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Of course, I do not have the solution to every community’s current woes and path to long-
term sustainability. Yet, rural researchers have learned a great deal of looking at the path of 
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term sustainability. Yet, rural researchers have learned a great deal of looking at the path of 
North American development over the last 75 years. I am talking about how to increase 
community’s odds of having a sustainable future. The way I would look at my advice as 
being akin to a doctor advising you not to smoke. Of course we can find smokers who live 
long healthy lives and we can find non-smokers who experience an early death, but quitting 
smoking greatly increases your odds of surviving a long time. 

Why discuss this issue now? Well, Ohio is getting closer to a tipping point where its 
communities will be under even more stress they currently are. Likewise, the evidence 
suggests that this region can take advantage emerging trends if it works closer together. 

In my discussion, impediments are opportunities in the sense that if you remove the barrier, 
you move forward.

So, why am I here: 

First, we need to outline that the 1950s economy, which is the current basis of popular and 
media thinking about rural America. It is wrong and produces bad policy for rural 
development.

Then we need to show how rural America actually works and what types of institutions and 
initiatives seem to improve the livelihood and well being of rural Americans?
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•I follow the convention of defining Rural America as outside of metropolitan areas 
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or urban centers of 50,000+ nearby counties with tight commuting links.

•Agriculture’s influence is dispersed in rural and urban America. Food processing, 
distribution, wholesale, input manufacturing and R&D are concentrated in urban
America, while agriculture has important international trade and competitiveness 
implications.

•Rural America is very diverse. Not just agriculture and natural resource primary 
sector. I would also argue that manufacturing based strategies are too narrow. The 
point is that strategies that emphasize one industry are too narrow to succeed in the 
21st Century.

Sources for this analysis are U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 
2007 Farm Bill Theme Papers, Rural Development July 2006. Other sources 
include Partridge et al. (2006) “Employment Growth in the American Urban 
Hierarchy: Long Live Distance.” and Partridge et al. (2006), “Does the New 
Economic Geography Explain U.S. Core-Periphery Population Dynamics?” available 
at http://aede.osu.edu/programs/Swank/ and The Geography of American Poverty: 
Is there a Role for Place-Based Policies?, by Mark Partridge and Dan S. Rickman, 
W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, Kalamazoo, MI, 2006.

Ohio employment are for 2004 and are derived from U.S. Bureau of Economic 
Analysis data.

.



To illustrate the change in rural America, note that roughly all of Rural America 
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outside of the Northeast and the West Coast was farm dependent in 1950.

That “rural” economy was very influenced by global events such as the boom in 
commodity prices surrounding WW II and the Korean War.



•In terms of rural development, it is the green counties that would mostly benefit 
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from expanded farming employment. Other rural counties are much more tied to 
nearby urban areas in an interdependent relationship.

•By 2000, farm dependent counties were mostly limited to the Great Plains. Other 
remote rural counties that have often struggled include natural resource dependent 
counties—usually in mining or forestry. 

•The rapid increases in productivity in farming and natural resources have put these 
regions at a disadvantage in terms of employment opportunities (e.g., we need 
fewer farmers to produce the same amount of food as we did in the 1940s). Farm 
productivity is good for feeding the world, but has put many rural communities under 
stress. 

•Another problem is the tremendous changes in rural America have gone mostly 
unrecognized in key circles. Policies are often designed with the 1950 vision of rural 
America, not the current much more diverse version. 

Farms are increasingly tied to the rural economy as stated by USDA: “While 
agriculture is a small part of the rural economy, farm households have become 
increasing dependent on off-farm income. In 2003, 68 percent of farm households 
reported that the operator or spouse or both worked off the farm. In aggregate, 
almost 89 percent of U.S. farm

household income reported in 2003 came from off-farm sources. Dependence on 
off-farm work has led many to observe that agriculture is far more dependent on the 
rural economy than the rural economy is on agriculture.” 

Source: United States Department of Agriculture—2007 Farm Bi ll Theme 
Papers, Rural Development July 2006 , p. 7, July 2006.



