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Chapter 17: Durango’s Sister Cities:
A thing of the past?

Boulder, Colo.

348 miles ▲

◄ Cortez, Colo. 44 miles

Bad Gastein, Austria 5,563 miles ►

Durango, Spain 5,171 miles ►
Durango, Mexico 934 miles ▼
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The City of Durango has had sister city relationships with five cities
in four countries since 1970, but those relationships have been
inactive for many years. This chapter will give you some background
on the Sister Cities movement and will recount Durango’s past
involvement in developing ties with selected cities around the world.
What is the history of Sister Cities as a national movement?
The sister city movement began in the post-World War II era, at a two-day White House
Conference on Citizen Diplomacy that President Dwight D. Eisenhower convened in 1956 to
bring together citizens who would forge ties with communities abroad. This stemmed from
his belief that diplomacy on a person-to-person level was an important resource for
successful negotiations between governments. On September 11, 1956, President Eisenhower exhorted delegates "to help build the road to an enduring peace" and appointed a
Civic Committee to set up town affiliations that would link U.S. communities with
counterparts around the globe. At the core of each sister city relationship is an agreement,
signed by the mayor of each city, reflecting the two cities’ mutual commitment to building
bridges between governments, businesses and individuals.

What happens when you’re a sister city? What are the responsibilities and
privileges? Is it like being asked to be a godfather, and you figure out what
you’re supposed to do with it later?
A 1974 study found that many early sister city relationships grew from the post-World War
II U.S. aid programs to countries in Western Europe. The partnerships that endured,
however, were based on cultural or educational reasons that developed lasting friendships.
Some of the sister city connections are for obvious reasons, such as the relationship between
Alburquerque [yes, that is the correct spelling], Spain, and Albuquerque, New Mexico.
Others are no doubt for political (and politically correct) reasons, which could explain why a
city like Denver has so many of them. As once noted at the Sister Cities International
website, “Many sister city members developed lucrative business agreements with their
partners. Vermont's Ben and Jerry's Ice Cream company, for example, started a factory in
Karelia, Russia. The company served 3,000 Russians a day and offered the same profitsharing framework to its Russian employees as found in the American company. While not
a primary goal, business relationships were a natural by-product of sister city exchanges.”1
Sister Cities International (SSI) got off the ground in the late 1960s in a global
environment of Cold War tensions. Its formal name was the Town Affiliation Association
until the early 1980s. By 1981, 720 U.S. cities were linked to over 1,000 communities in 77
1

Source viewed 10/15/2012: http://www.sister-cities.org/about/history.cfm
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nations through this organization. Durango eventually became a member of SSI, as shown
by its certificate of membership for the year 2003. SSI “awarded” this undated “charter” to
the citizens of Durango, Colorado, in recognition of their contribution to international
understanding demonstrated by their community affiliation with Durango, Mexico. At its
peak, early in the 21st century, SSI stated that it had 2,400 Sister Cities relationships and
reached 134 countries; by 2010 the number had dropped to 2,000 or less. In 2010, the
organization’s international programs were developed around three key areas: a Global
Citizen Initiative, a Sustainable Communities Initiative and a Muslim World Partnership
Initiative.
Durango dropped its membership in Sister Cities International many years ago. Our city
does not seem to have been alone in doing so. No doubt this is due to cost-cutting during the
recent economic downturns, and (at least in the case of the City of Durango) a renewed focus
on meeting the primary service needs of City residents. Nationwide, some observers have
questioned the politics and economics of having a Sister City program nowadays. One
blogger asked, “Do they provide benefit or are they just an excuse for local councilors to
travel the world?”2 The mayor of Annapolis, Maryland garnered attention on January 12,
2010 when he agreed to spend $27,500 of his City’s sister city budget to mitigate a $6.5
million deficit in the general budget to finance essential services. Apparently, his predecessor had denied that the Sister City program cost the City’s taxpayers anything, and there was
no line item for that program, but the City acknowledged it had spent money on the program.
3

Sister Cities International seems to be in decline as an organization. Today, only 14 cities in
Colorado have a Sister City relationship through Sister Cities International.4 Of course, this
has not prevented individuals (and individual cities and towns) from nurturing relationships
with persons of other cities, apart from membership in a formal, fee-charging organization.
That, in fact, has been the nature of Durango’s sister city involvements over the years—
organically growing from natural already-existing relationships.

