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MINUTES OF THE __S_E_l\i“zlE__ COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
The meeting was called to order by Senator Dave Kerrc}mrpersor1 at
8:00  am/phd on March 1 1989in room 123=g  of the Capitol.

All members were present except:

Senator Alicia Salisbury
Senator Wint Winter

Committee staff present:

Bill Edds, Revisor of Statutes' Office
Lynne Holt, Kans Leg Research Dept
Carol de la Torre, Secretary to the Committee

Conferees appearing before the committee:

Harland Priddle, Secretary of Commerce

Sam Brownback, Secretary of Agriculture

The meeting was called to order by Senator Dave Kerr, Chairman.

Minutes of the February 23, 1989, meeting were reviewed by

the Committee. It was moved by Senator Francisco and seconded
by Senator Vidricksen that the minutes be approved. Motion
carried, minutes approved.

Harland Priddle, Secretary of Commerce, gave a presentation

on Rural Economic Development, Attachment 1. He pointed
out that things are different today with several factors
being responsible for those dramatic changes. Agriculture

has undergone a technological revolution and communications
and transportation have made it easier for rural people to

move to the cities and vice versa, making for an integrated
rather than a divided rural and urban economny.

Secretary of Agriculture, Sam Brownback, spoke to the Committee
on agricultural development as part of rural development

and the need to look to our natural resources and our basic
industries for growth. Agriculture is a natural area for
Kansas to grow. He felt the best thing that could be done

in state government would be to establish a vision and belief
in rural areas that the people do have something they can

do to make a difference. They need to start believing in
themselves and that they do have some control. (Attachment 2)

Senator Kerr stated that the Economic Development Committee
is often critized because the programs started today are

more likely to help urban areas. He asked whether there

was anything that could be done to bring capital availability
to the smaller communities. Mr. Priddle felt it was more

an information issue rather than a legislative issue.

Senator Kerr asked for priorities the Department of Commerce
has which will benefit constituents in rural areas. Secretary
Priddle stated he felt supporting the recommendations for
rural development in this year's budget would be one priority.

The Chairman pointed out the package of news clips received
from Lynne Holt, Legislative Research, regarding rural issues.
(Attachment 3).

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned.
Unless specifically noted, the individual remarks recorded herein have not
been transcribed verbatim, Individual remarks as reported herein have not
been submitted to the individuals appearing before the committee for

editing or corrections. Page _L Of .l_
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee, I am pleased to be
here today with Secretary of Agriculture, Sam Brownback, to
discuss rural development programs and rural Kansas in general.
Our presentation today will consist of discussing and defining
what is rural Kansas and rural America, looking at the changes
in economic structure and patterns, reviewing new methods and
new programs being developed, and finally, a close out with a

review of the Task Force on the Future of Rural Communities.

As we begin, rural America and rural Kansas have changed a great
deal during the 20th Century. At the beginning of the century,
it was the center of American life. A typical rural community
in 1900 consisted of a small town or village with numerous small
farms within a few miles. The placement of villages and towns
in Kansas and other states was oriented toward a day's horseback
ride or walk to obtain services and supplies. Most people lived
their lives and fulfilled most of their needs, economic and

otherwise, within this community.

Today a single town may serve an area of widely scattered farms
or might depend primarily on industry or another form of
economic activity. Services, information, and other needs may

come from areas far removed from the community.

Several factors have been responsible for the dramatic change in
rural America. Agriculture has undergone a technological

revolution that sharply reduced the number of farms while



increasing their specialized capital requirements.
Communications and transportation have made it easier for rural
people to move to the cities and vice versa, making for an

integrated rather than a divided rural and urban economy.

With that background, lets discuss the changing economic
structure and patterns within Kansas. Attached to your
testimony and also shown on this overhead is an indication of
the impact of retail sales tax in the separate counties within
Kansas. As you can see by the circles, regionalization shopping
and centralization are becoming a way of life in Kansas. Small
communities are 1left with convenience shopping kinds of retail
outlets and also to some extent services to support agricultural
activities such as feed stores, implement stores, and other
activities. We also have seen some dramatic shifts and changes
of population in Kansas which point to new specialization in
products and processes. Also attached to this testimony and
illustrated on this chart are the population trends and
changes. The <tremendous Iincrease in Southwest Kansas in
population is centered around the value-added processing
facilities in Garden City and Dodge City. Of course, we are all
aware of the tremendous change in population in Johnson County

for other reasons.



With that brief background, I would 1like to call on Sam
Brownback who will discuss some new methods and new programs
which we believe will help, in the long run, to diversify Kansas

and give us a blueprint for the future. Sam.

I would 1like now to review a very concentrated report conducted
by the Governor's Task Force on the Future of Rural
Communities. This report identifies the needs of rural Kansas
in the. areas of delivery of programs, capital availability,
health care, and needs of the aging. Attached to my testimony
is a detailed outline of recommendations and actions taken with
regard to the task force report. At this time, I will deviate
from my written testimony and show overheads to move through the

task force report.

In addition to the recommendations, Sam and I have instigated
several conferences on .stimulating interest and motivating
people in rural communities to move ahead with programs and
business opportunities. Recently we co-hosted with the
companies 1listed on this slide an excellent conference at Dodge
City, ZKansas. Approximately 300 people attended this

conference.



There is no magic solution to changing the face of rural Kansas
in a short period of time. Rural America and rural Kansas are
in transition. We must Dbe alert and tuned in to those
activities and policy decisions we can make that will assist
this transition to provide for a growing and beneficial

lifestyle for all of Kansas.
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ACTION ITEMS:
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE TASK FORCE
ON THE FUTURE OF RURAL COMMUNITIES

February 28, 1989

NETWORKING RURAL SERVICE DELIVERY

Recommendations on Coordination of Development Programs and

Services:

—The Governor should designate the Department of Commerce as
the lead agency in organizing and coordinating activities
within the state which are involved in rural development.

—-A referral assistance center must be created at the
Department of Commerce to provide a comprehensive network
through which programs and services can be accessed by all
rural Kansans. A satellite office of this rural assistance
center should be located at KSU.

—~The rural assistance center conduct a review of available
administrative and professional support to communities in
an effort to identify the assistance communities need to
compete effectively for available services.

—-An intensive promotion program to inform and educate the
entire state on the available development programs and
services be implemented by the rural assistance center.

—Comprehensive programs should be developed to provide
leadership training and civic education for communities in
the areas of rural development and economic development.

—A sister city program between cities in Kansas be
established to promote the concept of self-help.

Action on Coordination Recommendations:

—~The Governor has announced that he will be issuing an
Executive Order appointing an Implementation Team whose task
it will be to carry out as many of these recommendations as
possible on economic development, rural health care,
infrastructure, and other issues.

—~The Governor has recommended the establishment of the rural
assistance center in the FY 90 Community Development
Division budget.

—-An implementation proposal for the rural assistance center

1



has been prepared by the Community Development Division.
—No action has occurred on a sister cities program.

—~Action on a comprehensive leadership training program is
pending start of Implementation Team.

RURAL CAPITAL

Recommendations on Public and Private Capital Availability:

—-Kansas, Inc., study the feasibility of establishing a
Kansas Charitable Trust Program.

—-A state operated small business loan guarantee program be
established.

—~The state provide funding for the development of a small
business incubator program in Kansas.

—-A state infrastructure grant program for rural development
be implemented.

—-The proposed rural assistance center develop a system of
improved access and application assistance for federal
grants and loans.

—~State programs working with communities on infrastructure
development and general community development to educate and
encourage the development of appropriate rate structure for
infrastructure systems, such as user fees for water and
sever systems.

Actions on Capital Availability Recommendations:

—Action on the Charitable Trust concept pending
consideration by Kansas, Inc.

-Legislative action is required on these recommendations.
Two bills have been introduced regarding Small Business
Loans; a direct loan program and a guarantee program. At
this point in the session it appears that the loan guarantee
program will not pass out of committee. Prospects for the
direct loan program appear favorable.

—No action has occurred on business incubators.

—No action on an infrastructure grant program. However,
renewed funding for the Partnership Fund loan program was

2



recommended.

—Action on improved access and application assistance is
pending funding of the rural assistance center.

—Action regarding appropriate rate structures pending
funding of the rural assistance center.

MEETING THE NEEDS OF RURAL CITIZENS

Recommendations on the Delivery of Rural Health Care Services:

—~The State should lead in a nationwide effort to effect
changes in the medicare reimbursement system.

~The scholarship program to medical students be continued,
with additional focus.

—-The University of Kansas Medical School consider a
Statewide rural residency program.

-Barriers created by laws or regulations which
unnecessarily restrict the providing of health care
services should be modified or waived.

-State and Federal governments should develop innovative
programs to encourage the location of health care
professionals in rural areas.

—-Rural areas should be encouraged to consolidate local
health services.

—2A number of alternatives be considered to address the
medical malpractice insurance issue.

Actions on Delivery of Rural Health Care Service Recommendations:

—~The Governor has established an Office of Rural Health to
coordinate action on rural health issues.

—~The Governor has recommended continued funding of the newly
named Doctor Scholarship Program, providing funds for 149
doctor scholarships.

—-The Governor has recommended the establishment of a Nurse
Scholarship program which would provide $3,500 to 250
nursing students. Sponsoring hospitals and nursing homes
will finance half the scholarship.



—-Many of Kansas' elected representatives in Washington have
been active in the fight to change the medicare
reimbursement system. In addition, the Governor has called
for changes to the medicaid reimbursement system which would
benefit rural areas.

~The Legislature is considering several bills intended to
address the medical malpractice issue.

Recommendations on Meeting the Needs of the Aging:

~A more aggressive role be taken in utilizing the assets and
meeting the needs of the aging in rural areas by developing
an awareness of these issues and creating positive
strategies.

— An inventory of programs and services for older Kansans be
compiled.

~An economic impact study of older Kansans be conducted.

‘. —An incentive/recognition grants program for transportation
services be funded and implemented by the Department on
Aging.

—-The State of Kansas develop and fund a program for the
provision of in-home services for disabled adults who need
help to remain independent.

—The State assist communities whenever possible in
developing local goals, programs, volunteerism, and
leadership in meeting the needs of the aging.

—-The Kansas PRIDE program be asked to incorporate an elderly
citizens agenda into the "special emphasis" award portion of
the program.

Actions on Rural Aging Recommendations:

-Most recommendatiohs regarding older Kansans are being
reviewed by the Department on Aging for implementation.

—The Governor has recommended $250,000 for initiation of a
pilot Senior Care Program to elderly persons, and match
funding to participate in the McMasters senior employment
training and job placement program.

—-The Department of Commerce is preparing a presentation to
be made at a meeting of the PRIDE Board of Directors
regarding a special emphasis award.

4
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TESTIMONY TO SENATE COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

By Sam Brownback
Kansas Secretary of Agriculture

March 1, 1989

AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT AS PART OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT

Look to our natural resources for growth.
Look to our basic industries for growth.

Agriculture is a natural area for Kansas to grow. We feed people better than
anyone else.

Growth Areas:

A)  Processing

1)  beef
2) wheat
3) others

B) Marketing Segmentation
1) white wheat
2) certified angus beef

C) New Food & Non-Food Products
D) New or Different Crops

1) resurgence of specialty crops
a) grape & wine

2) hay
a)  third most valuable cash crop
3) lambs

a) fifth in lambs on feed
4) sunflowers

a) second in state rank
5) canola

a) import 200 million gallons/year
Activities:
A)  Started with Legislatures Economic Development Interim

1) Commission Report

2) Blueprint Study //gzz{ j/
f{, =/ /é'/
/ /

—
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B) Food Promotions

1) FTLOK - 212 companies
8 to 1 ROI
2) Bloomingdale's promotion
3) Surveyed industry - want marketing help

C) Value Added Processing

1) Center - need funding for technical assistance
2) Conferences - joint efforts
3)  Non-Food Uses - another aspect of value added

a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

Legislature Can Do:

Task Force Report

Funding research - Commodity Commissions
Conference

State government buy products

Network - beef example in pharmaceutical

A)  Implement Governor's Rural Task Force findings.

B) Fund presently initiated efforts that work.

C) Encourage targeting of present efforts to rural areas.
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By Alissa Rubin
Statf Writer

Gov. Michael Dukakis likes
to talk about family farms.
Vice President George Bush
likes to talk about family val-
ues.

Each will' get his share of
votes in November.
But when people out
. in the country cast
their balloty it al-
most certainly won’t
be because they
think the candidates
understand the strug-
gles — or possibilities — of
rural life.

During the primary cam-
paign, both candidates made
the obligatory stops in the
Heartland. But for the most
part they went to state tapitals
and large cities. Since then,
they've moved on to places
that can deliver more elector-
al votes. They're not spending
a lot of time in small towns or
on Main Streets.

If they did, they might find
places where Americans feel
almost forgotten.

They would find community

'Heart of country
1-feels forgotten

pride, but also comthunity des-
‘peration. '
In Hope, a Kansas communi-

ty 25 miles southeast of Abi-

lene, they would see a commu-
nity center run by the town's
elderly that is open from early
morning to midevening. In
Hannibal, hard by
the Mississippi River
in northern Missouri,
they would find a
community-run

slaughterhouse

where cows raised
locally are processed
for use in the school lunch

- program.

. But in Manchester, north-
east of Salina, they would see
boarded-up buildings. And
along county roads throughout
the Midwest they would see
too many vacant and dilapidat-

_ ed houses in the part of the

country known as the nation’s
breadbasket. AcCross the
Plains, they would see banks
whose doors have closed for
good. 4

In terms of votes, even in a

@ HEARTLAND, 6A, Col. 1

close election, it's questionable
whether the rural vote is large
enough to make the difference.
But more is at stake than votes.

Rural America represents a part
of the American identity — an
ethos of community, of a close
relationship between town dwell-
ers and their country counter-
parts, and a sense of place — a
much-needed anchor for a fast-
moving and increasingly urban
country.

National interest in rural policy
has been on the decline since
1980, when Jimmy Carter, himself
a small-town farmer, lost the elec-
tion to Ronald Reagan, say politi-
cal scientists and community de-
velopment experts.

“There’s been a philosophical
shift,” said B.J. Reed, a professor
of public administration at the
University of Nebraska at Omabha.
“Carter saw rural policy as a le-
gitimate focus. The Reagan admin-
istration has not been concerned
with it. It's a basic philosophical
difference.”

MANY RURAL residents share
the view of Dave Schirmer, a cat-
tle farmer near Holton, 30 miles
gorth of Topeka.

+ “Everybody likes to talk about
rural America, but I don’f know if
they are clear on what they think
ought to be done,” Schirmer said.

T “George Bush and Mike Duka-
Kis, neither one has got rural
America at his heart, neither one
pf them has that experience. It’s
hard to get excited about some-
thing you don’t really know.”

~ Most people would prefer to re-
main in rural areas — given a
choice, say rural sociologists and
development experts.

- “Rural people will come back to
a rural environment. There is a
tense of community, of counting,
that you don’t see in cities,” said
John Cyr, director of the Kansas
North Central Regional Planning
Commission, which works with
geveral dozen rural counties.

. However, when jobs are scarce,
beople move, The past 10 years
have been marked by steady mi-
gration into urban areas. People
leave towns with one stop siga for
county seats; they leave county
seats for regional centers, and re
gional centers for the state’s larg-
est cities.

- Since 1980, more than three-
fourths of Kansas counties have
Jost population, according to state
census estimates. The counties
that have gained generally are
home to the state’s largest cities.
Nebraska and Missouri are look-
ing at similar patterns.



<SPITE THE candidates’
=d concern for rural areas,
, have done little more than
nod politely at the Heartland.
. “Both Dukakis and Bush are
having trouble getting in touch
with issues that are rural, and
speaking to that,” said Joe Engel-
ken, a hospital administrator in
Tural Onaga. northeast of Manhat-
tan. “Neither one of them would
even address agricultural issues in
any detail — it seems they are
afraid to even touch it. They seem
to want to stay with the coasts.”

In recent years, a sophisticated
discussion has taken shape about
what is needed to revitalize rural
America and the complex combi-
nation of money, leadership and
coordination among local, state
and federal programs that will be
crucial if small towns are to have
a future. Increasingly, it is clear
that the troubles of the agricultur-
al sector are only part of the story
and that the survival of small
towns is dependent on a wealth of
other factors.

A Kansas task force made up of
Main Street businessmen, bankers,
farmers and lawyers concluded
last summer that an understanding
of the elderly — their needs and
their ability to contribute to small-
town life — was central to the
vitality of rural towns.

