
Fighting for Survival
in Small Toimn America
Three places have insulated themselves
from down economies.
By Carole Moore

N
EW YQRK, DETRQIT,
Philadelphia: Moving to
big cities like these used
to be one road to success,
but many metro areas

are now struggling with eroding tax hases,
rusting infrastructure, and high unemploy-
ment. Qne result is that smaller towns can
be a magnet—but that doesn't mean all
small towns are thriving.

Planning looked at three towns—Au-
rora, Nebraska; Black Mountain, North
Carolina; and Helena-West Helena, Arkan-
sas—that have followed atypical strategies
in order to solve some of their problems.
Although they took different approaches
and are in different stages of putting their
strategies into effect, they have found solu-
tions that work for them. Here's a look;

• Aurora, Nebraska

(Hamilton County)
Population 4,480 (up by more than 250 in
the last decade)
Closest metropolitan Area Lincoln,
Nehraska (70 miles)
Major industry agriculture
Planning component planning
commission
With nearly half the population of Hamil-
ton County, Nehraska, living in the county
seat of Aurora, this vihrant rural area pro-
duces bumper crops of corn, soybeans, and
wheat. And while grain sales drive the local
economy, it's the carefully nurtured culture
of volunteerism and philanthropy that puts
this town on the map.

Terry Besser, professor of sociology at
Iowa State University, has made the study
of relationships between communities and

businesses her life's work. Besser has con-
ducted extensive research into the culture of
social capital and how tapping into a town's
human resources can tip the balance toward
economic stability, something she says Au-
rora has done with great success. The key,
says Besser, is to put the right people on the
job. "Eind some local champions who want
to dedicate their time to making change,"
she says.

Aurora's main industry is farming, hut
unlike some agricultural communities,
residents recognized they needed to change
things to prevent a downward spiral. Town
leaders say their predecessors tackled the
twin issues of a declining population and
a lack of reasons for future generations to
return to the community. A growth strat-
egy used in the early 1950s and late 1960s
incorporated plans to improve the qual-
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ity of life and keep tax rates, utilities, and
infrastructure costs lower than Nebraska's
average. They elected to adopt a culture of
philanthropy and volunteerism in order to
minimalize dependence on government.

Jim Koepke is one of Aurora's main
change agents. He points to three compo-
nents that he says are keeping the town on
the right track: building charitable founda-
tions, nourishing and developing leaders,
and conducting regular strategic planning.

The combination seems to be working.
Aurora hosts six foundations and, while
they do not donate to private businesses,
companies that locate in Aurora are expect-
ed to chip in and do their part. Together
the foundations boast current total assets
of about $78 million, more than $17,000 for
every town resident; they pump $3 million
back into the community each year. Local
grants have funded a community center, a
senior center, a sports complex, and a li-
brary, and were used to build the county
hospital. Completed in 1964, Memorial
Community Health is one of the few pri-
vately funded hospitals in the state.

Koepke, a retired banker and one of the
area's most avid volunteers, says the town
leveraged its strategic planning efforts to
fill in gaps. For instance, at one time Au-
rora had trouble recruiting and keeping
physicians. The solution: The hospital pur-
chased the town's clinics and employed the
physicians needed to staff them. That move
reduced the doctors' overhead and operat-
ing costs. As a result, Aurora's citizens don't
have to travel to larger towns to see a doctor.

Adding to Aurora's resources are former
residents who are returning to their roots.
Many of them pick up the leadership man-
tle. While not born in Aurora (he's from
Holstein, about 60 miles away), Phil Hupf
spent over a decade working for Microsoft
in Seattle before moving back to the Corn-
husker State. Hupf, who serves on the city
council, says volunteerism is ingrained in
Aurora's residents both through habit and
regular leadership training.

Aurora native and businessman Gary
Warren agrees. "I think the most important
thing we've done is realize that this leader-
ship thing isn't automatic. You always have
to be on the lookout for the next great lead-
er and make sure the resources they need to
realize their potential are available."

Town leaders reevaluate the strategic
plan every five years. The nonprofit Aurora
Area Chamber and Development Corpora-

tion identifies the community's top 10 needs
and has guided Aurora's plans for recruiting
of business and industry, health care, recre-
ation and housing.

Koepke says Aurora avoids spending
tax dollars whenever possible, preferring
instead to pursue private funding first. The
AACD doesn't fund municipal functions
(the fire department is all-volunteer and
other departments are covered by town rev-
enues), but it does help supplement them,
often with a domino effect. When the town
couldn't afford to upgrade its library, one
foundation built a new one and donated
it to the city. The savings realized this way
allowed the town to lower the tax rate and
fund other projects, which in turn attracted
new business.

"We call it 'The Aurora Way,'" Koepke
says.

• Black Mountain, North Carolina
(Buncombe County)
Population 7,850 (up by more than 300 in
last decade)
Closest Metropolitan Area Asheville,
North Carolina (15 miles)
Major industries tourism, the arts
Planning component planning board
Just outside the city of Asheville, the small
town of Black Mountain, North Carolina,
nestles in the foothills region of the Blue
Ridge Mountains. With its clear mountain
air and magnificent scenery, the commu-
nity siphons its share of recreational visitors
flocking to the area, but many of those visi-
tors come for the arts as well as the views.