Historically, what have been the sister city relationships of Durango?
The phrase “Sister City” is mentioned in just 13 minutes of the City of Durango, from 1970
to 2003. Durango’s first sister city relationship started in 1970, with a small mountain town
in Austria. Two of its other sister cities were in Colorado (namely, Cortez and Boulder).
Durango’s most prominent relationships have been with Durango (Spain), and Durango
(Mexico).
Durango’s first Sister City was the town of Bad Gastein, Austria.5 Wikipedia summarizes
this town thus: “Bad Gastein is a spa town in the Austrian state of Salzburg, situated at the
northern rim of the Hohe Tauern national park. It has 5,838 inhabitants. The name `Bad’
means `spa’, reflecting the town's history as a health resort. It is located at the head of the
Gastein valley, about 1,000 metres (3,280 ft.) above sea level. The townscape is
2

Blog posted on 2/15/2011 at http://www.bigfooty.com by cancat, BigFooty Senior Member
http://annapolispolitics.blogspot.com/2010/01/sister-city-program-suspended.html
4
http://sister-cities.org/2012-membership-directory
5
http://www.gastein.com/en/holiday-bad-gastein-salzburg
3
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characterised by historic multi-storey hotel buildings erected on the steep slopes.” The town
seems to have lost much of its former popularity, and many of those hotels have sat empty
for the past half century. Perhaps this is due to current understandings about the dangers of
radon. The town’s spring water was its early draw. Marie Curie (1867–1934) helped to
discover that it contained radon and as a result radon therapy began in the town.
As the City Council minutes of November 17, 1970 describe it, this first sister city
relationship with Bad Gastein seems to have developed out of personal contacts by Mr. and
Mrs. Dexter Griffith and a link to a member of the Purgatory Ski School.

The City Council minutes of March 16, 1971 included a report on the Griffiths’ visit to
Austria. Also in the City’s records vault is a photo of Toni Kerschbaumer, Burgermeister
[Mayor] of Bad Gastein accepting a resolution of the City of Durango on January 14, 1971.
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Nine years later, on November 4, 1980, City Council acknowledged the City’s receipt of a
pewter vase and a miniature flag/pennant (shown on the previous page) that its Sister City
had given City Council member Ian “Sandy” Thompson during Durango’s Oktoberfest the
previous month.
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Durango’s sister city relationship with Durango, Spain (in the Basque country of Biscay)
was first mentioned in the City Council minutes of June 24, 1975. (More on that, later.)

Durango’s next sister city relationship—with Cortez, Colorado—is mentioned just once in
the Council meeting minutes, in a Resolution in support of the Dolores water project on
March 1, 1977. This, and Durango’s sister city relationship with Boulder, Colorado, seem to
have been short-lived, serving some particular one-time purpose (in this case, grant funding).
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Durango’s sister city relationship with Durango, Mexico began in 1984—nine years after
the commencement of its relationship with the Durango in Spain—as documented in the
minutes of the City Council meeting on February 21, 1984, reproduced below. Durango
(Colorado) hosted a delegation visiting from Durango, capital of the state of Durango,
Mexico, on April 14-17, 1984. The guests were feted with ceremonies and scenic helicopter
rides from the Purgatory Ski Resort.

Durango is one of the 31 states of Mexico. According to Wikipedia, “Durango [Mexico]
(Spanish pronunciation: [duˈɾaŋɡo]) officially Estado Libre y Soberano de Durango (English:
Free and Sovereign State of Durango) is one of the 31 states which, with the Federal District,
comprise the 32 Federal Entities of Mexico. The state is located in Northwest Mexico. With
a population of 1,632,934, it has Mexico's second-lowest population density, after Baja
California Sur. The city of Victoria de Durango is the state's capital.” The estimated
population of the capital city of Durango grew by more than a fifth in the past decade, from
427,135 in 2000 to 518,709 in 2010.
As with the Durango, Colorado of yesteryear, the major occupations in Durango, Mexico are
farming, lumbering, mining, and ranching. “Most of the state [of Durango] is heavily
mountainous and a good part forested; the Sierra Madre Occidental occupies the western and
central part of the state. This mountain range contains a good supply of minerals, including
the silver that encouraged Spanish occupation of the territory after it was discovered. These
mines extend north into Chihuahua and south into the state of Zacatecas. Vast desert basins
in the Laguna District are irrigated by the Nazas River.
“Durango [Mexico] is famous for its scorpions. The scorpion is a common symbol
representing the state. Mexicans generally refer to the people of Durango as Alacrán de
Durango (Scorpions from Durango). The demonym for the natives of Durango is
Duranguense(s).”
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The Durango, Colorado, City Council held a special meeting on April 16, 1984, and issued a
proclamation. Its minutes of the next day noted the designation of Durango, Mexico, as a
sister city.

The City Council meeting minutes of August 1, 1989
mentioned that Durango had a sister city relationship with the
City of Boulder, Colorado. Mayor Lynn Shine reported on it
on August 15, 1989. This short-lived formal relationship was
commemorated by a painted ceramic plate by Sherry Eyetoo
(Ute Mountain Ute), celebrating the Colorado Community
Partnership of Durango and Boulder since August 1, 1988.
That was the last we have heard of that relationship.