“A small town can become a

center for the aging, if it could -

deal with the needs of an elderly

v

popuiation — it’s an area for eco-

nomic development,” Cyr 'said.
“But to date, no one’s taken a hard
look at that.”

THROUGHOUT THE Plains
states, the elderly account for a
larger portion of the total popula-
tion — 10 percent to 20 percent —

than in the rest of the country. As:

a result, a larger portion of rural
counties’ income is in the form of
transfer payments from Medicaid, '
Medicare, Social Security and Sup-
plemental Security Income. The
money could turn over many
times if services for the elderly
were available in their home- |
towns.
But because services often’
aren't available, the elderly tend -
to leave their money in the local
banks. And, in the wake of the:
farm crisis, small-town bankers .
are leery of investing locally, -
. meaning that the money doesn’t
spur hometown business."

“The federal government could
help with loan-guarantee pro-
grams,” said Schirmer, citing the
successes of the Small Business
Administration’s loan guarantees,
which he thinks could do even
more in rural areas.

During the past eight years, ru-
ral residents have watched the
flow of federal dollars to rural
areas dwindle, while revenue-shar-
ing money has disappeared. Rural
planners say there is an urban
bias in virtually every federal pro-
gram, whether
ments for medical care or eco-
nomic development grants.

“Our hospital in Onaga is losing'

between $200,000 and $300,000 a
year in Medicare payments just
because we are reifpbursed at a
lower rate than urban hospitals,”
sald Engelken. “We provide the
same services that people get if
they traveled 100 miles down the
road to an urban hospital, and
they can stay in their community.”

Medicare reimbursement rules

trigger a vicious cycle in which -

hospitals may be unable to offer
high-quality health care, forcing
the elderly to move out of rural
areas. As they leave, they take
with them their savings and in-
:come and some of the demand for
local services, meaning there are
"even fewer opportunities for
,young people who want to stay in
:small towns. : ’

Rural medical care, like roads
and water, is part of the crucial
infrastructure that aliows the el-
derly to remain in small towns,
and that can help to create jobs.-

Al

JUST AS central as health care
are water, sewers and roads. Fed-

eral findncing of infrastructure

projects has virtually disappeared
during the past six to eight years,
leaving small cities no choice but
to levy ever-higher taxes on their
residents — many of whom live on
fixed incomes. The federally fi-
nanced community development
block grants are still available for
infrastructure projects, but they
do not come close to meeting rural
communities’ needs. g
—_The Reagan_philosophy that the

responsibility for local needs be-
longs to state and local govern-
ments has left voters and policy-
makers in rural statés unable to
even imagine a federal rural poli-
cy, said rural sociologists and pub-
lic policy experts.

it's reimburse- .

“Most of the concern of the Rea-
years has been at & macro
level, cutting taxes and cutting
back on federal spending — any-
thing that you could do to stimu-
late economic activity,” said Reed
of the University of Nebraska.

In contrast, the Carter adminis-
tration had separate programs de-
signed to meet the needs of rural
and urban areas, and it involved
members of nearly every Cabinet
department in shaping the pql_ipy.

“The Carter administration had
developed both an urban policy
and a rural policy, and it was fair-
ly extensive,” Reed said. “There
was a conscious focus in that ad-
ministration that disappeared in
the Reagan years.”

So far, neither candidate in the
1988 election has taken steps that
demonstrate a real interest in ru-
ral areas.

Dukakis says he wants to help
tamily farmers and suggests an ag-
ricultural policy that promotes di-
versification from cheap commod-
ities, and he supports research for
non-food uses for . agricultural

products — such as making eth-
anol from corn. The policies could
be a boon for farm towns and
would encourage small manufac-
turing operations in rural areas.
The ideas find sympathetic ears
among rural voters and suggest
that Dukakis would make an effort
to address rural problems. _But
translating his policy papers into
reality seems a long way off. Ad-
dressing concerns such as better
transportation systems for the ru-
ral “elderly, simpler applications
tor federal grants, and help in
maintaining and creating a supply
of clean water would be the priori-
ties of many rural residents.

BUSH SEES a rural America in
which larger farms are more effi-
cienit and offer better prices. But
‘some say that spells financial trou-
ble for implement dealers, feed
store operators and pestici@e sup-
pliers, who would see steadily less
business in the years ahead be-
cause larger farms would save
money by buying from a single
source, where they could get bet-

ter prices than in nearby towns. _

“Either Bush or Dukakis could
'help rural America if they chose
to, they could get people \yho
know about the issues in the right
places,” said Reed. “But so far,
hardly anything has. been saxfi
about rural ... issues. They don’:t
perceive it as a major COoncer.
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Depressed Rural Towns Develop Jobs

From Within as Industrial Lures Fail

By MARJ CHARLIER
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
A radical change in thinking is begin-

ning to ripple across much of rural Amer- |

ica. Towns and counties that once based
their hopes for prosperity—or survival—on
roping in outside industries are beginning
to see that the party’s over. Now, instead
of looking outward, they are undertaking a
long, painful struggle to develop their own
industries, job by job.

If this effort is successful, the country-
side eventually will have a more diverse
eqonomic landscape. The new jobs may
pay less, but they will also be less likely to
evaporate all at once. A town that has de-
veloped five small businesses doing differ-
ent things is more resistant to bust than a
town reliant on one big one.

In building rural businesses from
scratch, entrepreneurs try to capitalize on
whatever small benefit or advantage na-
ture has granted them. In Eastport, Maine,
that happens to be clean, cold ocean water
and a 26-foot tidal shift, perfect conditions
for raising salmon. So investors pooled
their funds to set up Ocean Products Inc.,
which now employs more than 60 people.
A Gold Mine Rediscovered

In deeply depressed Leadville, Colo., lo-
cal interests have reopened some aban-
doned gold mines nearby, using new tech-
nologies that are helping them produce at
a profit. And in Thompson Falls, Mont., hit
hard by sawmill closings, a small enter-
prise is now turning out logs for cabins.

Elsewhere, state and local development
agencies have opened loan funds to stimu-
late small local businesses. Southern De-
velopment Bancorporation of Little Rock
recently bought a bank to provide financ-
ing in rural Arkansas.

-Adding Jobs, One by One
This flurry of activity isn't making a no-
ticeable dent in high rural unemployment

yet, and it probably won't for many years.
Hiring by local bootstrap businesses can't
begin to offset the sudden loss of hundreds,
sometimes thousands, of jobs when a big
mine or factory shuts down and the air
goes out of the local economy. The log
cabin operation in Thompson Falls em-
ploys only a handful of people, and a
Chamber of Commerce official says: “If
we can have a gain of six jobs a year, we'd
be extremely successful.”

Mindful of this, many rural authorities
are still trying to bring in jobs in bunches
by trolling for industry. But as the nation
moves toward a service rather than a
manufacturing economy, there are fewer
fish to catch.

Rural America has little choice but to
give fresh consideration to the grow-your-
own philosophy. Many towns and counties
are straining just to hang on to the jobs
they have left.

Cutting Out the Luxuries

Kenneth Deaver, director of the Agri-
culture Department’s Economic Research
Service, says there is little reason to think
that ‘‘smokestack chasing” by depressed
rural areas can work anymore.

In depressed towns, the people hang in
and hang on. Ed Slifka lost his job in 1982
when the big Climax molybdenum mine
closed, turning Leadyville, Colo., into a bust
town. He and his wife, Diana, who man-
ages a convenience store, made a bed-and-
breakfast out of the first floor of their
home. Lately, he has been fixing up a
Model A Ford to take tourists for rides in
the mountains.

Mr. Slifka recently was called back to
the mine in July to help strip and sell the
mining equipment. But, mindful of the
town's grim future, the Slifkas have cut
out many luxuries. But they won't leave
for the city, as many have. “I'd feel like a
little ant,”” Mr. Slifka says.



COMMENTARY

The Rural Crisis, and
What to Do About It

Robert B. Reich
Harvard University

The broad decline in world prices of primary commodities is a major reason why
the U.S. is in danger of becoming a bicoastal economy. America’s rural economy
has been a commodity-based economy, centered on agricultural and raw
materials. As world prices have declined, rural America has suffered the resulits
of this decline. The author asserts that the way to revitalize the U.S. rural
economy is not to preserve primary commodity production by heavily investing
in rural America, but to ease the transition of a rural economy out of an almost
exclusive reliance on primary commodities and into more competitive, more
specialized production. In conclusion, the author presents four key barriers that
must be overcome to form a strategic approach to rural economic development,
after which, rural America could shift from primary commodities to small batch
manufacturing and specialized services.

The problem of rural poverty has been with us for some time. What is new is that the problem
seems to be getting considerably worse. Last August, the Commerce Department issued a
report confirming that America’s rural heartland has been growing relatively poorer since
1979, while the more populated coastal areas are getting wealthier. For the first time in 50
years, the two regions are pulling apart: The industrial, agricultural, and mineral-based
industries at America’s center are declining rapidly, while the services, defense, and high-tech
industries at our periphery are doing reasonably well.

America, in short, is becoming a bicoastal economy. Notwithstanding the enormous
sums being spent on farm support programs (over $50 billion last year alone), bailouts of
rural banks (an estimated $20 billion over the next few years), and various public-works
programs, vast stretches of rural America are now occupied by people who are unemployed
or underemployed. Much of rural America is being vacated. Consider:!

e Between 1981 and 1985, California and 15 East Coast states had an annual growth rate
of 4%. Growth in the rest of the nation lagged far behind, at 1.3%.

e America’s “heartland” states, with 58% of the population, experienced only 31% of the
nation’s share of economic growth during this period. The coastal states, with 41% of
the population, experienced 69% of the growth.

e Even within America’s “heartland,” rural areas are significantly worse off than
metropolitan areas. Since the late 1970s, rural unemployment has been higher; housing
starts, fewer; family incomes, lower.

The reasons for the trend are complex. But one major culprit has been the broad
decline in world prices of primary commodities. America’s rural economy has been a
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commodity-based economy. As world commodity prices have declined, rural America has
been left in the furch.

Progress in the technologies of food production around the globe—the so-called
“green revolution”—has dramatically increased the capacities of many nations to feed
themselves. Global agricultural output rose almost one-third between 1972 and 1985. India
is now self-sufficient in grain. Pakistan is almost self-sufficient. Argentine wheat production
has nearly doubled in the last ten years, and Thailand’s output of feed grain nearly tripled.
China’s wheat production rose from 50 million tons to 90 million tons. Many Third World
countries have gone beyond self-sufficiency and begun to export their surpluses.?

Agricultural production has also increased significantly in Europe. In the mid-1970s,
the European community imported about 25 million tons of grain, a fifth of world trade. Ten
years later, the European community is exporting 16 million tons. Thus, over the last decade,
the annual size of the world grain market available to the United States has declined by 41
million tons. Such an overwhelming abundance around the globe also has allowed grain-
importing nations, like the Soviet Union, to diversify their sources of supply, and thus take
advantage of the new competition.

At the same time, global output of forest products, metals, and minerals have increased
about 30% during the last 10 years. As with the “green revolution,” the largest increases in
production have occurred within the Third World. With the collapse of the OPEC oil cartel,
oil prices too have substantially declined.

Not surprisingly, America’s shares of world primary commodity markets have
dropped precipitously. All told, the American agricultural sector registered a $20 billion
trade surplus in 1981 by exporting $38 billion and importing $18 billion; but by 1986, U.S.
exports of agricultural products plummeted to $21 billion, while U.S. imports reached an
all-time high of $25 billion. Over the last decade or so, the United States’ share of world
cotton production has fallen from approximately 19% to about 16%; our share of world
copper production, from about 19% to 13%; meat production, from over 31% to about 28%.
The list goes on.

Other nations have protected themselves from American exporters of primary
commodities, to be sure. They have also subsidized their agricultural sectors. Saudi Arabia,
for example, pays its farmers about $1000 for each ton of wheat they produce, while the price
of wheat on the world market hovers around $80 per ton. But import barriers and subsidies
are not the major cause of America’s problems in world commodity markets. Technology is.
As fertilizers, irrigation techniques, and new seed grains have spurred world output and thus
put downward pressure on prices, every nation (including our own) has sought to preserve
and protect primary producers in the home market. In any event, it’s doubtful that American
commodity exporters would benefit much, if at all, were nations like Japan and France to
remove their barriers and subsidies to primary commodities; exporters from Australia,
Argentina, Thailand, and Canada, among other nations, would fill most of the breach.

The high-flying dollar also played a role between 1982 and 1986, pricing American
commodities out of many world markets. But even without the dollar handicap, American
commodity exporters would still have faced shrinking world markets. Now that the dollar
has fallen sharply, the export situation has not substantially improved.

What should be done to help rural America? One view is that we should do nothing.
For generations, Americans have been leaving farms and small towns, bound for cities. The
only difference is that the towns they’re now leaving all happen to be located in the middle
part of the nation, while the cities they’re bound for are becoming vast stretches of
undifferentiated sprawl along both coasts. By this view, it makes sense to help someone gain
new skills and relocate where good jobs are available, but not to pour money into particular
communities or regions in hopes of attracting or keeping industries there. The first
alternative improves the nation’s efficiency by shifting human resources to where they can be
put to their best use; the second is inefficient, because it keeps people and industries in
places—and doing things—where the costs of production are just too high.

As a broad rule of thumb, I agree with this view. But it misses one crucial point—the




social costs of crowding. Many of our coastal areas are becoming overcrowded and
overbuilt—facing mounting problems of pollution, inadequate housing, overtaxed disposal
facilities, traffic congestion, and unsafe spaces for children to play. There is a social value to
dispersing our population across the land. That’s why all of us urban dwellers have a
long-term stake in an economically-sound rural America.

Yet the way to revitalize our rural economy is not to preserve primary commodity
production by throwing billions of dollars in the direction of rural America. Our long-term
challenge is to ease the transition of our rural economy out of an almost exclusive reliance
on primary commodities and into more competitive, more flexible, more specialized
production.

The global trend is clear. As the output of primary commodities has increased,
advanced nations have added value both through the application of specialized information
and through small-batch specialty manufacturing. This twin shift has been apparent in every
industry. For example, most of what Americans spend for the food on their tables now goes
for processing, packaging, and marketing. Most of what Americans spend for the cars they
ride in or the clothing they wear goes for design, engineering, fabrication, and advertising.
The same can be said for paper products, specialized chemicals and derivatives from oil, and
SO on.

Much of the growth in so-called “services” within the American economy is actually
due to smaller information businesses specializing in sales, marketing, design, advertising,
engineering, finance, and consulting of all types. Almost all of the growth in American
manufacturing during the past few years has been in small-batch businesses aimed at
specialized markets. These two types of businesses—information services and small-batch
manufacturing-—account for an ever greater share of the value that is added to primary
commodities.

Indeed, since 1970 the average size of American businesses has declined: The
percentage of American businesses with less than 100 employees rose from 49.5%in 1970 to
56.19% in 1983, the last year for which data are available. This trend has held even for firms
involved directly in manufacturing; although overall manufacturing employment has
declined in America, the level of employment in establishments of less than 20 employees has
actually increased.?

The striking thing about these new forms of business is that they can be undertaken
almost anywhere in the country. They don’t require a huge pool of labor on site, as do heavy
industries. They don't need any particular natural resources. Their products don’t weigh very
much, so transportation costs are relatively low. These days, data-processing can be done
thousands of miles away from where the data are being gathered or used.

The design and fabrication of high-tech components—network connections, power
supplies, wafers—can also be undertaken at vast distances from where they are to be
assembled. Even steel can now be produced profitably in mini-mills, without a large labor
force, and in a wide range of settings (indeed, this is the only sector of the steel industry that
remains profitable). Information-based industries and small-batch manufacturing are thus
perfectly suited to rural America. What’s more, rural America has many assets—relatively
low land prices, low congestion, clean air, a strong rural work ethic, a system of high-quality
universities, among other things—that could make it an attractive setting for information-
based services and small-batch production.

Then why hasn’t rural America already shifted out of primary commodities, toward
this new economic base? A strategic approach to rural economic development would
concentrate on removing four key barriers as follows:

(1) Rural transportation. Both specialized information-based businesses and small-
batch manufacturers can be geographically distant from their suppliers and customers—so
long as they can reach suppliers and customers quickly and communicate with them easily.
Thus today, perhaps more than ever before, an efficient system of transportation and
communications is critical to rural economic development.
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A century ago, the railroads spurred the development of rural America. For the past
quarter century, the interstate highway system has been a major stimulus, and it continues to
be so. For example, General Motors’ recent selection of Spring Hill, Tennessee, for its new
Saturn division factory was prompted, in large part, by the town’s easy access to the
interstate system. Similarly, the recent economic rebirth of Cuba, Missouri was aided by
access to a major state highway linking it to the interstate; Cuba also enjoyed daily rail and
freight service.

