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Many changes have occurred since the first edition of Rural Communities: Legacy and Change. Yet the basic tools of social science that we included in that edition still give us insights and paths for action for communities around the world. We focus on communities in the United States but build on research of scholars across the globe.


The first edition of Rural Communities: Legacy and Change was written to accompany a video series by the same name for PBS. These fifty-five-minute videos are still available on the web or can be ordered through Annenberg Learner (www.learner.org/resources/series7.html). For each chapter we now have a list of web links to useful videos and other audiovisuals, including the relevant ones from this series. We have sought audiovisual materials on these same communities so instructors and students can follow changes that have occurred since the video series was published in 1992.


The Community Capitals Framework serves as an organizational frame for understanding the diversity and changes in rural communities. As we have continued our research and work with community development and read the research and practice of colleagues in the context of a rapidly changing social, economic, and climate context, we have incorporated these insights into each chapter, backed up by available data. Unfortunately data that is disaggregated by rural and urban has drastically decreased since 1992, as induced austerity has cut into government data-collection systems and, thus, citizens’ ability to monitor the effects of change.


In this edition we have added emphasis on rural health care, financialization of the economy, increasing tensions over international immigration, impacts of the implementation of neoliberal policies, climate change impacts and adaptations, and income and wealth inequality that has become increasingly worse since the Great Recession.


Our goal is to engage readers in the dynamic process of community change in order to enhance local ecosystem health, economic security, and social inclusion utilizing the best of diverse legacies in responding to global forces.




 






PART ONE






INTRODUCTION





IN THIS SECTION WE PRESENT AN OVERVIEW OF THE DIVERSITY OF RURAL communities and the community capitals that contribute to their degree of environmental health, social inclusion, and economic security. How is rural defined? What is the variation in ruralness across the United States? Watch the first episode, Who Cares? From the “Rural Communities: Legacy and Change” video instructional series (www.learner.org/resources/series7.html) to get an introduction to the book and the some of the places discussed in the text. It addresses why rural America is important to us as a nation, what steps should be taken to respond to rural communities in crisis, and what the future holds for these rural areas. In it, rural people show how the provision of water, recreation, minerals, and biodiversity come from rural areas and how the production of those shared resources contribute to values and cultures that support people and places. The differences among rural areas in the United States are shown, as are the different assets and issues that stem from those differences. Rural communities are sources of innovation in working together to resolve issues as they also increase their dependence on the rest of the world. Those who are rural by choice versus rural by heritage sometimes conflict, but they can come together through their commitment to place.


It will help in doing the assignments to choose a community with which you are familiar to analyze and to apply the concepts learned. If it is an urban community or neighborhood, it can help you understand what is unique about rural communities and what characteristics all communities of place share.


It is increasingly difficult to analyze rural-urban differences, as less and less data are available on smaller places (known as small-area data). Except for seven basic questions still asked on the census, the American Community Survey (ACS) has replaced the decennial Census of Population and Housing. The 2000 Census was the last that included the full battery of social, economic, and housing characteristics. The ACS has the advantage that it is conducted annually rather than once every ten years. As a survey rather than a complete census, it may in fact be more accurate than the census for larger jurisdictions. However, for smaller places and populations it is necessary to combine data for three or five consecutive years for the data to be reliable. A National Research Council panel (Panel 2015) analyzed options for increasing the accuracy of small-area data gathered in the ACS, but as is pointed out by Chevat and Lowenthal (2015), there is need for funds to test out new approaches for more efficient and accurate data collection, but such efforts are complicated by a failure of Congress to appropriate adequate funds, except in the couple years leading up to the decennial census. As government shutdowns, budget sequestrations, and cuts in research budgets and research personnel increase, separate rural data analysis is easy to drop, as there are few constituencies organized to demand it. An important source of available rural data—and all in one place—is the Atlas of Rural and Small Town America (Economic Research Service 2011).


Rural areas are increasingly linked to urban ones through migration, information technology, and social media, with less obvious differences in important norms, values, and symbols. Viewing rural, suburban, and urban as a continuum with a high degree of interaction does not deny the importance of considering rural communities, but it does suggest that the lessons learned about how community capitals work in rural communities can give us great insights into other settings as well.