•Rural America is often unfairly characterized as in persistent decline. This is not 
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accurate. 

•The best indicator of a region’s vitality is net migration—or people vote with their 
feet. If more people are moving in than moving out, something must be good about 
the region, which could reflect a combination of quality of life and economic activity. 

•On this score, rural America does well and the stereotype is misleading.



Rural population loss in Great Plains and S. Manufacturing dependent regions that 
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are struggling with global competition. Rural population gains are centered in 
mountains and metropolitan adjacent.



Urban areas are a Census Bureau classification. They are roughly a city of 50,000 
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people—but see below.

Urbanized Areas

The Census Bureau uses published criteria to determine the qualification and 
boundaries of urbanized areas (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002).  They 
currently define an urbanized area as consisting of a central place(s) and adjacent 
territory with a general population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile of 
land area that combined have a minimum residential population of at least 50,000 
people.



Mark Partridge 11



Ohio’s growth is especially lagging in smaller/medium sized MAs in Ohio.
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Large metro areas are also lagging with only Columbus being near the national 
norm.

Ohio’s smaller Micropolitan areas—cities 10,000-50,000 people and counties with 
tight commuting links are somewhat lagging the nation.

Core rural Ohio is actually exceeding the national average—despite headwinds of 
weak urban Ohio economic growth.

Definitions:

U.S. equiv change is defined for comparison.

3 Largest metropolitan areas are Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Columbus—more than 
1million population in 2000

5 Medium metropolitan areas are Akron, Canton, Dayton, Toledo, and Youngstown-
Warren—2000 population between 400,000-1 million.

8 Small metropolitan areas are Huntington-Ashland, Lima, Mansfield, Parkersburg-
Marietta, Sandusky, Springfield, Weirton-Steubenville, and Wheeling—less than a 
population of 400,000 in 2000.



Note the poor performance across the board except for Columbus.
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Better growth in Mansfield or Akron-Canton would spillover and help the greater 
Wooster region. 



This shows why rural growth is linked to urban growth.
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Explain growth relative to the distance from the core of Columbus, Cincy, Cleveland, 
Dayton, and Toledo. 

Growth is negative within 5 miles of the core of these cities.

Accelerates to rapid growth sprawl at about 10-15 miles from core, then falls rapidly 
and growth is even negative after 50 miles from the core.

Thus, while rural Ohio is doing better, remote rural Ohio is struggling.



This is distance from the nearest urbanized area—roughly a city of 50,000.
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Research at OSU suggests that growth greatly declines as counties are more 
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remote from urban areas with as few as 10,000 people, while there are additional 
incremental distance penalties to reach the nearest metropolitan area (MA), and MA 
of at least 250,000, 500,000, and 1.5 million people. 



The five “big city” metropolitan areas (Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, and 
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Toledo) are outlined in orange.

•Pink is population loss, darker shades of green is population gain. Yellow highlights 
the 5 metropolitan areas for Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, and Toledo. 
Major interstates are in light yellow. [Thanks to Jill Clark of AEDE, who produced the 
map. She calculated growth from April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2005] 

•The Ohio story is well-known. Growth in the 3 C’s corridor and near exurban 
Toledo. Ashland, Wayne, and Holmes counties are well positioned to leverage urban 
growth for commuting or recreational tourism. Weaker population change on the 
Western and Eastern borders. 

•Appalachian Ohio is showing some signs of growth. As someone new to Ohio, 
Appalachia strikes me as a region poised for takeoff with its natural amenities (and 
as it works through the final restructuring in its legacy of old economy industries).

•One trend is the rapid “exurban” growth around the 3 C’s: Warren, Medina, and 
Delaware counties. But, there is hollowing out or slower growth in the cores: 
Hamilton, Cuyahoga, and Franklin counties.

•Rural Ohio has few “remote” areas like the Great Plains, which is good in terms of 
growth, but it is currently being pulled down by the very weak state performance, 
especially in urban Ohio.



Source of Tax Burden: “Democrats and the AMT.” WSJ, April 14-15, p. A8.
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VT, ME, NY, RI are higher,

Then OH at 12.4%

Then HI, WI, CT, NE, NJ, MN, CA, AR, MI, KS.