But the interstate highway system is aging, it fails to reach many rural areas, and
alternate modes of transportation are often unavailable. In addition, rural counties and
states cannot shoulder the costs of improving their own transportation systems by
themselves.

The deregulation of surface transportation has in many cases hurt rural areas. Railroad
spurs have been terminated. Airline connections have been cut back. Bus service has
declined. When the Interstate Commerce Commission began deregulating bus lines in 1982,
Greyhound promptly announced plans to drop service to [,100 rural locations; in 1986
Greyhound announced plans to close half of its remaining company-owned depots. As
deregulation has stimulated competition on previously profitable routes, it has forced
regional bus lines to terminate unprofitable service to many rural areas. A recent study
showed that 949% of the communities whose bus service was terminated following
deregulation had populations of less than 10,000 people. The researchers found that “these
very small communities were also typically not served by either scheduled air service
or passenger rail. Thus, although terminations did not fall solely upon the smallest
communities, they were clearly the hardest hit by terminations.”™

The 1987 highway act is a step in the right direction. But the funds it will provide are
aimed primarily at making existing transit services more efficient, not at significantly
expanding services. The federal government currently spends $28 per capita in mass transit
funds for residents of our major urban areas, but only $1 per capita on public transportation
for America’s rural population. If rural America’s economy is to be revived, rural
transportation will have to become more accessible and efficient.

(2) Rural communications. The increasingly easy availability of low-cost information
processing and transmitting equipment has made it possible for specialized information
businesses and for small-batch manufacturers to communicate easily with suppliers and
customers, wherever they are located. For example, computerized information banks are
allowing such businesses to tap into the latest technical knowledge regardless of where it’s
located. Satellite receivers and video-cassette players are bringing instructional and
vocational programs to remote areas. An estimated 7 million Americans already “telecom-
mute” to their offices using telephones and computers. All this is good news for rural
America.

The bad news is that rural America may be at a relative disadvantage in using some of
these new communications technologies. The highways of the future are likely to be fiber-
optic cables, which permit a level of high-quality, low-cost transmission of large quantities of
data unequaled by any other media. Although communications companies have begun
stringing fiber-optic networks across the nation, these networks are centered around major
cities. There has been no concerted strategy for bringing fiber-optics to rural America (a
challenge that is analogous, but admittedly somewhat less crucial, than bringing electricity
to the hinterland in the 1930s). To make matters worse, the dismantlement of the Bell System
and the deregulation of telecommunications has led telephone companies to emphasize
service to lucrative urban markets—offering specialized technologies that link up financial
and business centers—and simultaneously deemphasize more traditional services to their
relatively fewer customers scattered across rural areas. A strategy for reviving rural America
must get the newest and most efficient communications technologies to rural America.

(3) Rural technology extension. Specialized information businesses and small-batch
manufacturers must incorporate the latest technologies to stay competitive. But businesses




in rural locations can find it difficult to quickly discover what these technologies are and how
they can be used to greatest advantage. Years ago, the Agricultural Extension Service was
established to make farmers aware of the latest technologies and to help them make use of
them. Today, rural America's impending shift to specialized information businesses and
small-batch manufacturing requires similar help. '

As with the Agricultural Extension Service, state universities can serve as hubs for
technological extension. Some are already beginning to undertake this function. For
example, the University of Texas is establishing a computer network that will enable country
doctors to quickly obtain medical expertise and gain access to medical records. In
Tuscaloosa, Alabama, the University of Alabama has made a deal with General Motors and
the United Auto Workers to save a carburetor assembly plant; the university has leased a
portion of the plant for use as an on-site instructional and research center. Within its first two
years, this arrangement has yielded annual savings exceeding $1 million. The university has
since established other cooperative ventures with firms in Tuscaloosa and Birmingham.
Other forms of technological extension are no doubt possible and desirable. The federal
government, working with and through state universities, should enlarge upon this
important concept.

(4) Rural training and retraining. The work ethic of rural America is legendary. But this
ethic can only be put to work if rural Americans receive the education and training they need
to meet the demands of the new economy.

Efforts are beginning. Twenty-one farm states now consider farmers “dislocated
workers,” rendering them eligible for job counseling, retraining, and relocation help under
the Job Training Partnership Act. So far, about 15 states have helped several thousand
bankrupt or dislocated farmers. In lowa, about 60% of nearly 500 retrained farmers have
landed jobs as word processors, programmers, engine mechanics, salesmen, and assembly-
line workers.

But given the scale of the shift that must occur across rural America, these efforts are
not enough. The need and the will to work among rural Americans is clear. (Within three
days of posting new positions, a Joplin, Missouri trucking company had over 500
applications from unemployed farmers.) Present training and retraining are inadequate to
respond to this need and to tap this will.

With these four barriers out of the way, rural America could shift quickly from primary
commodities to small-batch manufacturing and specialized services. The policies that
are required—improved transportation, communications, technological extension, and
training—are hardly dramatic. A program to revitalize rural America along these lines
surely would cost substantially less than the vast sums we now spend trying to preserve the
older economy, based almost exclusively on primary commodities.

Over the longer term, the choice is clear: We either accept the gradual demise of rural
America or ease its transition to a new economy. Two generations ago, rural Americans were
lured away from the hinterland by the lure of jobs in mass-production industries, like
automobiles and steel, which required large numbers of workers in close proximity. But
there is now less reason for them to go. The new economy toward which we’re evolving
operates on a smaller scale and is far better suited to rural environments. But unless we
remove the present barriers to rural America’s economic transition, more and more of us will
find ourselves packed ever more tightly together.

NOTES

1. These data are gleaned from the US Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, various series); Department of Agriculture, “1986 Agricultural Chartbook™
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1986).

2. Datafrom Barbara Inscl, Foreign Affairs Office, *A World Awash in Grain™(Washington, DC: Spring 1985)
and from the Economic Report of the President, 1987,
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Introducing Forum

This issue of EDQ marks the beginning of a scction of the journal-——~Forum. Forum provides
rcaders with the opportunity to comment on articles published in previous issues of EDQ.
Authors of the articles discussed in Forum will be offered the opportunity for rebuttal. In this
issue, Thomas Daniels and Mark Lapping comment on Robert Reich’s article “The Rural Crisis
and What to Do About It,” which was featured in the February 1988 issue of EDQ. Robert
Reich provides a response.

We are interested in continuing this type of exchange. We encourage readers and authors
to submit comments, critiques, and replications of articles. Comments and responses should be
limited to approximately 1000 words.

FORUM

The Rural Crisis and
What to Do About It:
An Alternative Perspective

Thomas L. Daniels
Mark B. Lapping
Kansas State University

Robert Reich offers a sweeping solution to the economic problems of rural America: Do not
invest in primary commodity production, but build up specialized manufacturing capacity (“The
Rural Crisis and What to Do About It,” February 1988). Reich’s prescription is naive on several
counts. First, primary commodity production directly employs only 10% of the nonmetropolitan
work force, though nearly one-quarter of all nonmetro counties earn 20% or more of their
incomes from farming, timber, or mining. Second, manufacturing employs a larger percentage
of nonmetro labor, 25%, than urban labor, 20%. In essence, rural America is quite dependent on
primary commodity production (e.g., America’s farms are estimated to be worth in excess of
$550 billion), and, at the same time, rural America has diversified its economic base into
manufacturing. This occurred largely during the last three decades through the introduction of
transportation and communication networks that enhanced the accessibility of many formerly
remote and peripheral areas. Currently, manufacturing is on the rise in the heartland; the region
offers a hardworking, largely nonunion labor force that is willing to accept $5-$6 an hour wages.
Thus the picture of a rural America defined solely by primary commodity production is only
partially correct.
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WHAT TO DO ABOUT AGRICULTURE?

Federal farm programs have cost $50 billion over the past two years, and U.S. agriculture
is on the rebound.! Surely such high levels of subsidy cannot continue given the huge federal
budget deficits. The key to agriculture lies in reform of the farm programs so that they no longer
reward volume of production. Specifically, large rich farms should not receive federal subsidies.
Farmers should be “means tested” with the goal of preserving the 400,000 medium-sized

~ commercial family farms. These farms are important components of rural economies, providing
employment in the transportation, processing, and distribution of farm outputs.

From a national perspective, agriculture is a sector in which the United States still enjoys a
trade surplus with the rest of the world, albeit there is growing competition in some commodities
and there are many trade restrictions that limit further American penetration of foreign markets.
In recent years, food imports in the United States have risen steadily while food exports have
declined, partly from the increased value of the dollar between 1980 and 1986. American farmers
should be encouraged to grow commodities that are now being imported into the country.
Leakages can be plugged in a number of cases if society will structure a system of incentives and
risk-reduction tools to make it possible for farmers to make a transition into new and different
commodities. Further, nearly all estimates indicate that food exports will increase with the fall in
the dollar. In short, if investment in agriculture falls significantly, then U.S. food imports may
increase, food exports fall, and the nation’s enormous trade deficits worsen.2 Moreover, a basic
vulnerability may be introduced into the U.S. food system. It is this fear that has sustained other
nations, like Sweden, for example, to support an indigenous agricultural system relatively free of
external pressures.’

There is an additional issue related to farming that Reich has all but ignored. If support for
family farming is diminished and we turn away from making necessary investments in
agriculture, we are likely to see an increase in the trend toward corporate control of agriculture
throughout the nation. Farming is, quite simply, still lucrative and an attractive source of income
generation. There is every reason to believe that the abandonment of primary commodity
production in rural America, as Reich urges, will be accompanied by increased activity among
multinationals who seek to control the farming, forestry, and mining sectors. These elements of
the economy will not diminish in their importance but national vulnerability will increase if
policymakers turn their backs on the family/small business participants in the primary
commodity production sectors.

THE BICOASTAL ECONOMIES

Studies consistently demonstrate that high-tech industries concentrate in and around areas
receiving large defense contracts.* This reality goes far beyond explaining why the heartland does
not have much high-tech manufacturing and why the Boston to Washington corridor, Silicon
Valley, Southern California, and Seattle have prospered of late. These places are the direct
beneficiaries of the largest peacetime defense buildup in U.S. history. If the defense budget were
cut by $50 billion to $100 billion in an attempt to reduce the federal deficit, for example, it is
conceivable that the much ballyhooed coastal economies would be extremely hard hit. Indeed,
the high-tech revolution in many of these areas is the direct result of a system of federal subsidies
not fundamentally different from those operative in agricultural regions.

The bottom line is that the United States has been living far beyond its means. We are the
world’s largest debtor nation and we continue to run the world’s largest trade deficit. This means
that we must produce more of the goods and services that Americans want, and that less federal
assistance will be available. Primary production will be crucial in keeping imports down, as will
manufacturing.

Certainly the idea of diversifying the rural economy is an attractive one and there must be
enhanced support for many of the investments that Professor Reich urges. Still, Kansas will not
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be turned into a “silicon prairie” for many reasons, not the least of which being the effects of
agglomeration that typify the locational decisions of high-tech firms and industries.

RURAL SETTLEMENT

Some adjustments will be necessary in the heartland. Much of the heartland is a web of
small towns, reflecting a settlement pattern based on the phased privatization of the once vast
public lands and horse-and-buggy and railroad-based transportation and communications
technologies. The trend toward fewer and larger farms, the rise of regional shopping malls with
ever larger catchments, and the greater mobility of people now threaten the purpose and
existence of many small towns. Those towns beyond commuting distance of a regional center or
major city will need to find new sources of employment. For example, many county seat towns
have lately been successful in attracting new manufacturing plants.. Retirement-related
development is also popular in many amenity-rich areas. But not every community will survive
this new period of rural dislocation. It may be necessary for the nation to develop a rural
settlement policy built upon a triage approach to the targeting of public investments.s

The importance of rural economic development should not be overlooked by urban
dwellers. When rural economies falter, rural people migrate to urban areas, and, as Professor
Reich points out, urban America already has all the problems it can handle!

NOTES

1. Mark Drabenstott and Alan Barkema, “U.S. Agriculture on the Mend,” Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City
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Response to Letter from
Daniels and Lapping

Robert B. Reich
Harvard University

Professors Daniel and Lapping provide a thoughtful response to my article on rural economic
development, but they hardly show that my prescription is “naive.” I agree that rural Americais
diversifying its economic base into manufacturing; indeed that is precisely my point. Rural areas
are becoming well suited to smaller-scale manufacturing, but they could become even better
suited if their transportation and communication infrastructures were upgraded, and if training
and new manufacturing technologies were more easily available.

I do not understand their argument that American farmers should be encouraged to grow
commodities that are now being imported into the country, so that America’s trade deficit can
improve. Quite the opposite. Several Third World nations are just now becoming agriculturally
self-sufficient—some even able to export their agricultural surpluses. But so long as advanced
nations like the United States continue to protect and subsidize their own farmers, Third World
farmers—who can’t penetrate the import barriers or match the subsidies—aren’t able to sell their
surpluses. The unfortunate consequence of this is that Third World nations lack money to
import the products of advanced nations. Hence, world trade is diminished, and our own trade
deficit worsened.

The proper direction for public policy is to reduce farm subsidies and protections, and get
other advanced nations to do the same. That would do more to help America’s balance of
payments than any other single scheme.

As to high-tech industries and national defense contracting, the professors’ facts are
correct. The Reagan administration has now pumped over $300 billion dollars into new
weapons, most of which have been designed and fabricated on the two coasts. This has been an
enormous boon to the makers of specialized semiconductors, computers, fiber optics, lasers, new
materials, computer-aided machine tools, airframes, engines, and a rich assortment of other
defense-related technologies. New York, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Maryland, California,
Washington, and Oregon have been immediate beneficiaries. Rural America, by and large, has
not been among the winners.

But the professors’ conclusion is incorrect. Such military dependency is a weakness—not a
strength—of the coastal economies. The flow of military contracts cannot be assumed to
continue, especially given the current federal budget squeeze and the apparent desire of Moscow
to reduce its own military expenditures in the years ahead. Moreover, as defense needs become
even more specialized, commercial spinoffs are becoming more attenuated. Thus the costs of
military dependency are coming to exceed its benefits, which is putting the two coastal
economies at a further disadvantage relative to the rural heartland.

Insum, I don't want Kansas to become “silicon prairie.” But I do want it to diversify out of
primary commodities more rapidly and efficiently. My prescription for such diversification will
not be easily implemented, to be sure. But to recommend it is not to be naive. That appellation is
properly reserved for those who believe that rural America can and should hold on to the past.
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utive sessions of government bodies sub-
ot to the act upon invitation where such
persons are present to provide information
to the body or participate in its delibera-
tions, but may not attend merely as observ-
ers. Attorney General Opinion No. 82-176.

K.S.A. 75-4320. Penalties

Specific Intent Not Required

To knowingly violate the act means to
purposefully do the act denounced and
does not contemplate specific intent to vio-
late the law. State ex rel. Murray v. Palm-
gren, 213 Kan. 524 (1982).

Technical Violations

The cases indicate that our courts will
look to the spirit of the law, and will over-
look mere technical violations where the
public body has made a good faith effort
to comply and is in substantial compliance
with KOMA, and where no one is
prejudiced or the pubilic right to know has
not been effectively denied. Stevens v.
Board of Reno County Commissioners, 10
Kan. App2d 523 (1985).

Available Remedies

KOMA construed to authorize no one
other than the attorney general, district at-
torneys or county attorneys to seek
voidance of governmental action based on
violations of the act. The provision found
in K.S.A. 75-4320(a) providing for injunc-
tive and mandamus relief by the court to
enforce the act held to provide unlimited
standing, therefore allowing injunctive and
mandumus relief to private parties as well
as to public prosecutors. Sroldt v. City of
Toronto, 234 Kan. 957 (1984).

Basis for Recall

An allegation in a petition for recall that
a public official willfully violated KOMA is
a legally sufficient claim of misconduct and
may subject the public official to a recall
election. The district judge correctly deter-
mined that members of a board of educa-
tion were subject to recall for a violation of
KOMA whether or not they were charged
and convicted of the violation. General al-
legation of violation of KOMA found to be
lacking specifically required under recall sta-
tutes. Unger v. Horn, 240 Kan. 740 (1987).

