, Desert Research Institute (DRI), 

University of Nevada, Reno, U.S.G.S., and the U.S. Forest Service Pacific Southwest 
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Research Station; the campus sustainability initiative of Sierra Nevada College; and the 

sustainability-related education and training of the areaõs community colleges and 

universities. UC Davis and DRI along with others have been chosen by the federal 

government to co-host the new Southwest Climate Science Center, to understand the affects 

of climate change on the Southwest regionõs natural and cultural resources, highlighting the 

rich knowledge assets of these institutions. 

 The initiative would further expand efforts to generate Tahoe-based research resources; 

prototype, fund, and export commercially practical solutions for environmental challenges in 

the Tahoe Basin and elsewhere; sponsor green entrepreneurship and mentoring programs 

affiliated with the regionõs universities and colleges; and provide housing and other resources 

for researchers and visiting scholars. An innovation investment fund would be developed. It 

would also provide visitors with hands-on learning experiences about the Tahoe Basinõs 

ecology, awareness of ongoing environmental research, and solutions for sustainable living, 

in collaboration with the Tourism and Visitor Services cluster. 

Á The Tahoe Brand ð To rebrand the region as a green, geotourism, health and wellness 

visitor destination, providing a unique, authentic Lake Tahoe experience including sports, 

recreation, culinary, historical, art, cultural experiences, environmental education and 

volunteer opportunities.  

Á Medical Centers of Excellence ð To promote specialties such as orthopedics, sports 

medicine, fitness training, oncology, and healthy lifestyles; medical tourism framed by the 

alpine environment, expertise of local medical centers, complementary wellness services, and 

visitor service assets. 

Á Sports Commission ð To attract major sporting events such as the Amgen Bike Tour 

(scheduled for May 2011 in the Basin), World Cup skiing, philanthropic sporting events and 

tournaments; to foster Tahoe as a major center for sports and high altitude training venues 

for athletes; to attract youth and other tournaments and league events; and to capture Tahoe 

as a center for emerging sports. 

Á Environmental Redevelopment ð To achieve sustainable redevelopment of deteriorating 

properties and infrastructure, thereby improving community livability and promoting green 

building, resource efficient development, alternative transportation modes, and 

environmental restoration. Leverage reinvestment through a Basin Infrastructure Bank. 

Á Regional broadband strategy ð To facilitate e-Health and telemedicine, e-commerce, 

improved visitor experiences, efficient government services, telecommuting, emergency 

services and other needs for a òConnected Tahoe Basin.ó 

Á Basin-Wide Housing Affordability, Education and Workforce, Transportation and 

Infrastructure Strategies ð To support the vitality of the clusters and promote community 

livability, sustainability, and equitable access to opportunities.  
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There have been several key accomplishments to date through the development of the Prosperity 

Plan: 

Á Creation of first Basin-wide regional economic strategy, based on key economic clusters, 

through a bottom up process involving hundreds of community leaders, businesses, 

academia, institutions, and residents, and committed to sustainability and regional success. 

Á Engagement of new institutional partners, who are providing expertise, capacity, fiscal and 

other resources to advance the Basinõs economy, with expanded access to opportunity and 

improved environmental outcomes. 

Á An economic forum with state and federal partners who expressed a commitment to partner 

with Basin stakeholders to make the Prosperity Plan a reality. 

Á Increased networking and collaboration throughout the Basin across clusters and 

organizations which has accelerated ongoing activities, provided impetus for emerging 

initiatives, and increased information sharing and resource leveraging; as an example, the 

possibility of an innovation investment fund is moving forward. 

Á Development of leadership capacity on the part of the Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan 

Steering Committee, in a stewardship model serving on behalf of the region. 

Á A new course offering through UNRõs extended studies program on Sustainability 

Management and Environmental Entrepreneurship for Fall 2011, for working professionals 

in the private, public and non-profit sectors as well as credit for currently enrolled students. 

Á Increased public awareness about the long-term economic, social, and environmental 

conditions affecting the future prosperity and quality of life for the Basin. 

Á Coordination with the Douglas County Economic Vitality Plan. 

Á Alignment with the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA) Regional Plan Update. 

