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ALTERNATIVES FOR RURAL TOWNS IN THE 1970¢s¥W¥
) \ Sonald W, Lybeqker‘k'
Rural development is one of the turrent "hot” poli- -
tical topics. Nearly every speech of Secretary of Agvi-

culture Earl Butz ingliudes referenves to the importance of
rural developnert and the role that the small towns in
rural Americz may have in obtaining a more balanced popu-
lation distribution.

The rural development bills passed by the Senate and

the House of Hepresentatives attest to the political ir-

, _ ;
poriance of this topic. Likewise, the flood of literatur
and conferences on the topic underiine the concern of many
groups (1,4,6). 'Lectures such as that presented at the
Graduate School of the U, 5. Department of Agriculture in
November and December 1972 are additional demonstration of
the importance of this topic as is this seminar (3,5,8].

Much of the literature deals with the cencept of
growth centers, growth poles, growth nodules or functional
economic areas. Depending upon the authority selected 4
this may be a town from 5,500 to as lavge as 258,000, ‘
Much concern and attention has and will be given to those

rdless of the

m

towns designated as growth centers, reg

definition. However, these are not the c¢nly towns in

¥Donald . Lybecker is Assistant Profs
£ Agricultural Industries, |Southern [11i
Larbondale, I1linois.

#*P, Prewsntid o ARER Muﬁ.?z éaww-dc
1932




rural America, in fact, more than $0 percent of the towns
in the 25 counties of scuthern Illinois have a populatiocn
of less than 5,500 and only 2.5 percent of the towns in

the region have a population of more than 10,000, What

.is the future of the 181 towns 6f less than 5,500 popula-

tien in southern‘lllinois-~to say nothing of the thou-
sands of such ruraltcommunities across the nation? What
alternatives do they face?

Before looking into the future we may he well served
to review the development and need for the small towns
that dot the rural American countryside. The development
of populatibn centers in tie United States has been |

L

largely a function of geography. The phyﬁical locaticn

of harbors, rivers and lakes has done much to determine

the major population centers in our country. As these -

' centers grew, overland transportation expanded to connect

then and the intersections of the roads and railroads
created a se;cnd set of communities.: As agriculturg
moved West and the frontier was settled the need for
rural communities to meet the demands of the farmers and
ranchers of this nafion grew and towns developed tovserve

the rural population within a half days ri&e»by horse and

. buggy. Today, this last set of towns comprises a major

portion of the small communities in rural America that

are declining.
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One must be careiful regarding statements about the
small rural towns of America, for like thé family farm,
apple piz and motherhood, they rate high in the valuas
held by the American population, both urban and rural.
Yet, if we are to realistically face the problems of many
of the small rural communities we must recognize that the

economic needs for their existence have largely disappearad.

-Modern technology including rapid transportation, tele-

phone service, and radio and television communication
have pushed the size of area 2 single town can servae far
beyond the confines of "ol dobbin." Likewise, the poli-
tical need for many c¢f the countyseat towns has vanished.
However, because of tﬁe inflexibility of the political
structure in rural America1 many of these tcwns reqain
solely becsuse of the political infeasihilit§'uf mdving
their‘functions. I ¢xpéct that in the years to come this
life maintenance system may be reﬁovéd from many of our
small countyseat towns, |

There are at least three strategies that the small
rural community can adopt during the 1$70's. These uouid
include inac;ion, trying io grow, and planned éging.(
Let's consider these alternatives in @rdér:

Inaction’;ill be the alternative of many rural towns, -
This lack of action will result in the town not adopting

one of the positive strategies.




Because of the advances in transportation during the
last fifty vears the farm family that gets intc the car
to go to “tpvn" will drive the extra five or ten minutes
~to go to a more progressive and la?ger community rather
than stop at the local rural town. The Igrger community
will provide many additional services which the modern
Hrufal family needs such as complete financial services, @
large furniture store, and one or two machinery dealers
and farm suppliers, to say nothing of hexlth care sefvices,
entertainment and clothing stores that feature fashions
other than blue denim. |

Decline and deterioration will most likely face the'
- small town merchant whose town by default has adopted the
péssive approach. 1 am reminded of a conversation & small
town merchant had with an ag economist who was iuterested
ih the problems of the small rural community. Asked what
he would do if his business started to decline he
answered, "I would lay off some of‘my hired halp." This
attitude of self intet%st by smail iown merchants clearly
indicates the future qf such a2 small community. If a
declining:business feduces its hired help 1t can most
likely expect further declinas.

" Rurai developmeﬁt and grobth is pxobably a more
attractive alternative, However, a rﬁrai community must

critically examine itself to see if this is a realistic

s
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alternative. In my opinion too manf regicndl develepmant
commissions view this as the anly alternative for a com-
munity regardless of its situation. .Tco frequently these
crganizations measure success by the dollar value of the
grants they are able to securs, regardles: of their impli-
cations. As Under Secretary of Agricultur: Campbell told
R | éroup in Cclorado this spring, “First thty (local peéple
and plainers) must realize that every crossrcad and rural
hamlet cannot be developed" (2).
3 ‘Assuming that growth is the alternatiie a community
wishes 3o adopt, what optioﬁs do they have! Again 't will
" depend upon the individual situation; howevur, I’woxld |
suggest that several options are possible ir:zluding:
{1) rur:zl residgncq for commuters to growth uanteri 1nd/or
metropclitan aféas, {(2) individual developwment of a nsw
econowic hase, (3) multicommunity cboﬁeratian in devel:ping
2 new ecinomic base,' |

Ruril communities within<commuting distante of growia
centers ind metropolitan areas may be wise to Ty 1o “sel!
themselvas" as commuter towns. To do this, howaever, they
must make themselves more attractive than other residience
ulternutiVes‘open to the man working in a metropoliiwn
area or growth center. Large lots, pléntiful parks, zood
utilitiss, zoning for protection of home and/or rsenia.
investmint, good sttitude, good schoolis and churchs, siop-

ping ceiaters ,minimal air and ncise polliution, good strsvis,




golY courses, swinming pocls, and other recreaticnal
¢l ernatives, and perhaps public transportation to the
growth center or metropolitan area would all be assets.
frevelopment and planning should then concentrate on these
qualities and not be ceﬁtexe& o attracting indusiry.