Enforcement of Act by
District Courts

Subsequent Enactment

K.S.A. 75-4320a was not adopted until
1981. The section speaks to the issues of
jurisdiction, burden of proof, assessment
of costs and priority in docketing. Of par-
ticular importance is subparagraph (b)
which provides that: “In any action here-
under, the burden of proof shall be on the
public body or agency to sustain its action.’”
Analysis of any fact situation presented

should recognize that the case of State ex
rel. Murray v. Palmgren, 231 Kan. 524 (1982)
was based upon incidents occuring prior
to adoption of the 1981 amendment allocat-
ing the burden of proof to the public agen-
cy and was decided based upon prior law.
When the court in that case articulated the
five elements essential to the state's case,
it did so for the purpose of showing that
the trial court’s decision could be upheld
under the strictest standard. State ex rel.
Murray v. Palmgren, at p.537.

No Constitutional Rights
Enforceable by Federal Court

The Kansas open meetings act confers
no constitutional rights. The act provides
its own enforcement mechanism, K.S.A.
75-4320a. Accordingly, as no federal ques-
tion is involved, the federal district court
has no jurisdiction to determine whether
the Kansas open meeting act was complied
with where allegation was made that
KOMA violations infringed on liberty in-
terest in participating in the political process
in violation of right to due process pursuant
to 42 U.S.C. Section 1983. Boster v. Phil-
pot, 645 F.Supp. 798, 808 (D. Kan. 1986).

More About “But-Fo

Cont. from page 99

seems imperative that the proposed pub-
lic purpose, essentially the retention or cre-
ation of new jobs, actually resuits because
of the incentive — or, at least, it probably
would not happen, but for the incentive.
All of this apparently rational argument
does not necessarily make the final deci-
sion easier. Those who want the public in-
centive, or who are proposing incentives to
promote community economic develop-
ment, are not lkely to admit that the pub-
lic funds they receive or administer, be it
a direct expenditure or foregone public
revenue, aren’t going to make a difference.
Obtaining something for free, or at less than
cost, seems to be part of the American
Dream. Nowadays, it seems to be expect-
ed, since other places are doing it But the
application of the but-for principle ought
to be tried. Those elected to public office
should have at least a clear conscience that
it probably wouldn’t have happened but for
the governmental contribution they

authorized.
— EAM

( Rural Community Survm
Guidelines to Prosperity '

A study of five prospering towns in
Nebraska may help less fortunate commu-
nities weather the perils of the farm crisis
and other economic disablers.

Researchers at the Heartland Center for
Leadership Development in Lincoln, Neb.,
were discussing a proposed study on ways
to halt the decline of rural America when
it dawned on them they were asking the
wrong question.

Vicki Luther and Milan Wall, co-directors
of the center, decided that more important
than why nine out of 10 towns in Nebras-
ka will die by the year 2000, was why others
are thriving in these difficult times.

They looked at five prospering towns for
their common characteristics that might
help other communities weather the worst
farm crisis in 35 years. With populations
ranging from 400 to 6,000, the towns were
picked based on census data and recom-
mendations from 100 state business and
government leaders.

Luther and Wall compiled ‘20 clues to
rural community survival.”

Though not a formula for success, they
offer guidelines to help other communities.
A condensed version is broken into five
categories.

Leadership. A strong family orientation
co-exists with the general willingness to ac-
cept newcomers as members of the com-
munity family. These towns were more than
willing to place women and young people
in leadership positions rather than hanging
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on to the inefficient and old power struc-
ture prevalent in many towns. These com-
munities enjoyed more cooperation and
community input with an eye on a common
goal.

“The problems out there are so large and
the changes so extensive that no commu-
nity can afford 1o squander leadership and
creativity”” on unproductive squabbies and
bickering.

CommumtyPnde.Carpamslookng
fornewplamsnscarsdernmnpo:
tant a community’s location, abor force
and transportation faclites. These reflect
the town’s pride and ~a lown’s perception
of itseif is crucial” 10 its success, Luther
said.

A positive seif-image shows a greater
willingness 10 spend money and time on
the necessary servaces for 3 business 10 sur-
fear, but rather are mobiized by opportu-
nity,” Luther saad.

Investment. Successful communites
are frugal with tax money. However, they
are stll wiling 10 spend MonNey o MaINtan
3 sound nfastructwe. such as streets,
water and sewage eatment facites. They
also emphasize a good local health care
system and education.

Economic Development. Al success-
ful comsmunities have active economec de-
velopment progeams. They also have a
realksic  attwde about their potential
success.
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Old Money

An Influx of Retirees
Pumps New Vitality
Into Distressed Towns

Healthy, Activeand Wealthy,
Oldsters Spend Nest Eggs,
Creating Jobs and Tension

Voting Down Tax Increases

—

By BiLt. Rictiarns

Staff Reporter of Tin: Wat Srieer JOURNALL

KEOWEE KEY, S.C.—In the past, rural
areius with the economic blahs would re-
flexively try to collar a new industry. But
the hustling and scheming to attract new
business aren’t yielding good results any-
more. So a growing number of distressed
regions like this one are looking for salva-
tion from a different kind of industry.

Forget about landing that widget fac-
tory; this industry is better. It gives a tre-
mendous boost to local retail, services and
construction businesses. It adds greatly to
the tax base and requires little or no extra
spending on police or schools. It chokes lo-
citl banks with fresh money, and it doesn’t
belch noxious fumes into the air or turn the
landscape into a moonscape.

The industry: old people. Or, more spe-
cifically, retirees with loose change and

Sccond of two articles.

4 hankering to look for the good life in ru-
ral Americi.

Here in Keowee Key,a retirement com-
munity expanding across a stretch of this
raw, piney-woods corner of South Carolina,
every moving van unloading a new upscale
migrant gives a lift to the once-laggard
cconomy of Oconee County, hammered by
decline in its textile industry. The tax rolls
swell i bit. The average income goes up a
bit. A new job is generated.

The Prune Juice Belt

“It's like somebody came around with a
watering can and things just started pop-
ping up,” marvels local restaurateur Brit
Adams.

His storefront establishment, Le Cham-
pignon, is one of several restaurants that
have blossomed in Seneea, S.C., the ne:ir-
est town to Keowee Key. Since 1981, when
retirees first started coming here in num-
bers, the town has been transformed into
one of the state’s fustest-growing commer-
cial arcas. Suys Seneca City Councilman
Devoe Blackston: *"'We ought to be looking
at retirement communities as a whole new
form of light industry.”

Elsewhere, a growing influx of retirees
into rural areas is creating similar bright
spals in the economic gloom that covers
much of the countryside. A 1986 study by
the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City
found that rural counties of what might be
cialled the Prune Juice Belt—those whose
reonomies are based on retirees—have out-
paced all others in per-capita income
growth.

Until recently, however, most rural au-
thorities didn’t appreciate what retirees
could do for them, and those attracting
them did so mainly through luck and not
concerted effort. Old people meant poor
people, they thought, iand so they kept on
lusting after conventional industries.

Wooing the Big Spenders

Many still do. “It's hard to overcome
the  smokestack-chasing mindset,” Siys
Mark Drabenstott, an economist at the
Kansius City Fed. Retirees, he adds, are
still “'an overlooked part of the econ-
omy."”

But that is changing, and fast. Thanks
in large part to vastly improved pension
arriingements, retirees and those nearing
retirement have more to spend than any
other segment of the population. Younger,
healthier and more active than their coun-
lerparts of a generation ago, they are will-
ing to spend—and spend big. Understand-
ing this, more towns, counties and even
whole states are beginning to woo them.

Michigan’'s Upper Peninsula and Minne-
sota’s Iron Range, both of them depressed
mining areas, are promoting their polen-
tial for outdoor recreation in trying to win
retirees. When Silver Bay, Minn., lost its
major industry, Reserve Mining Co., resi-
dents pooled their resources for far-flung
newspaper ads (some appeared in Florida
piapers) offering their homes to retirees.
Several dozen have already moved in.

In hard-pressed Bennettsville, S.C., offi-
cials reluctantly decided they couldn’t af-
ford the tax abitements and other incen-
tives needed to land a new electronics
plant, the town’s first employment choice.
Now they ire cozying up to developers,
hoping (o get a retirement community
built. The pitch: the iirea’s rolling terrain
is “ideal for golf.”

‘Economic Salvation’

The state government of South Carolin:
is after retirees, too. In 1986, it bought
more than 3,000 acres of land adjoining
Clarks Hill Lake, near a sparsely settled
streteh of the Savannah River. The stite
plans to put in roads and other amenities,
then sell the property to a developer to
build 2 retirement town. of 12.000 people.

In doing so, the state is trying to use re-
lirees as a vehicle to achieve a public-pol-
ity aim: pumping more jobs ind money
into its poorest region. Morrison Parrott,
head of the Clarks Hill-Russell Authority,
the state agency overseeing the develop-
ment, predicts it will create 3,400 new jobs.
IS going to be our economic salvation,”
Mr. Parrott says.

Massachusetts is using the same strat-
egy. It has been assembling 1,040 acres for
i similar but smaller development near
Mount Greylock in the northern Berkshire
Mountains, an area that has lagged behind
the rest of the state economically. It is es-
timated that the project’s 2,000 residents,

Please Turn to Page 6, Colurnn |
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Old Money: Influx of Retirees Pumps New Vitality
Into Rural Towns, Creating Both Jobs and Tension

Continued From First Page
who will piay up to $250,000 to live among
golf course. tennis courts and ski triils,
will generate about 700 permanent jobs.

For its part, Exxon Corp. is hoping-that
retirees will help it recover some of its in-
vestment in one of the biggest resources
busts of recent years. In 1982, Exxon give
up on its giant Colony oil-shale project on
Colorado's beautiful but isolated Western
Slope—deflating the hopes of everyone in
the region and leaving Exxon stuck with
Battlement Mesa, a 3.200-acre, partly de-
veloped townsite it had set up to house
workers and their families. What to do
with it?

After analyzing its options, Exxon de-
cided that retirees offered, as one official
puts it, “'the best return we could get.”
The company has changed its model-home
plans from big split-levels to smaller. sin-
gle-story ranch homes, beefed up insula-
tion (warmth was a primarv retiree con-
cern). and added a golf course and indoor

swimming pool. About 1,500 people have
moved in to date.
Buying a Buick

Though the Prune Juice Belt overlaps
much of the Sun Belt it is not limited to it,
as shown by places like Battlement Mesa.
Self-contained retirement communities are
springing up everywhere. In other cises,
large numbers of retirees are moving into
existing rural towns, seeking safer streets,
cheaper and more ample housing, cleaner
air, less crowding, a sense of community.
And wherever they settle, in town or in a
retiremeént enclave, they generally bring
disposable income that can and does make
a big difference.

When Howard Heggem retired as presi-
dent of a Chicago abrasives company, he
paid cash for a 2,200-square-foot home in
Hot Springs Village, a retirement commu-
nity in central Arkansas. Mr. Heggem and
his wife transferred their six-figure nest
egg to a local bank. They hired a local con-
tractor to build their home. When they de-
cided to trade in their Cadillac, they
bought a Buick from a local dealer.

Many people like him live in Hot

: Springs Village. A survey shows its resi-
. dents annually spend about $10.000 each in

the area. Mr. Heggem says that while
county officials ignored the fledgling devel-
opment at first, “‘we began hearing from
them when they realized we were putting
$20 million a year into the local econ-
omy."”

Clashing With the Locals

Developers say that large retirement
communities generally produce one serv-
ice job for every eight residents. Hot
Springs Village, with 4,400 of them. does
better thap that. It is credited with spawn-
ing 75 new area businesses and creating
more than 1,400 new jobs for rural Garland
and Saline Counties.

But if retirees bring money and create
jobs, they also can change the entire na-
ture of a rural area. inspiring friction that
didn’t exist before. The interests and prior-
ities of retirees often don't coincide with
those of old-time residents. who may also
resent the comparative affluence of the
strangers in their midst.

No one denies, for example, that the up-
per-income retirement community of Heri-
tage Village has transformed the economy
of its host town, Southbury, Conn. South-
bury used to be a one-horse town, a place
where a doctor visited only twice a week.
Now the Yellow Pages list a whole sheaf of
doctors. There are two big shopping plazas
now. And the roads are snarled with rush-
hour traffic and lined with retail busi-
nesses and office buildings.

Voting Down Tax Increases

But Heritage Village, which has 4,400
residents, is viewed with something akin to

| awe by the local educational establish-

ment. The residents of the village mobi-
lized a solid bloc of voters who rejected
four school tax increases in a row before
relenting. Such opposition to taxes for

dents find them formidable opponents.
“These are people who ran corporations,”

ies and boy, are they well organized.”
Some grumbling and resentment have
ilso been directed at the well-to-do resi-
dents of Keowee Key, here in South Caro-
lina, who are as different from the people
around them as night from day. Their av-
erage household income 1s above $450,000,
more than quadruple that of the rest of the
county, and many of the houses they live
in cost well over $200.000, several times the
average county price for homes.

The people of Keowee Key are mostly

northerners who incline toward Method-
ism, Lutheranism. Catholicism and Repub-
licanism—in an area where the Baptist
church has long held sway and elected Re-
publicans are as rare as 12-inch snow-
falls.

Money Mauakes Friends

So it isn’t surprising. perhaps. to find a
dumpster on the road to the development
spray-painted with the message **No more
damn Yankees.” Or to learn that some
politicians are nettled at the efforts of Key

measures passed. ‘‘This is hunting coun-
try,” says Jerry Dyar., a member of the
Oconee County council. ‘‘Leash laws are
kind of taboo around here.”

But money maukes friends, too. Keowee
Key has already generated several hun-
dred construction and other jobs, and its
developer expects that when it is finished
it will produce 550 permanent ones. That
would make it the fourth-largest private
employer in the county. Also, the kind of
Jjobs it is creating, while paying almost as
much as factory work in this fiercely non-
union area, aren't likely to disappear in
the next recession or shift in industrial pol-
icy, as local textile and sawmill jobs
have.

None of this is lost on local residents.
Says James DuPrey, the county superin-
tendent of education: “Those folks aren't

a cost item. They're a revenue item.”

residents to get anti-littering and leash-law-

services they don't use is common among !
retirees in many places, and other resi- |

says John Fitzsimons, superintendent of |
Southbury's schools. ““They're smart cook- -
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Quiet Crisis
Small-Town America

Battles a Deep Gloom
As Its Economy Sinks

People Flee as Jobs Disappear,
Off Farms as Well as On;
Despa‘- ‘'n Eastport, Maine

rte—

2a: Leave Home

em—

By MaRrJ CHARLIER
Staff Reporter »f THE WALL STREE® JOURNAL

EASTPORT, Maine — There are twe
Americas now, and they grow further
apart each day.

Metropolitan America is wallowing in
nervous prosperity. Times are-so good that
people are afraid they can't last. In the
other America, the forgotten one beyond
the patches of urban and suburban wealth,
people would like the chance to be afraid
about good times lasting.

In this town of 3,000 huddled on the cold
blue coast, the bars are full of the unem-

A Parent -

st of two articles.

ployed and the underemployed. They have
been waiting out hardship for years, and
time is wearing them down. Their vision of
a rural idyll, the dream that lured them
from the cities, is fading.

Outside, the deepest port on the Eastern
seaboard waits for ships. Few come. The
shoreline is lined with abandoned sardine
canneries, a local industry killed off years

ago by foreign competition. Inside the:

bars, young patrons swap rumors about
possible—and usually temporary—jobs. A
26-year-old house painter without work (a
condition he shares with almost 12% of the
residents) inspects a photo of the sardine
factories in boom times and Says wistfully:
“I'd like to have been here when the town
was like that.”

A Coast-to-Coast Collapse

With variations, the same scene is being
played out all across the country. The
magnitude of what is happening has been
obscured by the emphasis put on certain
parts of it, such as the farm crisis and the
drought. But the U.S. has been suffering
more than a farm crisis or a drought,
more than a cyclical downturn in the West-
ern resource belt. It is in the midst of a
coast-to-coast, border-to-border collapse of
much of its rural economy.
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In many places, it has been going on for
10 years, even as the nation’s roaring econ-
omy brought about a rebirth of tired cities
and enfeebled industries. Among the rea-
sons for the collapse: cheap imports, low
commodity prices at home, policy shifts in
Washington and even predation on Wall
Street. More than a quarter of the nation’s
population, or 64 million pesple, may be
feeling at least some of the effects of the
collapse.

Some parts of rural America, particu-
larly those attracting retirees or lucky
enough to have large government installa-
tions nearby, are still above water or even
thriving. But elsewhere, towns are marked
by deserted factories, shut-down mines and
sawmills, boarded-up stores, and indus-
trial-park sites sprouting weeds.