I believe the one of the biggest causes is OH’s local governance is fragmented and 
the ‘bizarre’ local tax structure that forces neighboring communities to compete for 
jobs.



Data confirms story of decentralization of Ohio’s population with growing townships
This is despite: Annexations and slow overall growth in Ohio
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This is despite: Annexations and slow overall growth in Ohio
Large cities are shrinking. (50,000+ is large city)

Projected slight increase in village population
The overwhelming majority, 93.6%, of village population increase is occurring within 18 miles of Ohio urban core 
areas

Demonstrates governance issues that aren’t getting any easier for both small and large townships.
Small population townships need to think about relationship to county government
Large townships need to consider own infrastructure and how to best utilize agreements with neighboring 
municipalities

•The problem is that township residents often do not want the growth as it leads to congestion and ultimate 
annexation. Likewise, Townships lack the capacity for planning and infrastructure and it costs more to “fix” these 
problems later. Township growth also leads to de-populating urban core and the low population density strains 
OH’s local infrastructure and gov’t services.

Urbanized Areas
The Census Bureau uses published criteria to determine the qualification and boundaries of urbanized areas (U.S. 
Department of Commerce, 2002).  They currently define an urbanized area as consisting of a central place(s) and adjacent 
territory with a general population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile of land area that combined have a 
minimum residential population of at least 50,000 people. 
Ohio Cities, Villages and Townships
These 2,239 legally defined places encompass all areas of the state and represent the three primary sub-county forms of 
government.  The Ohio Code recognizes two different types of incorporated places, cities (with population of 5,000 or more) 
and villages (population less than 5,000 residents).  Both cities and villages are authorized with a variety of powers to govern
and manage their local areas.  In contrast, townships are unincorporated administrative units of state government and sub-
territories of counties.  In Ohio, townships have limited authority to manage their local area in comparison to cities or villages.
Governance
When discussing local policy in Ohio, it is important to note that Ohio is a “home rule” state. Ohio municipalities are granted 
home rule powers; counties and townships are not. That means that county and township governments may only act as 
specified by Ohio law, and therefore are limited in their ability, through statute, to affect local land use. Therefore, counties 
and townships are dependent on the state and the powers it authorizes explicitly to them to handle population and land use 
change.



Larry Long says that if we were a business with our out-dated practices, we would 
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be bankrupt.

Source of Tax Burden: “Democrats and the AMT.” WSJ, April 14-15, p. A8.

VT, ME, NY, RI are higher,

Then OH at 12.4%

Then HI, WI, CT, NE, NJ, MN, CA, AR, MI, KS.

I believe the one of the biggest causes is OH’s local governance is fragmented and 
the ‘bizarre’ local tax structure that forces neighboring communities to compete for 
jobs.
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Low taxes and efficiently provided services is an example of building a good 
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foundation. Quality of life and lower taxes promote household well being and firm 
profits. 



•For example, funding gov’t services is often more cost effective in large regions. 
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•One small community cannot develop a tourism strategy, but an entire region can 
develop a program. 

•A small town cannot provide transportation and road network, but a regional 
approach with effective regional taxation tools can provide this service.

•Communities need expertise in defining their regions. Regions are functions of 
many factors including commuting behavior. 

•Agriculture in Ohio would be better served if more regional approaches stopped 
chopping up farmland and created non-farm job opportunities, whereas more 
efficiency in providing gov’t services would reduce business tax burden.

•For details of Grassroots Greater Dayton, see 
http://grassrootsdayton.com/node/47--they may not be perfect, but it is a pro-active 
innovative approach.



•Gov’t funding to encourage larger regions to form--as well as for communities to 
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identify their regions--would be useful policy initiatives. 

•Funding could encourage consolidation in some cases or service sharing 
arrangements.



Rural communities need to get there basic foundation correct and jobs will follow. 
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This is everything from efficient gov’t to quality schools, healthcare, and 
environment. Not chase after the current new fad industry. This is wishful thinking 
and not sustainable economic development.
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