It wasn't always like this. The town was
more of a bedroom community for nearby
Asheville than a destination on its own
merits. With few new businesses attracted
to the area, young people often moved else-
where. The downtown fell on hard times,
with crumbling buildings and little com-
merce. Then, in the 1980s, town officials
looking for ways to spur the economy
became involved in the state's Commu-
nity of Excellence program, which helped
kick-start downtown revitalization. Today,
mountain music, folk art, dance, and drama
are prominent, helped by a private-public
partnership that brought the arts to what is
now one of the state's most important artis-
tic and cultural centers, located in the old
town hall.

Black Mountain-Swannanoa Chamber
of Commerce Executive Director Bob Mc-
Murray, a 17-year member of the town's

planning board, says the board joined with
other town officials to help the project
along. "Planning and zoning was always
aware of the different needs of artists [who
worked] in home businesses in residential
areas," he says. The board translated that
empathy into home business-friendly zon-
ing, encouraging artists to relocate to the
area. In 1993, town officials took an even
bigger step.

The town of Black Mountain sold its
former town administrative building to the
Black Mountain-Swannanoa Arts Center.
The arts group renovated it and turned it
into the Black Mountain Center for the
Arts, which opened in 2000. BMCA direc-
tor Gale Jackson says renovations cost about
$ 1 million—a daunting amount for a small
town to raise, but it did so over the course of
four years by holding dozens of fundraisers
and soliciting private donations.

"They turned a building that was hous-
ing the old jail, the town library, the fire-
men's sleeping quarters, the old water de-
partment, the old chamber of commerce
room, the aldermen's meeting room, and a
lot of cubicle offices into a three-story arts
center," she says. The town had previously
moved its administrative office and water
department into a vacant building across
the street. Other departments were housed
in separate buildings throughout Black
Mountain.

The center, which now operates debt
free, draws tourists and artists from all over
the world. The town already has deep roots
in the artistic community: The old Black
Mountain College (1933-1957) once at-
tracted world-class faculty. Anne Chesky,
director of the Swannanoa Valley Museum,
says many big names—including architect
and inventor Buckminster Fuller and artist
Willem de Kooning—worked in the com-
munity. "It's still really inspiring the arts
here today," Chesky says.

The BMCA sets the tone for the town,
having inspired several well-received festi-
vals. Interim town manager Al Richardson
says Black Mountain is peppered with gal-
leries and shops that cater to art lovers. Art
not only helps prop up the local economy
with sales; it also pulls in outside dollars.
"Tourism plays a large part in our econo-
my," Richardson says. About one million
tourists visit the town each year.

Jackson says that the town's support of
the arts and willingness to retire the center's
debt helps everyone, from the artists who
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work out of their homes to the people who
work in tourism-related industries.

• Helena-West Helena, Arkansas
(Phillips County)
Population 12,828 (comhined population
of cities in 2000, five years prior to merger,
was slightly over 15,000)
Closest Metropolitan Area Memphis,
Tennessee (70 miles)
Major industries hlue collar, service, retail
Planning component planning
commission
America's favorite storyteller, Mark Twain,
once said, "Helena occupies one of the pret-
tiest situations on the river." Settled in the
late 1700s and incorporated early in the
following century, Helena had an elegant
historic district that fronted the Mississippi
River. Directly west of Helena, relative new-
comer West Helena sported thriving retail
areas and affordable subdivisions. The two
towns couldn't have been more disparate
in appearance and background, but they
shared many common bonds, including
high rates of teen pregnancy and poverty, as
well as limited opportunity.

For years the two danced around the
idea of forming one metropolitan area.
The concept had many detractors. Helena,
a river city with a long musical tradition
rooted in the blues and a bank of mansions
overlooking once-busy shipping lanes, had
a prosperous past but a not-so-shiny future.
Meanwhile, West Helena was viewed as a
vulgar upstart crisscrossed with strip malls
and burger joints.

Still, in 2005 they voted to combine forc-
es and form Helena-West Helena. Southern
Bancorp allied with the Walton Family
Foundation to form the Delta Bridge Proj-
ect, which helped guide the merger through
development of a long-term strategic plan.

According to Joe Black, president of
Southern Bancorp Community Partners,
the company is committed to helping trans-
form rural economies. "We decided one way
to approach this was to address the commu-
nity's needs holistically, so we still provide
access to credit, but we recognize that credit
doesn't take place in a vacuum. We also ad-
dress education, leadership, housing, and
economic development," he says.

City clerk Sandi Ramsey says that the
merged cities consolidated services as well.
"The volunteer individual planning com-
missions were disbanded and city leaders
appointed a new one, also all volunteers."
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In 2003, before the consolidation, about
300 Phillips County residents joined forces
to formulate a strategic plan that called for
promoting agriculture, tourism related to
the Civic War, and quality-of-life issues.
One result was the city's first Boys & Girls
Club, which today serves about 500 chil-
dren. Black says. The Strategic Community
Plan, now in its second generation, current-
ly identifies projects through 2020.