Hard Times for Thompson Falls

New industries, when they can be found
at all, generally don't come close to re-
placing all the jobs lost, and the percent-
age of umemployed in rural counties is
commonly double or even triple the rate in
cities. In California, where San Diego and
San Francisco beast jobless rates under
5%, more than a score of the state’s.58

counties have double-digit unemployment. ]

They are mostly, the rural counties.
Depressed towns suffer without much

' attention being paid. The 1,400 residents of

Thompson Falls, a western Montana ham-
let isolated in mountainous country one
resident- describes as ‘‘steeper -than a
cow’s face,” are 100 miles from the near-
est shoppmg center—and farther yet from
the prosperity they once enjoyed.

In the late-1970s, logging operations,

~sawmills and an antimony mine were go-

ing full blast, employing hundreds. Only
two people were drawing unemployment
compensation. Today, logging is in decline,
the mine is closed—cheap imports again—
and the unemployment rate is 12%. Signs
that advertised close-out sales are fading
in the windows of shops long vacant.

“We used to have jobs and no one to
fill them,” says Ron Calvert, head of the
iown's employment services office. *“Now
we have good people and no jobs for
them.” About 15% of the work force has
left town within the past year or two.
A Parent’s Plea

Many distressed communities around
the country are emptying out; half of all
the nonmetropolitan counties in the U.S.
have lost popfilation since 1983. As people
and businesses leave, the tax base shrinks,
and towns begin to cut services.

In Eastern Maine, this means cuts in

programs aiding battered wives, alcohol-
ism treatment centers, and other services.
Elsewhere, schools are cloring, roads are
crumbling, and young people are leaving
for the cities.

Their parents watch.them go with resig-
nation. Why stay when there is so little op-
portunity? [Eastport resident Richard
Klyver, who came there from New York 14
years ago in part to get his children out of
city schools, hopes his son, now in coflege
at Bar Harbor, won't come back. “'I don't
want him caught up in the dead-end cycle
kids get into here,”” he says, ‘‘working min-
imum-wage jobs and spending everything
on their cars.”

In Dawson, Ga., hard-hit by two plant
closings that wiped out 2,000 jobs, a visitor
to a high-school class asks students where
they will settle when they finish their edu-
cation. Only two of 20 want to stay in Daw-
son. “‘You can't go very far here,” says
Duncan Moseley, a senior.

He probably is right. Dale Milner, a
manager for Georgia Power Co. in Daw-
son, says that in the 1970s any economic
development director in this area who
didn’t have two or three industrial pros-
pects cooking wasn't working very hard. In
the past couple of years, he adds, there
hasn’t been one good industrial prospect in
all of south Georgia.

Meanwhile, existing jobs have evapo-
rated. Since 1980, the rural South has lost
at least 69,000 of them, mostly to foreign
production, in industries ranging from
electronics to transportation to textiles.
Other regions have had heavy industrial
Job losses, too.

More Than Cows and Corn

This is an especially bad blow for rural
counties. City dwellers might think of them
collectively as a vast expanse of corn,
cows and mine shafts, but fully 40% of ru-
ral residents live in counties mainly depen-
dent on manufacturing.

In the heady times of the so-called rural
renaissance a decade or so ago, the com-

The Pay Gap Widens
Per Capita Incoms, in thousands of dollars
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paratively cheap, willing and usually non-
union labor available in the countryside at-
tracted many of these plants. Now, even ;




Quiet Crisis . Sma
Suffers Deep Economic Distress

cheaper workers can.be found overseas.
*““The things that made rural areas compet-
itive in the 1970s make the Third World
competitive in the 1380s,”’ says Cornelia
Flora, a rural sociologist at Kansas State
University. .

‘Not the Hand of God’

There is more behind the rural crisis,
however, than simply the globalization and
increased ferocity of business competition.
Until recently, a web of law, policy and
subsidy helped maintain rural America
and cushion it in hard times. That web has
been torn, and some bitterly believe their
government has forsaken them.

“None of this is the hand of God,” in-
sists Osha Davidson, a writer in Mechan-
icsville, Iowa. “It’s the effect of policy.”

The merger mania that gripped corpo-
rate America has had a far-reaching im-
pact. Impelled to reduce the debt load they
incurred in takeovers, acquiring compa-
nies often sell off some of the assets they.
bought, or consolidate operations to save
money. Scattered rural plants are frequent
victims. .

The Cost of Isolation

The deregulation of transportation also>
hit rural areas hard. Airlines dropped or
cut back service to small cities, leaving
them and the countryside around them
| even more isolated—and less able to hold
or attract industry. Bus service also dimin-
ished. When Greyhound cut back or ended
stops in 1982, more than %0% of the towns
affected had fewer than 10,000 residents.

Moreover, Congress further restricted
the use of tax-exempt municipal bonds in
financing private development, a practice
that rural communities relied on more
heavily than cities did. General revenue
sharing, which poured $4.1 billion of fed-
eral funds into local towns and counties in
fiscal 1986, was eliminated the following
year. Cities have other ways to get federal
money. Most rural areas don’t.

To many, such policies almost seem de-
signed to destroy rural America. At the
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very =ast, they argue, the policies are
blind 1o the fragility of rural economies.
Country towns and counties often depend
on one product, one crop, even a single
mine or factory. So, while a city can
weather hard times in one segment of its
economy, a single adverse development in
a small town can mean disaster.

The Agony of Leadville

Like Leadville, Colo. Tucked .into the
Rockies southwest of Denver, it has a col-
orful, rip-roaring past and great views of
the Continental Divide.

Not that long ago Leadville was thriVv-
ing. The Pasttime Bar on Second Street,
the town's old red-light district, was
packed at 8 a.m., when the night shift at
AMAX Corp.’s huge Climax molybdenum
mine got off work, and packed again at
night. The mine dominated town life. It
provided some 3,000 jobs and 85% of the
property-tax base. When AMAX closed it
in 1982, Leadville went into a slide that it
hasn’t been able to reverse.

Today, many of its buildings are run-
down, its stores vacant. More than 200
homes are on the market. Many have been
there for years, despite offering prices as

lI-Town America

lowashalfwhattheownerspaid.'me
Streets are crumbling, but dispirited voters
have rejected bond issues to repair them.
Weeds grow in the yards of shut-down
schools. Leadville’s population has shrunk
to half the 7,000 before the crash.

A Jeffersonian Dream

The Pasttime Bar is quiet now. Owner
Jerry Seme, the daughter-in-law of the pro-
fessional gambler who opened the place,
says bitterly: “‘Anybody who tells you the
U.8. is a bed of roses, they're crazy. The
local people still support us, but they're all
leaving. It’s scary.”

Thomas Jefferson believed in a republic
rooted not in the cities but in the virtues of
the country, a republic supported mainly
by the labors of small farmers and trades-
men. Though events proved him wrong and
the natien became urbanized, that Jeffer-
sonian ideal never died. In the 1970s, in
fact, it seemed that the U.S. might be mov-
ing back toward it.

People wére fleeing the cities then,
looking for places where you didn’t have to
lock your doors, where there was afford-
able housing, clean air, better schools, a
quieter life closer to nature. The country
absorbed them. It could afford to.

A Way of Life Lost

High commodity prices were pouring
money into the towns. Factories and busi-
nesses were opening. Grocery stores be-
came supermarkets, driveways sprouted
boats and campers, and remodeled cafes
were full of people after high-school bas-
ketball games. Then, for-the first time in
history, the population growth rate of rural
America consistently outstripped that of
urban America.

Now, the confidence people felt then has
collapsed into a deep, corrosive gloom. In
Calumus, Iowa, hammered into the ground
by the farm bust, homes stand empty and
the business district, strangely silent, 1s
dotted with casualties—shut-down shops,
including two taverns, a farm implen.cat
dealer, the grocery, and three gas stations.
Resident Gary Eden sees more than that.
“It’s a whaole way of life being lost,”” he
says. '
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The plight of the rural poor is worsening at
an alarming rate. Poverty in the countryside
now exceeds that in the nation’s big cities.
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hen Americans think about
poverty, most conjure up fa-
miliar city scenes: welfare
moms in tenements, jobless
men under street lamps, wast-
ed kids on crack. Those powerful images
belie the fact that in the nation’s urban
areas poverty rates are actually falling.
Lost in the shadows are 9.7 million impov-
erished rural Americans; they constitute
18.1 percent of the 57 million people who
live outside metropolitan areas. A much
smaller group of the destitute—the home-
less—receive far greater attention, while
this disturbing, widely dispersed under-

PrHoTtoGrAPHS By WaLLy McNAMEE

class, call it America’s Third World, rarely
intersects with the rest of society. It is a
world caught in a chronic recession and in
which violence—particularly family vio-
lence—is commonplace. It is a world of
drifters, rusting mobile homes, marginal
medical care, cheap liquor and terrible nu-
trition. And it is a world in which condi-
tions aredeteriorating at an alarming rate.

This week the Population Reference
Bureau, a respected demographic study
group, will report that one-fourth of all
rural children now live in poverty. Next
month another Washington-based group,
Public Voice for Food and Health Policy,
will report that infant mortality in Ameri-
ca’s 320 poorest rural counties tops the
national rate by a chilling 45 percent. But
the most startling statistic of all is that
America’s rural-poverty rate now slightly
exceeds the rate in our blighted big cities.
This decade’s increase in rural poverty is
especially disheartening because it follows
a half century of steady improvement.

While some of the rural poor work in
agriculture, few are the oft-publicized
“family farmers” who own their land. Only
7 percent of all rural Americans live on
farms, and their poverty rate barely ex-
ceeds that of others living in rural areas.
Far larger is the share of rural poor who
livein the nation’ssmall cities and towns—
and who benefit little from the $13.1 billion
the United Statesspends on farm subsidies.
In fact, the heavily publicized farm prob-
lems of the 1980s probably obscured the
plight of the rural poor. Says Kenneth
Deavers, the Agriculture Department’s top
poverty expert: “There’s no way the true
scope of rural poverty can compete with
Dan Rather sitting on a tractor and talking
about ‘the Farm Crisis’.”

The rural poor face obstacles their met-
ropolitan counterparts do not. Often they
dwell in sparsely settled regions where
relief offices and job-training programs
are hardest to find. Their small towns
can’t begin to afford the wealth of social
services that cities offer. They tend to live
in two-parent households and to hold me-
nial jobs—attributes that curb eligibility
for AFDC, Medicaid and other benefits in
many states. Though they make up 30
percent of all Americans living below the
poverty level, rural residents receive only
about 20 percent of the $95 billion that
federal, state and local governments
spend on the poor. And while three-
fourths of the rural poor are white, the
poverty rate among rural blacks is 42 per-
cent, 11 percent higher than the rate
among blacks in cities.

Ida Swalley, her daughter
and granddaughter; poverty
spanning three generations

Wisconsin’s Schwebke,
unable to feed his son, fought
loneliness and humiliation
L ]

There are few routes of escape for the
rural poor. In the past decade, broad down-
turns in low-tech manufacturing, mining,
agriculture and oil have cut median rural
income from 80 percent of U.S. urban in-
come to 73 percent. Many economists ex-
pect that slide to continue. Seven of every
eight new U.S. jobs are in metropolitan
areas—and the rural jobs often pay only
near-minimum wage. When the poor do
escape it is often the better educated who
head for urban areas, leaving the least
skilled to fend for themselves.

In the past many people associated rural
poverty with Appalachia and the South.
Today the problem has no boundaries. A
tour of America’s Third World can move
from a county seat in Kansas to seaside
Delaware, from booming Florida to seem-
ingly idyllic Wisconsin:

‘There’s Not Much
They CGan Grab’

Thick crops atop the clay loam around
Ottawa, Kans., camouflage poverty’s grip.
The United States has thousands of Otta-
was, small towns whose moribund econo-
mies offer the poor little hope of a better
life. Often thedestitute areoverlooked even
in their own communities. “These people
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arelostin theshuffle, just lost,” says Vivian
Norton, an antipoverty worker in Ottawa
(population: 11,000). “There’s not much
they can grab to pull themselves up.”

Poverty is passed from one generation to
another: itisthe only legacy of the poor.Ida
Swalley married at 15 to escape a hard-
drinkingstepfather. Shehasnomarketable
skills. Now 43, she is separated from her
fourth husband and livingin asqualid $200-
a-month apartment that could be owned by
an urban slumlord. Swalley shares the hov-
el with her 17-year-old son and a menagerie
of bugs and mice. An old fly swatter is the
sole decoration on one wall. The Kansas
heat pushesthe fetid air toward 100degrees
and aggravates Swalley’s heart problems.
She says things may improve once her new
boyfriend getsoutofjail. Her fondest hopeis
that life will somehow be better for her
daughter, Carol Sue, 26, and her two-year-
oldgranddaughter, Jacqueline Ruth.

But that dream may be illusory. Carol
Sue Stevens earns just $3.85 an hour as a
nursing-home aide. Her life, like her moth-
er’s, has been a succession of small-town
romances with men prone to drunkenness
and violence. Little Jacqueline Ruth was
fathered by Carol Sue’s current boyfriend,
but the toddler doesn't carry either par-
ent’s surname. She will grow up using Ida
Swalley’s maiden name, Ray. “My boy-
friend threatened to steal her,” confides
Carol Sue. “If we end up in some custody
fight, I don’t want her in court already
using her daddy’s last name.”

The Swalley family at least has roots in
Ottawa; many of the rural poor drift like
dry leaves across the landscape. Ben and
Tammie Hughes were only 17 and 16 when
a burglar stole their wedding presents.
Eight years and four children later, their

-
s

Not far from Florida’s
vacation playlands, sweating
laborers pick sweet corn
]

luck has not markedly improved. They
have moved 15 times, maybe more. Ben
now does maintenance work at an apart-
ment complex in exchange for a place to
live and $600 a month. To stretch the fam-
ily’s food budget, he barbecues foot-long
turtles gathered from the roadside. Tam-
mie tends the boys and, once a month, treks
to downtown Ottawa for federal commod-

ity handouts. The threat of hunger in the

nation’s top wheat-producing state pre-

sents a stark irony: to sample the bounty
that surrounds them, impoverished Kan-
sans like Tammie Hughes must waitinline
for small sacks of government flour.

For the moment, the parents try tomake
do for the children, gently explaining why
birthdays must go by without fanfare. But
even things more basic than birthdays—
like medical care—must sometimes wait.
“People say, ‘Get your kid to the doctor,’
not knowing that may be the last thing on
your list,” Tammie says. “Not that an ear
problem isn’t important. But food and a
place to live always have to come first.”

Ottawa’s poor rely on ECKAN, the acro-
nym for a nonprofit community-action pro-
gram that survives on donations and gov-
ernment grants. With an administrative
budget of $240,000 the agency struggles to
serve seven rural counties with 17 pro-
grams, supplying when possible every-
thing from housing aid to Christmas toys.
Grant money is tight: ECKAN had to drop
one project in which Blue Bear and other
puppets taught children why it’s impor-
tant to eat.

‘He Doesn’t Even
Have an Address’

When their long workday ends, the mi-
grant laborers come in crowded vans and
station wagons to asmall Dover, Del., clinic
run by Delmarva Rural Ministries, an ecu-
menical service agency. Inside, a 29-year-

F
Talbot, left, must reconstruct

the murky medical pasts of
patients like little Noe Tavias
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old physician named Lori Talbot races at
flank speed from patient to patient. By&:10
hernight already seems long, and it will get
much longer. Talbot is about to encounter
Noe Tavias.

Noe’s mother says the boy has “a little
cold.” Talbot suspects pneumonia. She is
disturbed that Noe has never received
routine immunizations against diphthe-
ria, rubella, polio and other dangerous dis-
eases. And she has spotted another anom-
aly: although he is almost four, the boy
communicates with sounds, not words.
Noe Tavias cannot speak.

Talbot proceeds aggressively, but with
little of the medical arsenal she could mus-
ter in a normal practice. Noe, dark-eyed
and winsome, embodies much that is wrong
with the care of poor migrants: his prob-
lems are severe, yet his medical past is a
mystery. His mother says that as an infant
Noe was given unspecified “injections” in
Mexico after two serious seizures. She was
told he might grow up blind or mute. His
records are at a Mexican hospital; his
mother seems unsure which one. Talbot
says Noe needs neurological tests, a CAT
scan and a speech evaluation. She asks a
nurse to launch the probably pointless
search for the Mexican records that would
put test results in perspective. Even if use-
ful information materializes, Noe is un-
likely to get thoughtful, consistent treat-
ment. Come September the harvest will
end, and the Tavias family must leave Del-
aware for work elsewhere.

Talbot’s part-time work at the clinic is
worlds apart from her full-time job treating
students at the University of Delaware.
The migrants often seek care only when an
ailment becomes a crisis. They suffer high

rates of anemia, tuberculosis and stunted
growth; one study of Delmarva Peninsula
migrants found that 34 percent had para-
sites. A huge caseload also pre-empts the
preventive care most Americans expect.
Talbot has no time to explain the perils of
smoking or high cholesterol levels. She has
yet to meet a migrant woman who hasever
had a mammogram.