A second growth option is for the small rural tows

to Ypo it alone™ in developing an industrial bass. It is

"essential that such a community take an invemtory of its

resources and then try to match these with industries who
dewiand these rescurces. This approsch is to ée preferrved
o the "shotgun" tactic of trying to get any ingastry,

Water, raw materials, labor force, building sites or fac-

tory facilities, transportation, utilities, stc. will need

4%0 ue considered. If an inventory of this type can ba

i{eveloped and an industry found which closely matches ths

supplies of resources, the probability of community growth

" ig greatly enhanced. Retirement centers are one slterna-

tive being expieited by some communities as a new indus- .
triel base. It appears té me that the small rural com-
munity would certainly have some advantages for this’type
of facility, especially for ﬁitizens.with rural back}rounﬁs.
A third growth option is that of multicommunity ce-
operation in buiilding a strong ecomomic base. Four small
communities each with their own industrisl park and part-

time public relations and devslopment officer can make 2

o




much better showing by combining their resources. Barriers
to such cooperation are strong, this I will &uickly admiv,
but for survival and growth of all, partiéipation in this
approach may be more effective in attracting new industry.
It's hard to forget the football losses and pranks of the
neighboring community people; but fcr the sak; of growth,
locil pride must be subordinated for joint development.

In nddition to growth and dévelopmant_acfivities joint
coﬁporatioh in utiliities maintenance, servicing, billing,
taxing, and other activiiies may net real savings to each
Pf the coonperating communities, Likewise, cther adminis~
%r&tivo functions could be undertaken jointly perhaps a
iingie full-tiﬁa manager of four small communities could
do a better job than four part-time managers.

The third alternative open to a rural community is
planned decline. This alternative will prcbably be re-
jectad a priori by most rural communities; however, it‘is
one that should be considered. If a small coﬁmunity‘dpes
not have the opportunity to grow either through the “bedroom
conmunityﬁ.aption or the development of an industrial base,
this alternative maf sppeer more attractive than that‘of
fnactivity. ﬁswevér, like tHe Athleta whé hié been 8
chempion it is very difficult to retire. It will take
fruiy'strong men who will sccept this alternative. Under

s planned decline or sging a community would need to plan




to provide minimal ievels of services available for the
citizens who will remain during this process. The coms
bining éf stores so that the "general store’ concept is
retﬁrned to this community may make i1 feasible to con-
tinue to provide most of the necessitics required by the
population. Perhaps a mobile mail brdﬁt preration could
spend 3 half &ay in a number of such communities during
their declining years. Consclidation of housing and
associated utility facilitiés»would reduce the mainten-
ance costs nnd'porhaps these could be maintained by othez
larger population centers on a contract basis.

The residents of the community could plan their future
and not build false hopes on the promise that some day
an industry might locate in,their community by taking
this alternative. wuch of the uncertainty tasi wmuid
exist under an 1nactivity'*1tuatiﬁn would rot be ﬁtesant,
The federal governuent may want to consider a policy
‘which would accelerate the aging of these small commun-
itiel--subsiaies to those who would move to cmmmunities

either with a rural or urban setting. However, as

Marion Clawson emphatically stated in his lecture at the
U.8.D.A, Graduate Schoel,no one‘should be moved agsinst
his or her will, but those people who can see their long

Tun futurc as bleak cauld be asszstpd in reiocutian.
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One of my colleagues pointed out to me ihat pianned
"aging may not be a feasibile or acceptablie straieygy for &
rural community, and I would agree thaat it will be the
anusual community (if any) that adopts this position.
However, planning and development groups'at the regional,
state and national leval may want toc adopt this ﬁ%rategy
- for communities who fail to adopt a growth strategy oy
for the community who, even though & growth strategy was
adopted, finds it impossible to impleméut bucause of re-
jected grants and loans to improve water, sewsr and other
facllities or because of vigorocus enforcement of certain
envivonmental or cther Aegiéiatian.

In comclusion, the small rural towns of America have
~all but been forgottea in the rush te identiiy emd wark
with the growth centers in rursl areas. A number of
alternatives do exist for these small‘rur&i communities.

" First, they can adopt the position of inactivity with

no positive gcticon. A second alternative is for the small
town to try growing. .Thia may be accomplished as a bed-
room community for the growth csnters or metropclitan aress,
by making # concerted effort to attract a new industrial
bass or by combining resources with ne¢ighboring commun-
ities in an effort to develop an nttractive situation
for new industry. A fiaal ailiernztive ig for them to
seriously consider ginﬁn»@ decline, Although vify siter-

native way be vajocted s priori by s community it does




offex gome advantages in that thé futara iy knewn cela-
tively better and that plans 7or providing minimal jevels
of community servi‘c5 can he developed,; however, no oitis
gen should be reguired to relocate under any government

decline acceleration progran against his wishes.
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