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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
COMMERCIAL RIVER USE IN COLORADO 

 

2020 Year End Report 
 
 
Commercial rafting in Colorado for 2020 was among the most trying in the industry’s 
history.  The COVID-19 outbreak delayed the season opening by many weeks with most 
outfitters only beginning operations in the first half of June.  Once rafting commenced 
outfitters were able to run at only partial capacities due to health restrictions and concerns.  
The uncertainty of the virus spread, regulations and restrictions, and the business 
environment made decision making for companies and hesitant rafters difficult. 
 
Prior to COVID-19 impacts beginning in March, initial economic signals were positive and 
the industry was anticipating activity most likely on par with 2019.  That optimism 
dissipated in the 2nd quarter as the virus spread.  Reduced rafting participation is reflected 
in the 2020 economic impact on the state’s economy.  Due to high unemployment, the 
downturn in travel, and reduced discretionary spending this report reflects the significant 
impacts our industry encountered in 2020.  However, given the uncertainty of the 2020 
season due to COVID, outfitters displayed resiliency and adaptability in an unprecedented 
environment.   
 
The 2020 river use in the State of Colorado totaled 430,175 user days, a reduction of 
112,230 user days or a decline of 20.7% as compared to the 542,405 totals for 2019.  Use 
in drainages such as the Blue, Clear Creek, Upper Animas, Piedra, Roaring Fork, San 
Juan and San Miguel was additionally affected by lower snowpack and early season warm 
weather.  The late start of the season resulted in missed opportunities as valuable rafting 
flows went unused.  Stretches of the Colorado and Arkansas showed remarkable 
resiliency as they reflected user numbers like 2019 despite the late start and season-long 
health restrictions.  
 
The total industry-wide economic impact for 2020 was $148,710,699.  Compared to a 2019 
impact of $184,919,528, the 2020 numbers were decidedly less but were much more 
robust than anticipated. 
 
As the industry looks ahead, the hope is that COVID-19 will be brought under control and 
that businesses of all types can reopen before the 2021 season.  This should foster an 
economic recovery and encourage a return to pre-COVID-19 travel patterns. 
 
The Colorado River Outfitters Association (CROA) compiled this study.  
Copies are available for download at: 

 
https://www.croa.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/2020-Commercial-Rafting-Use-Report.pdf 

 
Members of CROA adhere to a Code of Ethics and offer quality trips on all of 
Colorado’s rivers. 









 
 









 
 
 
 
 