According to the University of Wiscon-
sin Population Health Institute, the area's
troublesome teen pregnancy rate has steadi-
ly declined. Black says that in 2010 the rate
was 102 per 1,000; in 2011 it dropped to 99,
and the 2012 projections predict a rate of
94 per 1,000. The area's first charter schools
were also established and have so far gradu-
ated two classes. Of those graduates, 95
percent have gone on to college, double the
previous ratio.

"Those are things that change commu-
nities," says Black, adding that Delta Bridge
never intended to go the distance alone.
Instead, initiative leaders found partners,
like the local community college. Steven
Murray, chancellor of Phillips Community
College, served as the chairman of the Delta
Bridge Project Steering Committee.

"The main impact is that it came at the
right time, at the beginning of the strategic
planning process, and gave people the hope
that tomorrow could be different from to-
day," Murray says.

Doug Friedlander, executive director
of the Phillips County Chamber of Com-
merce, moved to the area about eight years
ago. Friedlander says things continue to
look up for the newly combined city, which
recently received a $1.9 million HUD Rural
Innovation Program grant to create incen-
tives, especially in the crucial area of job
expansion. Neither town alone would have
met the agency's criteria, Friedlander notes.

And while the consolidation hasn't
solved all of the city's problems, it has gone
a long way toward alleviating them, Mur-
ray says: "We still struggle with challenges,
but we're making real economic progress."
Among the good news: In 2011, two new
manufacturers were welcomed to the area,
one of which brought in 87 jobs.

"Implementing the strategic planning
process gave people the hope that tomor-
row could be different from today," he says.

• Carole Moore is North Carolina-based columnist
and the author of two booi<s. She writes for nu-
merous magazines, newspapers, and websites.

Happy in Ohio

Ashburn Greene development, St. Clairsville, Ohio.

Here is a story of how a small rural community in eastern Ohio worked with a willing
developer to plan and build a residential neighborhood of 51 single-family houses—
including 34 affordable units. Ashburn Greene, completed in 2007, resulted from a
partnership between St. Clairsville and Tlie Woda Group—based in Westerville, Ohio.

The team had some great tools at its disposal, including the city's planned residen-
tial district—which allowed for a unified development approach on the 17-acre parcel.
Other assets included some elements of traditional neighborhood design and low-in-
come housing tax credits, which helped to pay for the 34 affordable units. St. Clairs-
ville's main goals were to create a stable residential neighborhood that would satisfy a
need for affordable housing and would complement the existing community.

St. Clairsville, located 10 miles from the Ohio River, is surrounded by rolling hills,
small farms, and forests. Despite a
2010 population of only 5,184, the
city boasts a downtown that is listed
on the National Register of Historic
Districts and the National Road
Bikeway (a local rail-trail named for
the historic National Road running
through St. Clairsville). Data from
the 2005-2009 American Com-
munity Survey shows that median
household income was $44,718, up
from $36,630 in 2000.

The Woda Group, whose 17-acre
parcel is located just a half mile from the city's public schools and three quarters of a
mile from downtown, began working with the city in 2002. The vision for Ashburn
Greene included housing that would reflect the community's architectural style, side-
walks weaving the neighborhood together, tree-lined streets, a central green, on- and
off-street parking, and a natural wooded area. At the city's urging. The Woda Group
hired Urban Design Associates of Pittsburgh to develop a preliminary site design.

In 2003 and 2004, The Woda Group worked through the zone change and plan
development process, gaining city council and public support. The city required that
the property be rezoned from R-2 medium density residential to planned residential
district in order to get more control over the development's look and feel. With city in-
put, a local architect designed nine different house styles, with variations to the facade
of each house. The first building permit was issued in May 2004.

The houses are now 100 percent occupied. Built on smaller lots and in close prox-
imity to one another, they mimic many of the city's older neighborhoods. These days,
children play ball and enjoy other activities on the half-acre green space. And, thanks
to a grant from the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, which the developer
matched, leafy trees dot the development.

There were some challenges along the way. Because the site had steep slopes, poor
soils, and an abundance of springs, site preparation was difficult and cost the developer
an estimated $2 million. Wider lots would have allowed more green space between
homes—looking back, this is something the city would have liked to have seen—and
wider driveways could have accommodated two cars, not just one. Finally, the city
would have taken more care in matching the housing elevations to their particular lots.

Overall, though, St. Clairsville is happy with the project. We have a first-class
residential development with traditional architecture that is a 10- to 15-minute walk
from schools and the downtown commercial district. Most importantly, we found a
developer that saw the benefit of collaboration.

Thomas i Murphy, AICP

H Murphy is the planning and zoning administrator for the city of 5t, Clairsville, He previously worked in a
similarcapacity in Wheeling, West Virginia,
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