1






COMMUNITY CAPITALS AND THE RURAL LANDSCAPE






 


 


 


THE RURAL LANDSCAPE


Christine Walden grew up in paradise. The daughter of schoolteachers in Mammoth Lakes, California, Christine spent her childhood surrounded by the majestic peaks, lush forests, and crystal-clear lakes of the Sierra Nevada range, nurtured by the closeness possible in a town of two thousand. In 1954 an all-weather road and a double chairlift opened, beckoning skiers to the north face of Mammoth Mountain. By 2013 the town’s population was over three times what it was in 1970, the year Christine’s parents first came to the community. Golf courses replaced horse pastures, as befits a major tourism destination. Multimillion dollar vacation homes adorn hillsides that once were covered with trees and native shrubs. Christine and her husband now work as teachers in the same school district for which her parents worked. But Christine no longer lives in Mammoth Lakes. Land development and speculation have driven housing costs beyond what the salaries paid by the local school district can support. The median house or condo costs over half a million dollars, and the average rent is over $1,200 a month. So the family lives in Bishop and commutes forty miles each way to work. Paradise has grown too expensive!


Wade Skidmore grew up working in coal mines. Part of the fifth generation of Skidmores to live in McDowell County, West Virginia, Wade in his childhood was shaped by what was underground rather than what could be enjoyed on the slopes of the rugged Appalachian Mountains. He attended school in Welch, the county seat, only through the tenth grade. Working in the mines didn’t require much education and offered him a chance to work at his own pace. For a time the work was steady and the pay was good. But as the price per ton of coal dropped, Wade found that he had to work harder to make ends meet. Then coal-loading machines came along—machines that could do the work of fifty men. Then some veins started giving out. Wade’s children are now growing up in poverty: substandard housing, water pollution from mine runoff, raw sewage in the streams, poor schools, and high illiteracy rates. McDowell County, which lost approximately 20 percent of its population between 2000 and 2013, has unemployment that is nearly twice as high as in West Virginia as a whole. Wade Skidmore lives in a region and among people trapped in persistent poverty. To make things worse, the town is susceptible to floods, as extreme weather events have increased in the last twenty years. A recent flood seriously damaged the Skidmore home located on the bank of the Tug Fork River—the only flat land around.


Ray and Mildred Larson face a decision. They farm near Irwin, Iowa, on land that they and Mildred’s three siblings inherited, and they split earnings from the farm four ways. They are worried that they will not be able to pay off the new planter and combine (combination harvester) they contracted to buy when corn prices were high. When hog prices were low in the late 1990s, Mildred’s parents got out of hog raising, growing only corn and soybeans. The Larsons get their seed, fertilizers, and herbicides from the Farm Services Cooperative in nearby Harlan, Iowa, and bought their new equipment from Robinson Implement, Inc. in Irwin. With the increase in corn prices beginning in 2007, they shifted their land from their previous rotations that included small grains into corn. Land prices increased very rapidly, making it difficult to acquire more land. So they plowed up marginal land they had put into the Conservation Reserve Program in order to plant more corn.


Irwin is a farming community that was settled as the railroads pushed westward across the Great Plains during the nineteenth century. The descendants of the early settlers still own some of the homesteads, such as the Larson place. The population of Shelby County declined 10.5 percent between 2000 and 2012, although nonfarm employment increased and unemployment is low. Ray and Mildred both hold full-time jobs off the farm. They wonder whether they should rent out their land or sell their equipment and find a farm management company so someone else will farm it.


Ray and Mildred know that in either case, the new operators would probably not buy machinery and inputs locally. They are also considering renting land from retired farmers to achieve the economies of scale needed to pay for their new machinery, even though corn and soybean prices are low, and cut back their paid employment during planting and harvest season so they can cover all the land.