There are other frustrations. Talbot has
prescribed special diets for workers who
have no choice but to eat whatever camp
cooks prepare; she has ordered insulin for
diabetics only to learn they have no access
to refrigerators in which to store it. Her
commitment goes beyond office hours: she
has hauled seriously ill migrants to a Wil-
mington hospital an-hour away. She la-
ments a shortage of bilingual social work-
erstoconnect poor migrants with available
government aid. Talbot says of one cere-
bral palsy victim: “If Harold lived in a city
he’d have plenty of help finding all the
medical specialists he needs. Here he
doesn’t even have an address.”

‘1 Got Lucky—My \
Ex-Husband Died’

Forty miles from Walt Disney World, a
huge cruciform machine called the mule
train pursues black farm workers down
long rows of sweet corn. Greater Orlando
teems with tourists, but the noisy mule
train, named for its steady, ceaseless pace,
isn’t a prime Florida attraction. Laborers
hustle ahead of the machine, pawing
through wet, buggy air to pluck ears from
stalks. Atop the mule train, 20 men and
women crate the corn and load it on a truck

for shipment north. The rapid pace keeps
workers basting in sweat: a skimpy incen-
tive plan pulls this crew’s pay above the
federally mandated minimum wage.’ But
walking with the mule train is a trek to
nowhere. In days the corn season will end,
and once again the workers will have to
find jobs elsewhere—or not at all.

Tourism has vastly enriched parts of cen-
tral Florida, but thousands of farm workers
in this lush land still face shocking condi-
tions. Better educated blacks have taken
service jobs spawned by the theme parks,
leaving unskilled workers to perform stoop
labor at vegetable farms, plant nurseries
and citrus groves. Resentments flourish as
Haitian and Mexican immigrants take
some of the jobs long performed by native-
born blacks. Drug dealers feed on the des-
perate social climate, and family break-
downs are the norm. “These people’s
problems are overwhelming,” says Ar-
mando Fuentes, an obstetrician at a farm
workers’ clinic in Apopka, Fla. *I have not
fully accepted the fact that, when I come to
work, I am in the United States.”

Audrey Neal, 23, isone of Apopka’s casu-
alties. After a December fire engulfed her
dilapidated home and disfigured her five-
year-old son, Sergio, the former nursery
worker moved in with her sister Shawana,
21. The two women and their seven off-
spring share a tiny, two-bedroom houseina
neighborhood where crack dealers ran-
domly crash through doors to seek refuge
during drug raids. As young women strug-
gle, young men flee responsibility. Aban-

L ]
Sergio Neal, burned in a house
fire, now shares two bedrooms
with eight relatives .
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Amid the bountiful Kansas
crops, Ben and Tammie Hughes
struggle to feed four children
I

donment is so common that mothers joke
about it. “I got lucky—my ex-husband
died,” says Mildred Bell, a mother of two.
“At least we get social security.”

Social worker Sally Miller says years of
grueling labor leave farm workers debili-
tated: “People here limp from crisis to cri-
sis in a state of chronic stress until their
bodies cave in.” Most lack medical insur-
ance. Because Orlando has no public coun-
ty hospital, Fuentes has at times coached
poor patients to exaggerate symptoms so a
private emergency room will have no
choice but to admit them. When govern-
ment aid is available to remedy problems,
the poor often don’t know how to get it.
“We're talking about people who can't
spell their children’s names, let alone write
down the identities of their last three land-
lords,” Miller says.

A local Office for Farmworker Ministry
has started a clinic, a credit union and a
farm workers’ association, all attempts to
bring order to the lives of the poor. In the
land of Mickey Mouse, the Roman Catholic
advocacygroupusesitsowncartoon charac-
ters, Gordo (Fat) and Flaco (Skinny), to rep-
resent haves and have-nots. “We explain
thatbothcharactersbearequal responsibil-
ity,” says Sister Cathy Gorman, head of the
ministry. “Gordo acts unfairly—and Flaco
permits him to continue.”

Sister Ann Kendrick, a staffer at the
farm workers’ ministry, hopes one day to
enlighten the millions of tourists who flock
to Walt Disney World and Sea World. She
would erect her own tourism kiosk at Or-
lando’s airport and promote a new attrac-
tion, Real World. To sample the true Flori-
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da farm-worker experience, visitors would
board a sweltering van for the ride to rural
Apopka. Along the way they would eat
stale peanut-butter sandwiches. They
would walk muddy rows in the rich farm
fields; perhaps they would take a long ride
onamuletrain. And they would come away
knowing what life is really like in Ameri-
ca’s vacation wonderland.

‘It’s as Though
We Don’t Exist’

In the weeks after he lost his farm, Russ
Schwebke faced a deeper humiliation: he
could not afford to feed his son. The boy left
Wisconsin to live with his mother while
Schwebke, desperate for a livelihood, tried
to start a tiny herd of 11 dairy cows on a
vacant farmstead. The loneliness was un-
bearable. So was the cold. He couldn’t af-
ford fuel for his house and on the worst
nights he slept in a barn warmed only by
the animals. The intervening three years
have brought countless discouragements
and one joy: his 11-year-old son, Rick, is
back home. Often the Schwebkes talk man
to man about the father’s dismal finances.
Russ, 46, carefully explains that it is no

_disgrace tobe poor. He privately hopesthat

adversity will strengthen his son. Beyond
consolation and love, adversity is all Russ
Schwebke has to offer.

Schwebke cannot bring himself to apply
for food stamps or AFDC. He accepts food
from the Western Dairyland Economic Op-
portunity Council, an antipoverty agency;
his son will not endure the diet of bread
topped with cream and sugar that fed im-
poverished farm children a generation ago.
Schwebke sees congressmen attuned tothe
urban poor but less aware of people like

himself: “It’s as though we don’t exist.”

Many Americans view farm problems as
yesterday’s news. This summer’s drought
aside, U.S. agriculture has begun a come-
back. But many small farmers still risk
ruin in marginal regions such as western
Wisconsin, where broad hills jut from the
sandy soil like buttes of the desert South-
west. The isolation of some areas from cit-
ies and jobs offers few alternatives to those
the recovery may have permanently left
behind. Across the countryside, frustra-
tions ignite family disputes and child neg-
lect worsens. Some women resort to sup-
port networks; they exchange tales of
poverty and desolation in the same rural
areas that a nearby brewery has long ad-
vertised as God’s country.

Young farm wives often bear the brunt

_of poverty’s burden. When Frank Schuh
couldn’t meet payments on his Buffalo
County farm, it was his wife, Doreen, 37, .
who finally walked into the bank to admit
defeat. An accident then crippled Frank’s
right leg, leaving Doreen to move the fam-
ily to an empty farmhouse infested with
bull snakes. Counseling has eased the bit-
terness Frank heaped on Doreen as she
confronted crises he wanted to deny. She
has not come to terms with dependence on
welfare. The first time a caseworker
brought food to the family of six, an embar-
rassed Doreen Schuh insisted he leave with
a loaf of bread she had baked.

Even when the isolation is self-imposed,
the pain can be palpable. George Richard
Beck, a mechanical engineer, sits in a rent-
ed frame house outside Black River Falls,
his blue eyes transfixed on a blurry “Star
Trek” rerun. He lost his job in Chicago and
fled north two years ago. “I was tired of bill
collectors, tired of running,” says Beck, 45.
“When we got here I was a beaten man.
Still am.” He says he has submitted 300 job
applications and would settle for janitorial
work at a nursing home. He doubts he’ll get
the job: “Would you hire an engineer to
mop floors?” he asks. His wife, Michel, 30,
talks of the emotional torment and fighting
that have plagued the impoverished house-
hold. She is gamely learning to butcher
deer hit and killed on the highway.

Is there any hope for the rural poor? The
Becks and others hope a new president will
notice their severe problems. This week’s
rush to approve $6 billion in drought relief
is the latest proof that Congress, for one,
would rather appease the narrow farm lob-
by than confront the more vexing problems
of all the rural poor. Some experts propose
a diversion of farm subsidies into broader
rural-development projects; others suggest
a sort of rural triage, with money chan-
neled only to the most promising areas at
the expense of the least. But imaginative
plans won’t get a serious hearing until the

plight of 9.7 million rural Americans is
placed firmly on the national agenda.
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Rural towns slow free ‘“al
ind success away from far
A oLl

By Steve Painter ' (/
and Bob Cox / /
Staff Writers

n a recent fall after-

noon, Jerry Robben of

Oakley was on the phone
to Clarinda, Iowa, hundreds of
miles away, trying to track
down a used combine for a cus-
tomer at his family’s farm im-
plement and auto dealership.

That's a long way to go to get
a combine for a customer, Rob-
ben concedes. But the customer
was ready to buy, and in today's
rural Kansas, he says, neither a
business nor a rural community
can take anything for granted.

The 1980s have not been kind
to Main Street businesses in ru-
ral Kansas. But in the past two
years, plummeting sales have
leveled off and, in some cases,
turned up. Main Street is begin-
ning to feel the soothing effects
of spendable income in the
pockets of farmers once again.

“They’re shopping now, and
they're buying,” Robben said of
his . customers. ‘“Before, the
were just shopping.” '

In 1986, the Robbens’ dealer-
ship sold no new tractors and
only five used ones. By early
November this year; farmers
had bought 22 tractors, six of
them new ones in the $40,000-to-
$70,000 price range.

The turnaround has provided
at least a spark of renewed opti-
mism in some small towns.

“] can't really say we're bet-
ter off, but our attitude is better
because we're not in the free-
fall that the powers that be put
agriculture in,” said John
Means, chairman of the board
of Citizens Bank and Trust Co. in
Hiawatha.

An awareness also is develop-
ing in many small towns, and in
rural policy-making circles, that
a sick farm economy isn’'t the
cause of all problems, nor is a
healthy farm economy going to
solve all problems.

Barper County’s economy is
receiving a shot in the arm from
the success of Attica Engineer-
ing. The manufacturer of air-
craft parts has boosted employ-
ment during the last three years
from 20 to 73.
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Council Grove has used existing
amenities to draw, people into
‘their area. Kenny Allen, Morris
County’s director of'economic de-
‘velopment, said the efforts were a
whole 1lot better than sitting
around watching farm foreclosure
'sales.

“It took those things to wake us
‘up, to reach out and-do more with
our tourism and upgrade our ef-

forts to attract industry and retire- .

ment,” Allen said. *

It has been two years since the
farm crisis that ravaged rural
‘America hit bottom. Farm lenders
say most farmers who had ran up
huge debts during the inflationary
1970s have gone out of business or
lightened their debt loads, many
with the help of loan write-offs or
write-downs.

Government price-support pay-
ments have poured millions of dol-
lars into farmers’ bank accounts.
Crop surpluses have shrunk, with
‘the help of this year’s drought,
and prices for wheat, corn, soy-
beans and other commodities have
risen dramatically. Livestock mar-
kets have been strong. _

Prices for cattle have been
strong, mostly because the nation’s
cattle herd is at a 25-year low.

All in ‘all, the past two years
‘have been fairly good for U.S. ag-
iriculture. And as the improved
.farm economy has helped slow the
‘downward economic spiral of ru-
ral communities, nearly all of
them are trying, some almost des-
perately, to do something to give
their towns a better chance to sur-
vive.

Still, few authorities on rural
-America suggest any develop-
meants on the horizon will reverse
the long-term decline of economic
vitality in rural areas. The number
of farmers continues to dwindle as
farm size grows, leaving fewer
-people in rural areas year after
year.

The trend is reflected on Main
Street. Kansas counties with fewer
than 15,000 people have watched
-retail sales plummet 46 percent in
13 years, after adjusting for infla-
.tion. Two years ago, the annual
‘rate of decline in retail sales in
the counties reached its worst
point of the decade — more than
10 percent.

For now, rural areas at least
have a chance to catch their
breath after that free-fall.

“l think the town ... is doing
better than it. was._ I thj i-
tion has stopped. It's basically sta-
bilized rather than going down-
hill,” said CJ. Conrady, a farm
implement dealer in Anthony.

The change is reflected in a re-
cent survey of rural bankers by
the Federal Reserve Bank of Kan-
sas City. showing that rural busi-
ness siress has eased Substantially.

Kansas bankers reported that
11.8 percent of non-farm business-
5 in their arenc suffered severe
financi~! er-ece TuTing the  ore.

“They’re still
screamin’ on
Main Street
because it’s not
as good as it
used to be. They
haven’t realized
yet that it’s not
‘gonna be.”

— Greg Close

vious six months. Two years ago,'
the bankers put the number at
24.7 percent.

In Garnett, Dane Smith, pub-

lisher of two weekly newspa- -

pers, -has had a front-row seat
to the gradual improvement in the
rural economy. He arrived in town
from Missouri in December 1985.

“When I first came over here,
this place was like a tomb. You
didn’t want to ask people, ‘How’s it
going?’ ” Smith said. “We've been
kind of on the fringe of three good
economic punches.” In addition to
the farm crisis and the oil price
plunge, Garnett suffered from an
exodus of workers as construction
was completed at the Wolf Creek
nuclear power plant in 1985. _

Now, Smith says, he detects a
much more positive attitude
among the town’s businesses.

But it’s also easy to find voices
of pessimism. :

In Mankato, which lost a Du-
buque meatpacking plant and its
100 jobs two years ago, the owners
of the Country Cupboard cafe shut
their business down Nov. 18.

“There’s just not enough busi-
ness to keep it open. We’re not
going to go any deeper into debt,”
said co-owner Linda Chilcott.

And in Anthony, Jim Schwen-
sen, a pharmacist and owner of
Smitty’s Pharmacy, grumbles
about local people taking their
business elsewhere.

“It's our city (employees) peo-
ple and schoolteachers that g0 out
of town. We pay their salaries, but
they go to Wichita to spend their
money,” Schwensen said.

The loss of business is a recur-
ring theme in the rural towns.
Three of them — Oakley, Garnett
and Mankato — will see Wal-
Marts open in a nearby towns in
coming-months....’ -

Sam Walton’s a’pproéch of éell-‘

_.ing in huge volumes and keeping

pay scales low may have found
him a place in the hearts of shop-
Pers across America, but he has
few friends among rural Main
Street businesses.

For many, the recent develop-
ments in the rural economy mean
coming to grips with what the fu-
ture holds for rural, farm-depen-
dent towns.

“They’re still screamin’ on Main
Street because it's not as good as it
used to he. Thev haven't reslized

yet that it’s not going to be,” said
Greg Close, who works in his fam-
ily’s farm implement business in
Oakley.

Indeed, many rural experts say
it’s futile for rural communities to
expect a return to days like the
1970s. when rural economic
growth often outpaced that of ur-
Sdn areas.
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Council Grove:

in the heart of
Flint Hills cattle
country, Council
Grove was in pretty
good shape two years ago. It ap-
pears to be in excellent shape now.
There are no downtown busi-
ness vacancies. Many businesses
are operated by young people.
The town of 2,600 has a scenic set-
ting, a popular lake and several
well-preserved historic attractions.

Council Grove is aggressively
promoting tourism, and succeed-
‘ing in those efforts. The cattle
sector of agriculture has been good
for two years. There are half a
dozen small manufacturers that
have added 37 jobs in two years.

The county and city recently
hired a full-time economic develop-
ment person. In August, the
town passed a $1.2 million bond is-
sue for a new medical clinic, and
three doctors have been recruited
to practice there.

Retail sales in Morris County
have shown modest improvement
over the past two years, aftera
year of sharp decline in 1986.

Garnett:
in eastern
Kansas' diver-
sified crop coun-
try, Garnett is the
county seat of Anderson County
and has about 3,300 residents. Not
a lot has changed in the past two
years, exceptin the attitude of mer-
chants and townspeople. They
are more upbeat, although some
storefronts remain vacant.
Earmers had a superb harvest
in 1987. and this year's Crops
looked good until it quit raining in
July. Still, they had @ good corn and
milo harvest, soybeans. which
are big in the region, were way off.
A couple of recent blows will
nurt: United Telephone pulled sev-
eral good-paying jobs out of
town, and Guaranteed Products.
which made doors and frames,
has shut down. But those events
prompted four different groups
to coalesce and form Anderson
County Economic Development.
Retail sales have been nearly
level for the past two years, after
eight years of decling — some
years showing sharp decline.

Oakley:

In the drytand
whaat and cattle
country of north-

. west Kansas. Oak-
fey has done little to lessen its
reliance on agriculture. The area is
a strong agribusiness center.