Aerial view of
Boulder, Colo.
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Our City’s most extensive involvement in sister city
relationships has been in what became known as the Three
Durangos. The four meetings of the Three Durangos
involved considerable communication, international travel
and City-funded expense for mutual visits of City officials,
first on August 19-25, 1985 in Durango, Mexico; second on September 6-11, 1988 in Spain;
third on September 4-9, 1991 here in Colorado; and fourth in January of 2003, back in
Mexico. A silver-colored coin (shown above) commemorated the first meeting of the Three
Durangos. The front of it is marked H. Ayuntamiento 1985-1986 and displays portraits in
relief of two men: Capitan Franciso de Ibarra and Fray Juan de Zumarraga. On the reverse
are the words Encuentro Historico de los Tres Durango, the seals of the three Durango
governments, and the date, Agosto 1985.
Durango, Spain was founded in about 1180, in the heart of the Basque country. The
Durango in Mexico was founded in
1563, as commemorated by a brasscolored coin at the 428th anniversary
of the State of Durango, Mexico, on
July 8, 1991. The front of the coin is
dated 8 de Julio and contains a portrait
of Guadalupe Victoria in military
uniform, with the words below, Fiestas
del 428 Anniversario. On the reverse
are the years 1563-1991 and the
official seal, Ciudad de Durango.
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Governor Roy Romer signed this honorary proclamation of Three Durangos Week,
September 4-9, 1991:
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Mayor Shipps’ proclamation for the event was issued in English and Spanish.

The City Council minutes of January 21, 2003 describe the fourth and last meeting of the
Three Durangos, in Mexico. We will let those minutes speak for themselves. Other than
these minutes, we have little documentation of that event.
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In conclusion, it seems that those of Durango’s sister city relationships that were
founded on personal connections (such as that with Badgastein, 1970-1980) or that
were apparently concocted to meet a one-time objective (such as Cortez in 1977)
or that were apparently assigned to the City rather arbitrarily (such as its temporary
relationship with Boulder in 1989) fizzled sooner than those that were based on a
shared name and similar cultural origins (Durango, Mexico and Spain). And even
the Three Durango’s relationships have suffered, probably mostly due to the
economic downturns and near collapse in those areas, and the effects of violence in
Mexico.

Durango Doings

Page 357

Durango’s Sister Cities

P.S.: Did you know, two other places in the United States are called Durango?
Yes, curiously, two barely populated areas in the U.S. have the same name, Durango:6

Durango, Iowa is a city in Dubuque County. It is
part of the Dubuque, Iowa Metropolitan Statistical
Area. The population was 24 at the 2000 census.
That’s correct: as of the census[2] of 2000, there were
24 people, 11 households, and 7 families residing in
the city. The population density was 709.8 people per
square mile. There were 12 housing units at an
average density of 354.9 per square mile.

Durango, Texas is an unincorporated
community in western Falls County,
Texas, south of Waco. It lies along Farm to
Market Road 935. Its elevation is 584
feet.7 The site was settled under the name
West Falls by members of Robertson's
colony, and a post office called West Falls
operated there from 1871 to 1883.
According to local lore, the community
changed its name to Durango when a
drunken cowboy, who had recently
returned from Mexico, insisted that he was
in Durango, Mexico. Postal records
recorded the name change in 1883. By the
mid-1880s Durango had a church, a
school, two gristmill-cotton gins, three
general stores, several other businesses,
and a weekly newspaper for its 200
residents. Its peak years were only about
five, and long ago, however: in 1892 some
local residents and businesses moved to
be closer to the new railroad five miles
away, and a tornado that same year killed several residents and destroyed a number of houses.

6
7

Source: Wikipedia.
See http://www.durangotexas.com/dustytrails/durangotexas/durangotexas.htm for images (last viewed 4/25/2022).
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In its brief heyday, Texas’ Durango had a much larger population than it does today. The
population of the Durango Union Cemetery is many times larger than the present-day
community. This historical marker is one of three in Texas to mention Durango.8

As of the last report, the only remaining business establishment in Durango, Texas was the
Durango Inn, a barbecue joint. According to an email from there on March 3, 2003, “the
Durango Inn is alive
and well. No longer a
beer joint (it's now
BYOB), it is never the
less a joint. It has
great food ... great
chicken-fried steak, a
great shrimp dinner,
fried or grilled, and
great Mexican food.
The menu also has
one dish called `Just
Feed Me’. Order this and you will get what ever the chef wants to feed you for $5.00.”

~~
And on those sobering notes we close this foray into the other Durangos and the cities
with whom Colorado’s Durango has related in a special way in the past half century.

8

http://www.durangotexas.com/dustytrails/durangotexas/durangotexas.htm##