Billie Jo Williams and her husband, Maurice Davis, are moving to Atlanta. Raised in Eatonton, Georgia, sixty-five miles from Atlanta, they grew up enjoying the gentle hills and dense stands of loblolly pine in Putnam County. Eatonton is home; both the Williams and Davis families go back to plantation days. But Billie can’t find a job. She just finished a degree in business administration at Fort Valley State College, and Putnam County is growing rapidly, its population increasing more than 14 percent between 2000 and 2013. But Eatonton’s population is decreasing, and other than in the apparel factory (which has now closed and moved overseas) or as domestic workers for the rich families who built retirement homes on the lake, there were few jobs for African American women in Eatonton when Billie Jo graduated high school. Unemployment rates are higher than for the state as a whole, and 31.4 percent of the population lives in poverty. Manufacturing, the major employers, are moving to other countries where people will work cheaper. Maurice settled into a factory job right out of high school but figures he can get something in Atlanta. The situation seems strange. In the twentieth century Eatonton did better than most communities in adapting to change, shifting from cotton to dairying to manufacturing and now to recreation/retirement economies. But in the twenty-first century most African Americans have a hard time finding jobs that pay a living wage.
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Which is the real rural America—ski slopes of California, mines of West Virginia, farms in Iowa, or exurban resort and manufacturing communities in Georgia? Family farms and small farming communities dominate popular images of rural areas, in part because politicians, lobbyists, and the media cultivate those icons, supporting the myth that agricultural policy is rural policy. In fact, rural areas embrace ski slopes, mines, manufacturing, farms, retirement communities, Native American reservations, bedroom communities, and much, much more. In the twenty-first century, rural communities differ more from each other than they do, on average, from urban areas.


The diversity found among rural communities extends to the problems felt as each responds to the environmental, social, and economic change under way. Some rural and remote communities share the concerns of Irwin, wondering at what point their population will become too small to support a community. A few farming communities have grown as they take on the role of regional retail and service centers for surrounding small towns. The amenity-based community of Mammoth Lakes, California, faces rapid growth. Its citizens are grappling with how to protect both the environment and the small-town character they value. In Eatonton, Georgia, a long commute from several large urban centers, economic growth has been substantial with the expansion of the resort economy and nursing homes, but its majority black citizens have not shared equally in its success. Eatonton’s population is highly transient, and its poverty rate remains higher than that of the state of Georgia as a whole. Those living in mining-dependent McDowell County face poverty and high out-migration, despite the richness of the land surrounding them. Nearly one-third of the population falls below the poverty level, and median income is nearly $16,000 less than in the rest of West Virginia.


Despite the stereotype that life in the country is simpler, rural residents face many of the same issues and concerns urban residents do, plus those related to dispersion and distance. Indeed, rural and urban areas are linked. The garbage produced in New York City may find its way into landfills in West Virginia. Plastic products in Chicago are made from Iowa corn, grown with fertilizers that increase productivity but may endanger rural water supplies. A housing boom in San Francisco creates jobs in the lumber industry in Oregon. However, the jobs last only as long as the forests. Air-quality concerns in Boston could shut down coal mines in Pennsylvania.


This book examines the diversity of rural America—its communities, the social issues they face in the twenty-first century, and the histories that explain those issues. It also addresses ways that rural communities have built on their history and their increasing connectedness to creatively address those issues.


DEFINING RURAL


Giving a place a particular characteristic, thus “naming” it, suggests how people and institutions act toward it. When governments establish labels for places, they are generally for administrative purposes, to determine which places are eligible for specific government programs. When scholars establish labels, it is generally for analytical purposes, but because governments collect data, scholars often fall back on government labels. Media and advertisers use place labels such as “rural” to evoke particular images. In a consumer society rural is often defined by what one shops for in a place. Box 1.1 shows various governmental definitions of rural. In the past, small size and isolation combined to produce relatively homogeneous rural cultures, economies based on natural resources, and a strong sense of local identity. But globalization, connectivity, and lifestyle changes with shifting income distributions have changed the character of rural communities; they are neither as isolated nor as homogeneous as they once were. Figure 1.1 shows dispersion of population across the United States.


FIGURE 1.1 Urban and rural distribution.


[image: Source: Adapted from US Department of ...]


Source: Adapted from US Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau. The National Survey of Children’s Health 2007. Rockville, Maryland: US Department of Health and Human Services, 2011. Data from WWAMI Rural Health Research Center, 2006 ZIP Version 2.0 Codes. http://mchb.hrsa.gov/nsch/07rural/introduction.html.