™~
yet\m\at it’s not going to be,”/aid
Greg Close, who works in hjg fam-
ily's farmr implement byginess in
QOakley. ~.
Indeed. many rural experts say
ir's futile for rura;/’(?ommuniﬁes to
expect a. rerurn/to days like the
1970sc when” rural economic
growth often outpaced that of ur-

han areas.

with three implement dealerships
and a livestock auction that
draws people from throughout the
region. It also has 1-70 going for
it, plus three dentists and an eye
doctor, which are a big draw 10
the town of 2,200.

The biggest upcoming
change are plans for banks in Win-
ona and Grinnell to move their
headquarters to Oakley. The one
existing bank has been under
federal supervision because of bad
joans and poor capital, and the
president of the bank questions the
wisdom of adding two more dur-
ing a fragile recovery.

Most storefronts are occu-
pied. Many business owners and
residents are elderly. Few young
adults are going into business.

Retail sales leveled off in the
past year, after sharp declines in
1986 and 1987.

Anthony:

Located in

south central Kan-
sas wheat coun-
try, the town, like
its Harper County neighbors,
“arper and Attica, has felt the im-
pact of the severe slump in the
ol and gas industry. Population has
reveled off at about 2,500

Business leaders of the three
towns banded together 18 months
agotoforma county economic
development committee and say
they have achieved some mod-
est successes. The commitiee acts
as a resource for local business-
es, interceding with state or local
government to clear up regula-
tory hurdles or to seek out re-
sources.

A sheep-packing pfant in
Harper and an aircraft-parts manu-
facturer in Attica have seen sub-
stantial growth, providing jobs that
have helped offset the declining
oil and gas industry. Several small
manufacturing companies in the
county may be on the verge of ex-
pansion.

Some retailers claim business
is hurt by proximity of big stores in

Wellington, but others say they .
|- are comgeting successfully. .

The question for small towns is
whether the times were an aberra-
tion, says David Darling,’ a-com-
munity-development i

vice at Kansas State University.
“The old and rigid thinking is
that, if we can get the commodity
prices up, everything will be fine,”
Darling said. “Golden ages (only)

specialist
with the cooperative extension ser--

Mankato:

As the farm
economy began to
improve, Jewell
County's economy. .
worsened. Dubuque closed its
packing plant in late 1986, putting
about 100 people out of work.

With no jobs, many of those people
have left the area. Population

has dropped to about 1 ,000 in Man-
kato. .

But there are signs of hope. A
volcanic ash plant is in the process -
of re-opening and may employ
as many as 40. A manufacturer of
antique automobile supplies
moved from the Kansas City area,
creating 12 jobs.

“if we could just get the pack-
ing plant reopened, we'd be better
off than we've been in a long
time," said one merchant. But Du-
buque was recently merged with
two other companies and the new
management doesn't return the
town officials’ phone calls.

The retail sector has shrunk.
One grocery and one drug store re-
main, each having bought out its
principal competitor. Retail sales
nave been stable the last two
years.

Hiawatha:

Stability ar-
rived in this north-
east Kansas
Corn Belt town be-
fore it did in some others, though
this year's drought didn't help. The
pusiness district is full. Retail
sales have almost kept pace with
inflation the last four years, de-
spite the proximity to jarger cities.
The town's population of 3,650 is
down about 5 percent from 1980.

Two large manufacturing com-
panies provided a cushion as the
tarm economy fell. The town has
three farm equipment dealerships,
including & new Case-Interna-
tional outlet.

Like other towns, Hiawatha
has an economic development
group, and Brown County is now
forming one. The emphasis is on
helping local businesses "pe-

:| . .cause we know that's where the:

i

s

come once in a great while. That’s
why they're called golden ages.”
The towns challenged with sur-

vival are not just the smallest .

those long considered dying farm
towns. Survival also is in question
in many towns that traditionally
held advantages over their small-
er neighbors — the county-seat
towns, where unified school dis-
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jobs will be created,"” said one

member. "if we get anybody (new)

to come in, that's just icing on

the cake.” o
After attempting to lure & torti-

lla chip manufacturer to town. a lo-

cal grain company has decided

to get into the pusiness itseif.

Lyons:

The popula-
tion — now at
3,800 — contin-
ues to decline. The
oil and gas slump hasn't helped
the outlook, as service work has
ground to a near halt. But com-
munity leaders say things are bet-
ter than two years ago, and s
they're optimistic. .

Retailers — a younger, more
aggressive group than a few years
ago — say business is slow.
They're battiing to attract custom-
ers and generally believe the
outlook is good. "'l just think we're
on the verge of an upswing,”
says one. Competition is stiff from
stores and malls in Hutchinson,
Great Bend, McPherson and even
Wichita.

Alco is building a new dis-
count store, which community lead-
ers say is a sign the company
shinks Lyons has a future. There are
no vacant stores or industrial
buildings. And two companies are
building facilities.

As for agriculture, farmers in
the area are generally in pretty

ood shape, according 10 imple-

ment dealers and bankers.

La Crosse:
The Rush
County county
seat in westermn
Kansas cattie and
wheat country is still reeling from
the farm and oil slumps. The wors

. came in 1986 and 1887, when

half the county’s eight banks failes

The county has steadily lost
population during the past 10
years, and the few retall bust-
nesses are struggling. In the wak
of the bank closings, L2 Crosse
lost its hardware store, its two
clothing stores, & lumber yard
and one of its two grocery stores

Susiness owners feel the
worst is behind them and that th
economy is finally feveling out.
Retail sales have been declining
slowly in Rush County this year,
in contrast to sharp declines the
previcus three years.

Strenuous efforts by the coun
ty's volunteer economic develog
ment committee kept KBK in-
dusiries, one of the City's three
manutacturing businesses. from
moving to Great Bend. They als’
worked successfully to keep
Skillett Trucking.

Sara Quinn/Ste

tricts, county hospitals and
medical facilities were base

Despite the advantages, m
ral county-seat towns in by
also share common characte
that do not bode well for
Their support traditionall
come from a combination o

@ TOWNS, 7A, Col. 1
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VYoices of pessimism

Dwindling fdrm population may blu
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oil and manufacturing — and the
manufacturing frequently has
been related to farm and oil.
Economists who study rural
America say those are the rural
communities that are suffering.
Meanwhile, a small segment of
rural communities is growing at a

healthy pace — towns with ameni- .

tes such as outdoor recreation.
They frequently develop services
for the elderly, making the towns
popular places to retire. In some
cases, they have economies based
largely on stable government mst1~
tutions.

In Kansas, Council Grove and
LaCrosse show the contrasting
fortunes of small county-seat
towns.

Council Grove is nestled com-
fortably in the scenic Flint Hills,
next {o a popular lake. It has a

number of well-preserved historic -

attractions and a thriving and co-
hesive business community that in-
cludes many young adults.

LaCrosse, spread out on the
High Plains, has few natural at-
tractions. The town has always de-
pended heavily on agriculture and
oil.

arling paints three scenar-
, ios for rural Kansas com-
munities:
® Their economic nosedwe will
continue unchecked as younger
people move away and the older
residents die. Many county-seat
towns could go the way of their
smaller neighbors.
® They will arrive, as many ap-
parently have, at a temporary lev-
el of stability. Even so, they will
confinue down what Darling calls
the “stairstep to disaster,” vulner-
able to the next downturn in the
farm economy.

“Stability is nothing to brag

about if you're stable and every-
one else is developing,” Darling
said.

® People displaced from tradi-
tional rural pursuits will be stimu-
lated to be enirepreneurial, to de-
velop business endeavors that will
bring some economic vitality to
thexr hometowns

Rt LI S L7 WA S S e P

The third possibility is obviously
the one of choice for most rural
communities. They've caught the
economic development bug, just as
their big-city cousins have, though
most complain that it’s a David-
vs.-Goliath task. They just don’t
have the resources to develop and
attract busmeses that urban areas
have. - -.o- g ,

. Still, many rural communilies
have concrete economic develop-
ment efforts. . .

- In Harper County, three towns
‘that.-traditionally have -viewed
themselves ‘as competitors '~ An-
thony, Attica and. Harper —- are
cooperating under the same ban-
ner for economic development.

“The area has to start looking at
itself as a community rather than
individual towns,” said Bob Kues-
tersteffen, vice president of First
National Bank of Attica.

In Garnett, the new Anderson
County Economic Development
group held a wine-and-cheese af-
fair recently, attended by 88
“movers and shakers.” In less
than half an hour, $14,000 was
raised:to help pay for. group ef-
forts.

“We just basically got together
and . said, °‘Hey, we're - losing
grouhd." People are - ready.
They're wanting something to hap-
pen,” said Donna Umbarger, tem-
porary chairman of the group.

But small communities are find--
ing that' economic development
can be a treacherous road. Smith,
the Garnett publisher, recalls that
a couple of years ago, there was
considerable interest in courting
the company that Wwas searching

. for a site to dispose of low-level
. radioactive ‘waste from- several™
Midwestern states. ‘

“We're talking about welcoming

. people who want to bring radioac-
i tive waste in here. So you can see

i how hungry people are for some-
thing,” Smith said.

And in Lyons, some people are
E_questioning the wisdom of luring
Western Foundry to their town
from Tyler, Texas, with a package
of tax breaks and a loan. The comn-
lpany has had trouble persuading
local workers to take hot, dirty,
‘ \jobs at low wages.

e A

‘ The company has resorted to,
Mexican,
aliens from Texas to fill the jobs.
Nevertheless, Lyons Mayor Paul|
ones said city leaders had no re-,
ets about attracting the com-

ringing in resident

vany to town.

|
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5 of pessimism still heard

y farm population may blunt rural regrowth

.

The future of small, countyseat | thors, Mark Drabenstott, regional

0Wns depends largely on the peo-
le who live there. But policy '
holces made beyond the ‘local i
evel also play a role,

In an article on rural America !
the 1990s, two widely respected '
Eperts on the ryral economy say
at regional trade centers will
ntinue to develop, sometimes at
e expense of smaller towns,

"“The centers may not necessar-
be county Seats,” write the au-

economist for the Federal Reserve
Bank of Kansas City, and Mark
Henry, professor of agricultural
economics at Clemson University.

“In fact, one town may serve as
the business and financial center
for several counties, especially in
farm regions,” they say.

The federal government has
been involved in rursl develop-
ment policy in varying degrees for
the past century, Many experts
think the timing is right for a sig-
nificant rethinking of rural policy.

“It's clearly the issue of the late
1980s and early 1990s, there’s no
question about that,” said Alan -
Barkema, another Kansas City
Fed economist, “People are speak- -
ing of trying to make something
happen in rural areas, but that is

not to say that every rural commu-
nity will thrive,”

Barkema says the biggest prob-
lem today is that the nation’s farm
policy essentially serves as its ru-
ral policy. v

I think that's a fundamental er-

_Tor. Farm policy per se should not-

be ‘our rural policy,” Barkema
sald. Dollars in the pockets of
farmers, a small percentage of the
population even in rural areas to.
day, just don't have the kind of
impact they once did, he says,

One who takes issue with that
notlon is Fred Bentley, director of
the Kansas Rural Center, The
Whiting-based group
changes in farm policy that would
reverse the trend toward larger
and fewer farms.

“In my view, for the success of

\ e ’ =

favors -

rural deveiopment, we've got to
have more farmers out here,” sald
‘Bentley,

The easiest way to do that, he
sald, would be for the federal gov-
ernment to implement a declining
Scale of commodity support levels,
Glving farmers greater rewards
for the first 10,000 bushels of a
crop than for the second and third
10,000 bushels would encourage
the development of smaller farms,
he said.

Barkema, among others, is not
convinced that the long-term trend
can be stopped.

“It's something that's very hard
to do. I think if it were easy to do,

-perhaps we -already would have

done that,” he sald,

' Most rural policy experts, such
as Drabenstott and Henry, see the
ft;deral government's role as help-
Ipg to upgrade rural America’s de-
chying infrastructure — educa-
tlonal facilities, roads, water and
s?wer systems,

QEThe state most likely will conin-
ue its role of marketing home-

own and home-manumctured
products, as well gg providing
some business Incentives and re.
sgarch Support, they say,

{Communities ang Individuals
will be left with the toughest job:
developing the businesses, making
tilings happen for their towns.

“They can't send us an Industry,
If we want it done, we're going to

have to do it ourselves,” said Gar-
nett's Smith,
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In lowa, Mental Anguish Still Racks Families,

7" xes Social Workers, Even as Farm Crisis Abates

By DENNIS FARNEY
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
SPENCER, lowa—As she travels the
greening fields of northwest Iowa, mental
health worker Joan Blundall is haunted by
a face in a 19th-century painting.

It is the face of the exhausted peasant
in Millet's ““Man With a Hoe" —a face with-
out hope, a face without dreams. Too often,
Ms. Blundall glimpses that face in the 20th-
century lowans she’s trying to help. Those
troubled faces, struggling courageously at
the edge of despair, illustrate the crosscur-
rents roiling both lives and social institu-
tions in lowa today.

Economically, Iowa's long rural depres-
sion has begun to ease. Farmland prices
are up about 20% from a year ago and rec-
ord federal subsidies have stabilized the
countryside. Politically, the rural crisis is
in danger of fading into the background
noise; the presidential hopefuls who once
swarmed over this state are long gone
now. !

But the suffering continues. Psychologi-
cally, rural lowa resembles a Vietnam vet-
eran with post-traumatic stress disorder.
Its stress level continues to intensify, for
individuals and for the agencies that serve
them.

The caseload here at the Northwest
[owa Mental Health Center hasn't de-
creased; at best, it has reached a plateau.
The problems of the average patient
haven't moderated; they've become more
severe. The center is bumping the limits of
what its nine supporting counties can af-
ford. And its 45-member staff is fighting
burnout.

“The entire system is under stress.
We're not just propping up farmers, we're
propping up the people who prop up the
farmers,” says the center's executive di-
rector, Patrick Singel. Recently he found
himself counseling a staffer who came in
and said: “*Sometimes I feel like I'm bleed-
ing to death.”

Towa’s rural counties are approaching
tax burnout themselves. And a new Uni-
versity of Iowa study predicts relief will be
slow in coming. :

“Local governments will be the last to
get the benefits of any upturn,” predicts
Tim J. Shields, acting director of the uni-
versity’s Institute for Public Affairs.
That's partly because Iowa counties com-
pute assessed valuation on a five-year roll-
ing average that smoothes out peaks and
valleys.

In terms of tax effort—taxes levied rel-
ative to per-capita income—some north-

“west Jowa counties already are taxing 20%

to 45% harder than the state average, the
institute finds. ‘‘And available funds are
being plowed into mortar, brick and tar,”
says chief of research David Swenson.
“Community mental health services are
undergoing particular budgetary stress."”

Palpable Stress

Here at the center, cited as a model by
the National Association of Counties, that
stress is almost palpable.

The “dream committee,” an informal
staff group that once gathered every Fri-
day to talk goals and boost morale, meets
only sporadically now. To supplement the
center's $1.4 million budget, Ms. Blundall
reluctantly spends a third of her time con-

Reagan Exhibit; Support for Meese, Says
U.S. Is Working on Way to Oust Noriega

By ELLeN HUME
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
WASHINGTON-President Reagan ex-
pressed ‘‘complete confidence’' in Attorney
General Edwin Meese, and said that if the
attorney general were to leave his job now
“he would then live for the rest of his

lifs *his cloud with nothing that had
evi proven.”
1. &sident also acknowledged, dur-

ing an impromptu 20-minute session with
reporters, that his policy of encouraging
Panamanians to oust Gen. Manuel Norieg_a

prompting an outci‘y from Justice Depart-
ment officials, conservatives and liberals
alike,

House Clears Bill
Limiting F unding
Of Water Projects

sulting. Executlve Director Singel, a 39-
year-old father of three, works 60-to-70-
hour weeks—but tries to limit Saturdays
and Sundays to no more than four hours
each. ‘'Pat won't do us much good if he's
dead,” worried one staffer recently when
asked to evaluate the center in writing.

And always, there are the victims them-
selves.” Three generations—grandparents,
parents, children—have begn maimed by
the Midwestern shakeout. Iowa has re-
celved more attention because of its early
political caucuses, but its neighboring
states are grappling with the same prob-
lems. One Nebraska study ‘
found that from 1981 to 1986, farmers went,
psychologically, from the least-depressed
to the most-depressed segment of the pop-
ulation. Here at the center and its outreach
gatherings in surrounding towns, the walk-
ing wounded keep coming in.