Á Preparation of a Lake Tahoe Basin profile for the 2010 California Regional Progress Report, the 

stateõs sustainability indicators report prepared for the California Strategic Growth Council 

and Caltrans. 
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I. LAKE TAHOE BASIN PROSPERITY PLAN ð 

INTRODUCTION  

BACKGROUND 

The Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan (Prosperity Plan) is an unprecedented regional collaboration 

effort to develop a Basin-wide economic prosperity strategy, which did not exist. Per the 

requirements of the projectõs federally funded scope of work, the region includes all the lands that 

shed water into the Lake Tahoe Basin in California and Nevada plus the area downstream along the 

Truckee River including Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows (see Appendix A, Methodology for 

description.) The purpose of the project was to develop an action plan for a more resilient economy 

that enhances environmental quality and ensures an improved standard of living for all residents. 

The Prosperity Plan provides the framework for a competitive regional strategy that recognizes local 

differences; leverages the distinct attributes of all communities throughout the Tahoe Basin; enables 

local governments, institutions, and businesses to work as partners in revitalizing the Basin 

economy; and provides the opportunity to collaborate with diverse partners in the broader regional 

economies of California and Nevada. 

The Prosperity Plan was developed because in spite of the unparalleled asset of Lake Tahoe and the 

surrounding mountains and watersheds, the regionõs economy is threatened by environmental 

challenges and economic restructuring at the global, national, and state levels. Economic and 

community distress indicators are high and have been on a persistent and long-term downward 

trend, even before the Recession. The fragmentation of the Tahoe Basin across six jurisdictions in 

two states created an additional challenge to developing a cohesive regional economic strategy.  

In 2007 the Lake Tahoe South Shore Chamber of Commerce and the North Lake Tahoe Chamber 

of Commerce joined together to enlist Tahoe Basin partners in addressing these conditions. 

Through their leadership, the Western Nevada Development District (WNDD) was awarded a grant 

from the U.S. Department of Commerce Economic Development Administration (EDA), with 

matching funds provided by all six of the Tahoe Basinõs local governments. It is a significant 

achievement to secure funding for a bi-state regional economic strategy. 

The projectõs Steering Committee includes representatives of the following jurisdictions and 

organizations who provided an investment of funds or in-kind services (see Figure1). The 

Committee has modeled the process of collaboration as additional partners joined the Committee 

over the course of developing the strategy: 

Á Carson City, Nevada 

Á City of South Lake Tahoe, California 

Á Douglas County, Nevada 

Á El Dorado County, California 

Á Lake Tahoe Community College 

Á Lake Tahoe School (first year) 

Á TahoeChamber.org 
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Á North Lake Tahoe Chamber of Commerce 

Á North Lake Tahoe Resort Association 

Á Parasol Tahoe Community Foundation 

Á Placer County, California 

Á Sierra Nevada College 

Á South Tahoe High School 

Á Tahoe Regional Planning Agency 

Á Washoe County, Nevada 

Á Western Nevada Development District 
  
 

FIGURE 1  
PROJECT STEERING COMMITTEE MAP  

 
Source: ADE, Inc.  

 
 

PROSPERITY PLAN CLUSTER FOCUS 

The Prosperity Plan is a cluster-based strategy focused on innovation, entrepreneurship and 

sustainability. Economic clusters are the foundation for economic competitiveness within a region 

and in the state, national and global economy. They are geographic concentrations of firms that 

share common markets, buyers, suppliers and specialized talent. They include firms that create 

wealth by exporting their products or services or import wealth by drawing customers to the region, 

as well as firms that supply goods and services to these exporters and importers. The role of the 

public sector is to support the growth and success of the clusters through investments in education, 

workforce skills, research and technology, infrastructure and a fair and efficient regulatory process.  

Regional cluster-based strategies have been shown to result in the improved economic performance 

of businesses, improved job quality, and improved regional economic vitality. Many regions 
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including Sacramento and Reno/Carson Valley have adopted this approach and many federal and 

state agencies, including EDA, SBA, the U.S. Department of Labor, the California Labor and 

Workforce Development Agency, and the Nevada Commission on Economic Development have 

invested in cluster-based strategies because of their success and effectiveness. As such, cluster-based 

strategies call for governance and organizational approaches that are collaborative, agile, and driven 

by private and public sector champions, but that provide sufficient structure and capacity to support 

cluster initiatives and complementary strategies. A recommended approach will be discussed under 

governance options in the Action Plan. 