Isolation


Part of the rural image is isolation, a sense that rural people live out their entire lives in the towns in which they were born. This was never true for all rural people. Loggers, miners, farmers, and a host of others routinely moved to wherever they could find work or land. However, some rural people were isolated. In parts of McDowell County, mountain men and women lived in “hollows” in the hills, living on game and part-time work in cutting wood or construction and creating a rich culture of self-sufficiency. Canals, railroads, highways, and airways have altered much of that isolation. Improved road systems have also changed rural residents’ occupations and spending patterns. Those living near urban areas often commute to work, living in one town and working in another. They buy many of their products in suburban malls. In regions where no metropolitan center exists, small towns, such as Harlan in Shelby County, have grown to become regional trade centers for towns like Irwin as people travel to the next-largest city to purchase products and obtain services.


Communication technologies have had an even greater impact on reducing isolation. Blogs and Twitter link rural residents with people who share their interests around the world. Rural residents now watch opera from New York, football games from San Francisco, the ballet from Houston, and congressional deliberations from Washington, DC, through satellite dishes. Rural people have become as literate, informed, and enriched as their urban counterparts. There is still a rural-urban connectivity divide, however: many residents on reservations in the Great Plains do not have phone service, much less broadband Internet connectivity, and wireless strategies based on satellites still present problems in steep mountain areas. The isolation that distance once imposed is much less than it once was, yet communities that are rural and remote and those that are persistently poor are much more isolated than rural residents in areas of urban sprawl and high rural amenities.


Origins and Change


The Ioway Sioux were some of the original settlers along the rich Nishnabotna River bottoms in Shelby County. In Mono County the Northern and Owens Valley Paiute walked through what is now Mammoth Lakes as part of their sacred rituals to ensure success in their hunting and gathering. Shawnee and Delaware occasionally hunted in what is now McDowell County. The Creek occupied mid-Georgia, including Putnam County, prior to being forced west, first by the Cherokee, then the Europeans. The US government then forcibly removed the Cherokee to Oklahoma, where many lost their lives on the Trail of Tears (Nunna daul Tsuny).




 






       BOX 1.1      Definitions of Rural


County Designations


                  Metropolitan counties: Over 50,000 people within a county, mostly in an urban core


                  Nonmetropolitan counties: Those with fewer than 50,000 and/or no urban core


                  Micropolitan: 10,000 to 49,999 with an urban core


Place Designations


                  Rural (US Census): Open countryside or towns of fewer than 2,500 outside urbanized areas


                  Rural (Statistics Canada): Nonurban; not continuously built-up areas with population of 1,000 or more and a density of fewer than 400 people per square kilometer


Eligibility Designations


(Definitions fixed by statute made by Congress or regulation made by the administration.)


Sample population size cutoffs for qualifying for rural programs:


              •   rural housing—20,000 or fewer


              •   telecomm loans—5,000 or fewer


              •   water and waste grants—10,000 or fewer


              •   intermediary relending loans—25,000 or fewer


              •   rural business programs—50,000 or fewer outside a metropolitan area


              •   electric, prior to 2000, 1,500 or less in 1993; as of 2000, 2,500 or fewer






SOURCES


Adapted from Andrew F. Coburn, a. Clinton MacKinney, Timothy D. McBride, Keith J. Mueller, Rebecca T. Slifkin, and Mary K. Wakefield. 2007. “Choosing Rural Definitions.” Issue Brief #2, March. Rural Policy Research Institute Health Panel. Also online; available: www.cdktest.com/rupri/Forms/RuralDefinitionsBrief.pdf.


U.S. Department of Agriculture. Economic Research Service. “Measuring Rurality: What is Rural?” Briefing Rooms, updated March 22, 2007. Online; available: http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-classifications/what-is-rural.aspx.