For example, there's the baffling case
of a young child who simply stopped grow-
ing for a year and a half. Doctors couldn’t
identify a medical reason. The tentative

- diagnosis here: Stress. Sensing the family

as whole under pressure, the child had be-
come an “emotional caretaker” to the par-
ents,

"“There is the woman in her 70s who
came to Ms. Blundall seeking advice.
Where could she find a job?

There is the family, fighting to hold the
farm through outside jobs. With both fa-
ther and mother working outside, who
farms the farm? Much of the time, it's
their teen-age son. -

There is the farm wife in her thirtles
who's taken on three supplemental jobs.
Some nights, she gets four hours of
sleep. :

“For a long time, we've lived success-
fully with the myth that if they worked

hard, all would be well,”” says Ms. Blun-
dall. “Now, with almost a childlike inno-
cence, we've learned how uncertain the
world can be.” ]
Although Iowans now, Ms. Blundall and
Mr. Singel are Pennsylvania-born, she in

Philadelphia’s inner city, he in the rural _

Ajleghenies. Only coincidence brought
themn both to the rolling prairie swells of
northwest Iowa in the 1980s. Coincidence,
and a shared commitment to social
change. '‘We're '60s people,” he explains.

Burdened Budgets

A problem now is to find the money to
underwrite that '60s compassion, As the

_center has added new programs, its budget

has doubled in six years. Meanwhile, its
caseload has jumped to 2,100 from 1,485.
(The figure excludes miore than a thousand
people aided each year through an out-
reach program, Rural Response.) But with
area counties strapped, the center has
trimmed programs acrogs the board, in-
cluding Rural Response. .

Last week that program took the 42-
year-old Ms. Blundall to another town, to
a. support-group therapy session so
charged with emotion—so poignant, so per-
sonal—that to link names with actions
there would be unthinkable.

Initially, the strongest and most cheer-
ful of the group appears to be a crew-cut
farmer in his 60s. He grins, jokes and
draws others into his laughter. But
abruptly, while describing spring and the
returning wrens, he chokes up. His eyes
brim with tears.

He has been talking, almost in code, of
loss. His wife loved wrens, but she died
years ago. He has lost his farm. He must

rent the house, once his own, from a dis--

tant landlord. He must watch as another

.farmer hacks away at trees he planted.

“Kinda silly,"”” he apologizes for the tears.
Ms. Blundall hands him a napkin.

A woman in her 50s, struggling with
her husband to preserve their farm, sum-
marizes their life now: “Just surviving.
Being afrdaid every year, wondering
whether there’'s going to be another

year."”

Gently, Ms. Blundall encourages these
victims to vent their pain, And to talk of
happier things as well: New windows for a

« home, victory in a legal skirmish,,a ges-
ture of love from a child. It's as if she is

drawing infection from a wound.

That’s her work — *“weaving dreams
fiom the remmants,” she calls it—and
that's what keeps her gomg. “Until I'm
surrounded by pictures of ‘Man With a
Hoe,' "' she vows, ‘I won't give up.”
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People, pluse s make
Council Grove thrive

OUNCIL. GROVE — 1It’s

lunchtime on a weekday in

November. At the Hays
House, where they've been serving
food since 1857, the main floor is
packed with diners.

Upstairs, a group of 40 is lunch-
ing in a banquet room, before an
afternoon tour of Council Grove
attractions. A check

people if Council - Grove who
make things happen for us,” said
Hank White, a.bank officer and .
president {of the Chamber of Ccm-
merce. “When we advertise, we
advertise ‘Come to our town.’ It's
not ‘Come to my store.’ It’s people
being ablée to put the community
above their own wants and desires
. ' that makes us differ-

of license plates on
the cars out front in- | :ff
dicate the customers §
are from North Dako- |
ta, Minnesota, Ne- |

Retailers up and
down the business
district will tell you
it'’s a rather slow day.
Stop by on a summer

weekend, they say,
and things will really
be hopping.

More than a few
small Kansas towns look upon
Council Grove with envy, wishing
the townspeople here could pack-
age what they have and sell it o
their less thriving cousins. Don’t
put it past these folks in Council
Grove to figure out a way to do it.

“As far as I'm concerned, every
other town looks sad compared to
ours,” says Larry Long, who has
run a bardware store in Council
Grove for 25 years.

What the Flint Hills town has
are scenic attractions, a popular
lake, several intriguing historical
sites and a bunch of -enthusiastic
people who know how to make the -
most of things.

“We have a cohesive group of

ent, I think. You
could sit on those (at-
tractions) and do
nothing .and not de-
velop them, so I think
it's the people.”

. Among small coun-
3| ty-seat towns, Council
3] Grove is clearly a
o] bright spot. If's a
town that came to
¢| grips with its future
long before most like-
sized towns. _

As support from
the farm sector was
shrmkmg, an aggressive group of
town leaders successfully recruit-
ed half a dozen small manufactur-
ers about 20 years ago. Those busi-
nesses are still going strong,
having added at least 37 jobs in
two years.

The manufacturers make dis-
posable medical items, telecom-
munications products, plastic in-
jector mollding, tubing, insulation

~ for doors zind windows, plastic cas-

ings for {fiber-optic cables, com-
mercial mowers and wood stoves,
among other things.

~“We recognized that, as num-
bers (of farmers) went down, it

@ FUTURE, 2F, Col. 1




A younger

invests in Council Grove’s

© FUTURE, from 1F

dido’t necessarily diminish the
wealth of the area, but it did di-
minish the number of people
buying cars and clothes,” said Don
McNeal, longtime publisher of The
Council Grove Republican.

To add to the success of the
manufacturers, the town more re- J
,cently has realized what its history
\and natural attractions can do for -
it in attracting tourists. Many peo-
P € the biggest chunk of cred-
it fo Helen Judd and her: husband,

Charlie. - - e
When Helen Judd inherited the

Hays House from her grandmoth-
er. back in the 1970s, she and
Charlie gave up their teaching ca-
reers in California and returned to
Council Grove. They refurbished it,
the: place, turning the historic res-
taurant into @ showplace “that
draws attention from far bf:ypnd
the boundaries of Kansas.. .
“Connie Essington followed their
lead in the early 1980s, buying the
Stage Coach Motortel, refurbishing
it'and restoring its original name
from the 1880s, the Cottage House
Hotel. )

The two properties and Council
Grove Lake just north of town.
form the foundation for a prosper-
ing. tourism trade.

ialor the doctors next to the hospi-
Despite all the extras, many
business owners say they’re still
susceptible to the swings in the
farm economy.
“The backbone of our economy -

MAIN STREET /Revisited

business generation

“As far as
I’m concerned,
every other
town looks
sad compared
toours.” -
— Larry Lon

the Kaw Indians tha /

trail was signed there — and there
are a dozen or more well-pre-
served historic sites such as the
Last Chance Store.

“When the farm economy was .

slipping, we built up our tourism. I
think we just turned to that and

worked with what we had to of-

fer,” said Jody Sellers, co-owner
of Aldrich Apothecary.

Retail sales figures, adjusted for
inflation, show that Morris County

is one of the few rural counties in
the state to turn in a respectable
performance in the 1980s. There
were two years when sales were

still is probably agriculture,” said
Jim Wilson, owner of a car dealer-
ship. He figures at least half of his
pickup sales are farm-related, and
he’s having a pretty good year.
Wwilson has been selling cars in
Council Grove since 1963 and

future

off sharply, 1986 and 1981, and

" one year of sharp gain, 1983. The

other years have been fairly

steady.

That can be credited, in part, to
business people such as Sellers, 30,
and her partner, Connie Aldrich,
35. The business district, with ev-
ery.storefront filled, includes nu-

. merous young adults — an indica-

tion -that the younger generation

| sees'a future in-Council Grove. .

And they work hard at it, with

-~ promotions throughout the year
~ . -/ that ‘usually - get 100 percent par-

But the town has miore. It's

known as the birthplace’of the.

Santa Fe Trail — the treaty with

that opened-the

ticipation- among the retailers.
Their ‘efforts are aided by having

a daily; newspaper in the town of

2,600."-The: Republican, . which

‘McNeal recently sold to his son,
Craig, operates in the smallest
market of any Kansas daily news-
paper.

“I think we have some Dew,
-young ideas. I think young, fresh
blood is always good for any busi-

- ness,” Sellers said-
"~ ghe and Aldrich, both pharma-

cists, were instrumental in recruit-
ing three doctors to Council Grove
this year, a feat many small towns
find impossible. A $1.2 million
bond issue passed by city voters in
August will pay to puild a clinic

plans to be around quite a few
more. . C

«I don’t think anybody knows if
or when this deterioration of small
towns will stop, but I think Council
Grove, Kan., has a very good
chance to survive,” he sai’ - -
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A CROSSE — Some dates aren’t
easily forgotten. i

Birthdays, high school gradu-

ations, wedding anniversaries.

In Rush County, they remember bank
closings. .

“People who haven't experienced a
bank closing or a school closing don't
know what goes on inside of a person,”
said Byron Gilbert, a McCracken insur-
ance agent and the town’s former may-
or. . v

“Here we are, living in this little,
small, secure community and then it gets
ripped apart. You have no control over

what’s happening to your bank, your

town. Some older people had banked
there for 50 years.” .

The bank closing in McCracken — the
Western Kansas town briefly famous as
the set for the Ryan O’Neal movie “Pa-
per Moon” — like four other recent
bank closings in Rush County, scarred
not just the town’s economy, but its sense
of hope. . .

The closings — a record. number in
the Midwest for a single county — deep-
ened a feeling of impotence in the coun-
ty’s smaller communities, already bitter
about school closings that had moved
many students to La Crosse, the county
seat.

In La Crosse, too, was a feeling of des-
peration. .

As oil prices plummeted in 1986, the
farm and oil crisis began to hit home.

The suggestion — made in the early .

1980s by Kansas State University exten-
sion specialists — that Rush County
should view itself as a bedroom commu-
nity for the booming oil towns of Hays
and Great Bend — rang hollow. Those
cities had plenty of vacant houses.

It was late 1985 when the Farmers and
Merchants Bank of La Crosse — the larg-
est bank in the county — failed. A year
later, the city’s other bank, Home State,
failed. Although both banks reopened
immediately and are on solid ground,
the repercussions are only beginning to
subside. _

“The phenomenal thing is that we're
still here and will have stories to tell our
grandchildren about the Terrible 1980s,”
said Tom Dechant, a certified public ac-
countant in La Crosse. -

Since 1986, the county seat town of
1,600 has lost one of its lumber yards, a
farm implement dealer, its hardware
store, one of two grocery stores and both
clothing stores. New businesses are vir-
tually unheard of and houses that were
selling for $25,000 in 1980 are lucky to
bring $15,000, according to the county
appraiser.

Today La Crosse is fighting back, but

with the overall economy-of northwest

' Kansas distressed, a dearth of people
with the resources to invest in new or’

expanding businesses and a limited num-
ber with the energy to act as community
cheerleaders, the struggle to keep up
people’s spirits is constant. :
Dechant counts Rush-County lucky be-
cause it has four manufacturing plants.
All of them weathered the worst years,

“and some are adding employees. Proper-

ty values have stopped their plunge and
the drop in sales tax receipts is leveling
off. . .

«The worst is over. We've got people
paying taxes again and that is the best
sign of times lookipg up,” he said.

[ BN BN ]
In surrounding Rush County, people

show less optimism. They think any im-
provement in La Crosse’s  economy is ’

errible 1980s’

coming at the expense of the smail
towns. : . L
Overall, the county. is caught in a
downward spiral that may slow but can-
not be reversed, they say. -
The . numbers bear out their conten-

_ tion. Between 1985 and 1988, the county.

lost 12 percent to 15 percent of its as-
sessed value. Its-sales tax collections
dropped 46 percent. There were 85 to
100 farm, business and home foreclo-
sures. » .

Between 1980 and 1988, the county lost

nearly 20 percent.of its population — 900.__ -

people. Enrollment in the school district

that includes . La Crosse has dropped

44 percent in 15 years. . - .
The county’s loss of population is-a
crucial factor - in whether it will be

forced to share its county courthouse

and county services with . surrounding
counties. * g ;
- “There’s a bottom amoant:you have-to
spend to run a county,” said Gene Al-
grim, the county extension agent. “Whesn
there are fewer and fewer people, that.
means higher property taxes and whoev-

er is left has to pay. It makes it harder
to recruit business, too.” . o

The county’s volunteer economic” de-
velopment committee, startedi in 1986,

took the first steps toward rallying the-

* county.

' They started by doing simple things.

They printed a directory of county busi-

nesses. At the edges of each town they
put lifesize figures of a farmer in over:
alls holding a sign saying, “It’s ‘All Up
From Here, Rush County.” . X

They managed to keep some business: .
‘es from moving away, but recruiting new-
ones proved difficult. : s
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Nearby towns say they’re paying

for La Crosse’s success-

‘ LA CROSSE, from 1F

Among their successes was the
retention of KBK Industries. The

“The worst is
over. We've got

fiberglass manufacturer that em- . . O
ploys 37 people considered moving people paymg _
to Great Bend, but because1 oir the taxes_agam and
community’s efforts and help rom pia
the county in paying for a gas line, t]."latu 1S tl.le best K
company officials decided to stay s1gn Of times 100 -
in Rush Center. . 99

“Skillett Trucking, which contem- mg up.

plated moving, decided to stay
after receiving help with a Small
Business Administration loan ap-
plication. The county has four otq-
er manufacturers, Flame Engi-
neering, a manufacturer o_f
propane torches; La Crosse Furni-
ture, a furniture manufacturer; a
helium plant; and an airplane
parts manufacturer.

«But despite the victories,‘the
economic development commxt?ee
found flagging interest countywide

and after the successes with KBK

-

services their towns no longer of-
fer, county residents say. = -

In McCracken, the city fathers
worked hard to recruit another.
bank or a savings and loan but got
no takers.. . : S

After the - McCracken bank
closed, the town-lost its liquor
store. Sales dropped at its grocery .
store, cafes and gas station.

“The people who used to come
to town to do their banking —
people from Ransom and Brow-
nell and Ness City — they didn’t
come anymore,” Gilbert said.
“They used to come, maybe buy
some groceries in the store, have
a cup of coffee at the restaurant
and buy some gas.” :

Despite the bank closing, the
well-kept streets of McCracken,
population 290, have a lively air.

As dusk fell one day this month,
farmers and ranchers were ‘stop-
ping on Main Street to talk about
the yields on their milo and the

and Skilleft-in early- 1987. Tw
more banksclosed, making their.
work seem' to be for naught. -

“You reach'a point where you: -
can’t see the positive results for -
the negative ones,” said former -
committee member Scott' Wood-:
berry, who works at the La Crosse

Co-op. -

price for it posted at the CO~-0p.
Two cafes are going in the town,
one serves the breakfast and
lunch crowd, the other is open for
supper. .

But down the road in Alexander,
the bank was the economy, said
Gloria Morgan, who worked in the
bank for nine years before it
closed. ' .

“The bank was the last thing
people were hanging on to; even
when times are bad, you're still a
town if you have a bank,” she
said.

The unremitting economic de-
pression can be overwhelming for
a community, said Ron Fundis, a
professor of sociology at Fort Hays
State University.

“In the past, people would say,
‘Well, we won’t buy the new car,’
or ‘We.won't get the new washer,
and things will get better, ” Fun-

. dis said.

“But things didn’t get better.

987, Two -

— Tom Dechant

Crosse, the banks have not re-
“opened. . R
. - The closings may help La Crosse
:-temporarily  because it gains the
business of small-town residents
who go to the county seat for the

People still lost their farms.  Peo-
ple still lost their homes. -
“People did everything they
were supposed to do, and bad
things still happened. The psycho-
logical impact of that is terribly
unsetﬂing." oo
The Alexander bank, built of na-

" tive stone in 1912, looks as if.it is

Closed only temporarily® Its red
carpet is bright and looks recently
vacuumed. Its windows and doors
aren’t boarded up.

" “To be ‘honest with you, I wake
up some mornings thinking the
people in Washington, D.C,, will
come today and say, ‘This has all
been fun, but our experiment is
over,’” Morgan said. :

“‘We're going to start over,
we're going to put all the money
back in your bank, and the place
will be like it never closed, every-
body who was in debt is back in
debt, but we’re going to let you
work it out for yourself.’”

In the'small”iovéns that ring La-



Gloria Morgan stands outside the closed Alexander State Bar‘nk_'in Alexander,

where she worked for nine years. “The bank was the last thing people were

hanging on to; even when

bank,” she said. The streets of La

county seat has lost a lum
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times are bad, y

ou’re still a town if you have a

Crosse:are quiet, at right. Since 1986, the
ber yard, a farm implement dealer, its hardware ‘

store, one of two grocery stores and both clothing stores.




