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Restaurants facing unprecedented workforce shortages

Jason Wells and Jenna Gallas take a break from work in the Armadillo Ranch 
on Monday, June 14.

Story and photos by Rhonda Van Pelt

The toll the pandemic has taken 
on small businesses just won’t let up. 
Now, businesses are having trouble 
finding employees; that’s forcing 
owners and managers to work even 
longer hours as the tourist season 
intensifies in Manitou Springs.

Often, the only solution is to cut 
back on the hours they’re open, and 
that’s disappointing, even angering, 
their patrons.

Before coronavirus struck, 
Adam’s Mountain Café employed 43 
people. During lockdown, when the 
restaurant focused on delivery and 
carry-out, they employed 11. 

Now, Farley and David Mc-
Donough employ 29 people — not 
enough to maintain the standards 
they’ve set.

“We need two full-time night 
cooks, two full-time day cooks and 
one dishwasher. If we can hire those 
positions, we will need two servers, 
two bussers, another hostess, another 
bartender and another dishwasher,” 
Farley McDonough said.

Cooks and servers need at least 
three or four years’ experience, but 
dishwashers, hosts/hostesses and 
bussers will be trained.

The McDonoughs were forced to 
close for dinner service on Tuesdays, 
Wednesdays and Thursdays. The 
restaurant is open for breakfast and 
lunch every day, and for dinner on 
Fridays and Saturdays.

Farley McDonough has been 
working about 65 hours a week to 
support her staff any way she can.

“In addition to my regular 

responsibilities, I am trying to backfill 
all positions to help prevent burnout,” 
she said.

The McDonoughs want to keep 
their staff. 

“I do want people to know that 
the staff I have right now is fantastic. 
They are very dedicated and 
committed to doing hard work,” 
McDonough said.

“So when we fall short of 
expectations — and we do sometimes 
— it’s not for lack of caring but rather 
the fact that often they are doing the 
job of two people or two and a half 
people.”

At Swirl Wine Bar, co-owner 
Sharon Erale-Palmer said, they’re 
struggling to maintain their summer 
hours for tourist season. Right now, 
it’s open noon-10 p.m. Mondays-
Wednesdays, 11 a.m.-10 p.m. Fridays 
and Saturdays, and 11 a.m.-9 p.m. 
Sundays.

In previous summers, the 
restaurant/bar employed 12 to 15 
people; now, they need two to four 
more servers, bussers and dishers.

“I have spent close to $800 on 
Indeed.com in the last three months to 
get kitchen applications, and I think 
I’ve literally gotten maybe five to 
eight people to apply, and maybe two 
with the necessary qualifications,” 
Erale-Palmer said.

She’s not finding many people 
with the experience with wine and 
cocktails to carry out the service they 
want to provide for guests.

“Plus, there’s the added pressure 
of making sure that when people 
come to the restaurant everything is 
prepared safely and correctly with a 

clean and orderly environment,” 
Erale-Palmer said.

McDonough has been in the 
restaurant business for 35 years and 
Erale-Palmer for 25, and both said 
they’ve never experienced such a 
severe labor shortage.

“I have suffered and survived 
recessions and my own inexperience, 
floods and relocations, but nothing 
close to this,” McDonough said.

“Restaurants with good leadership 
will navigate a way out of this. But 
it’s going to take time.”

“We’ve all been working just 
crazy hours and have been under-
staffed. Customers have been 
expecting the same quick service as 
they normally get in the past, but 
that’s difficult to provide — we don’t 
have enough people to do it,” 
Erale-Palmer said.

Jason Wells, a newbie to the 
restaurant business, opened the 
Armadillo Ranch on July 4, 2019.

That summer, he employed 18 
people. That dropped to 10 in the 
off-season, and now the restaurant/
bar/music venue has 12 employees 
and needs line cooks, dishwashers, a 
prep cook, servers and a bartender.

He’s looking for people who have 
at least some experience working in a 
busy restaurant and/or bar, and is 
posting the openings on Facebook and 

the Manitou Springs Chamber of 
Commerce website.

When Wells launched the 
restaurant, it was open seven days a 
week.

Now, the Armadillo Ranch is 
open noon-2 a.m. Tuesdays-Saturdays, 
and noon-midnight on Sundays. Wells 
and his fiancé, Jenna Gallas, run 
errands and do restaurant paperwork 
on Mondays.

“Honestly, that’s almost as much 
for mental sanity as it is for staffing 
issues,” Wells said.

When the lockdown ended, when 
mask mandates loosened, restaurants 
had to “go from zero to 100,” Wells 
said, as summer visitors pour into 
Manitou.

“We’re getting there. We’ve got, I 
think, a decent amount of people but 
we’re trying to deal with the rush with 
an untrained staff. That’s the biggest 
challenge right now,” he said.

But Wells praised his current staff.
“Those we have managed to 

retain and bring aboard have 
demonstrated themselves as 
incredibly committed and have 
stepped up to the challenges we’ve 
been facing by shouldering sometimes 
grueling workloads and a notable spike 
in summer season business,” he said.
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Adam’s Mountain Café employees Marlen Gomez, left, and Shannon Carter 
talk about an order on Monday, June 14.

COLORADO JUMPSTART
Residents who’ve been receiving unemployment benefits but return to 

work by June 26, 2021, are eligible for this program. If they maintain 
employment for at least eight weeks and meet other requirements, they 
can receive an incentive of $1,200. Information: cdle.colorado.gov/
colorado-jumpstart.