PROSPERITY PLAN DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

The Prosperity Plan has been developed through an extensive process of research, community and 

business meetings, cluster working groups, and general consultation with a wide variety of partners, 

stakeholders and resource providers (see Figure 2). The project began in January 2010 with an 

environmental scan of existing research and data and stakeholder interviews, and a preliminary 

economic assessment of potential business clusters in the Basin conducted by Applied Development 

Economics (ADE) and the Center for Economic Development (CED), CSU Chico. More than sixty 

formal interviews were conducted as well as numerous informational sessions for research and 

informal discussions throughout the course of the project. (See Appendices A and B for data 

analysis methodology and stakeholder and resource interviews and Appendix D for the bibliography 

and reference resources.) This initial information was presented at two economic focus groups in 

March, one at South Shore, and one at North Shore. 

Based on the input from the economic focus groups and the Steering Committee, ADE convened 

three priority economic clusters: Tourism and Visitor Services, Environmental Innovation, and 

Health and Wellness, for a series of seven meetings in April, May and June. The cluster groups 

included business, organizational, and local, state and federal level participant; they produced draft 

action plans, including a set of strategic initiatives with priority actions addressing key issues and 

opportunities for each cluster. 

The draft action plans were presented at community meetings at both the South Shore and the 

North Shore on July 15. The Steering Committee also hosted an Economic Forum on August 16th 

that included a panel of Federal, State and local officials, to present the preliminary concepts for the 

Prosperity Plan, and two meetings with resource partners in June and September. (See Appendix C 

for a list of cluster and community meeting participants.) More than 500 people total participated in 

these meetings and forums. Many people participated in more than one meeting. As the project 

proceeded, a cluster-focused master contact list was developed and information was broadly 

distributed. The Prosperity Plan received widespread media attention which also generated many 

inquires and requests from community members to participate in the process, and provided 

feedback. 

Steering Committee members and project consultants presented an overview of the project at 

several venues, including the Sierra Green Building Association (SiGBA conference), the North 

Tahoe Regional Advisory Council, and the Lake Tahoe Environmental Summit, the first time the 

event included an economic perspective. These events generated valuable additional input and 
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guidance. The Prosperity Plan will be presented to TRPA Governing Board in early 2011 to inform 

their members as they work toward the Regional Plan Update. 

 

FIGURE 2 
PROSPERITY PLAN DEVE LOPMENT PROCESS 

 
Source: ADE, Inc.  

  

REPORT SECTIONS 

The following sections of the report describe in detail the Vision for revitalizing the Tahoe Basin 

economy as a center of sustainability, environmental innovation, livability and equitable opportunity; 

key findings from the project process; potential outcomes for benchmarking and measuring 

progress; the implementation strategy including a strategic framework and recommendations for 

governance and cluster action plans; and project resources. 

Á Vision for the Tahoe Basin Economy 

Á Environmental Scan 

Á Economic Clusters 

Á Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan Implementation Strategy 

Á Cluster Initiatives  

Á Appendices 
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II. LAKE TAHOE BASIN VISION  

The Lake Tahoe Basin Prosperity Plan (Prosperity Plan) sets forth a new vision for both the 

economic and environmental health and renewal of the region.  

The Lake Tahoe Basin is a world class center of innovation around green tourism, green building and sustainable 

design, scientific research and applications for environmental resource renewal and management, renewable energies, and 

health and wellness. òIt is the sustainability powerhouse of the nation.ó 

This vision transforms the region into an environmental innovation center, with sustainable business 

practices that promote the economic advancement (prosperity) of families and communities in 

concert with enhanced stewardship of the natural environment. 

The Tahoe basin has already seen examples where careful redevelopment can greatly improve the 

physical environment as well as the visitor experience and livability for residents, as shown in the 

before and after photos from both South and North shore as follows. 

 

FORMER SITE OF HEAVENLY VILLAGE, SOUTH L AKE TAHOE 
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CURRENT HEAVENLY VILLAGE DEVELOPM ENT 
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TAHOE CITY BEFORE IM PROVEMENTS 
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TAHOE CITY AFTER IMP ROVEMENTS 

 

 

 
Source: Photo courtesy of Corey Rich Photography 

 




































































































































































