 





Commercial, then industrial interests brought Europeans, Africans, and Asians to rural America. National interests encouraged Europeans to settle land. Trappers of fur for British, Spanish, French, and then American trading companies pushed west across Canada and the United States. Cotton and tobacco, both indigenous to the Americas, were grown in the southern United States, where large land grants created a landowning class, and slavery enabled them to plant labor-intensive, land-depleting crops. Both cotton and tobacco were export crops from the South, and both depended on cheap labor and abundant land.


Railroads were key in settling many of the rural and remote communities in the western United States in the 1860s. Government land grants were used as incentives to build the railroads, and US railroads advertised widely in Europe and the eastern United States to sell land to people who wanted to improve their lot in life. Growing cities such as New York, Chicago, and Boston needed cheap food to feed the workers that fueled their industrial revolutions, and grain grown by the new settlers filled trains. The Chicago-Rock Island & Pacific Railway laid out townships, and entrepreneurs from Denmark and Germany recruited their compatriots to buy land from them and recreate their old cultures in a new land. For example, in 1872 Emil Flushe began selling railroad land west of Irwin, recruiting Catholics from Germany to come to a town he named Westphalia, just as he already had named Westphalia, Minnesota, and would name Westphalia, Kansas, as he followed the railroad west.


African Americans were a critical part of the land-extensive, labor-intensive agricultural system of the South. As lands wore out, plantation owners moved west, to the edge of the Oconee Forest in Putnam County, taking their slaves with them. Later, freed slaves demanded land as reparation for their forced labor, and some were given forty acres of the cottoned out land. After Reconstruction many ex-slave owners reclaimed their land. Other ex-slaves bought land collectively, where they raised a variety of crops and animals. Some lost their land under a heavy debt load, and others sold their land and became sharecroppers. By 2013 there were 13 black or African American farm operators (7 percent) enumerated among the 165 farms in the county, even though African Americans make up over 30 percent of Putnam County’s population. Prior to the Civil War African Americans escaping slavery in Missouri and Arkansas crossed through Shelby County on their way to freedom. African Americans who had worked in the coal mines in Birmingham, Alabama, moved to McDowell County to open the mines there, even though their children would attend segregated schools until the late 1950s. Asians, particularly Chinese, who helped build the western half of the intercontinental railroad participated in the mining boom in Mammoth Lakes in the 1880s and 1890s. When they were forbidden to engage in mining, they provided essential services to the miners, such as cooking and washing.


In Mono County, where Mammoth Lakes is located, the Hispanic population has increased from very few in 1970 to nearly 28 percent of the population in 2013, where they hold many service jobs in the tourist industry and construction jobs as the housing density increases and new resort properties are built. Living extremely frugally, they manage to live near where they work. Reservations in Inyo County are the home of descendants of the original Paiute residents.


Spanish and Native American cultures occupied much of the West long before US expansion. The abolition of slavery left African American families scattered throughout a rural South extending from the Atlantic Ocean to central Texas and as far north as southern Kansas and Missouri. From 1910 onward migrant workers from Mexico followed the harvest as far north as Maine in the east and Washington State in the west, entering new destinations in the Midwest and the South at the turn of the twenty-first century. As a result of the war in Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s, refugees from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, including very distinct cultures such as the Hmong, moved to rural areas and excelled in both fishing in the Gulf of Mexico and raising vegetables around large cities. Like the Mexicans, they also filled jobs in rural areas that US-born rural residents were unwilling to do in animal production, such as dairies and meat packing plants. But as they saved money by having many workers per household and through low consumption, they moved to urban or coastal areas.


As other conflicts have created and continue to create refugees, migrants from Sudan, Myanmar (Burma), Bosnia, and Afghanistan have settled in rural communities as well as large cities. This changes the religious as well as racial composition of areas that were once extremely homogeneous.


When counties are ranked by the extent of ethnic diversity, rural counties are among both the most and least diverse. Fourteen of the thirty most diverse counties are rural. Six of these lie in rural New Mexico, where the San Juan, Sangre de Cristo, Jemez, and Nacimiento mountain ranges are home to Latino, Native American, and European cultures. The other rural counties among the most ethnically diverse are in Alaska, Arizona, Georgia, North Carolina, and Texas.


In contrast, half of the fifty counties that are the least diverse are located in just two states, Nebraska and Iowa. Gosper County, in the southern tier of Nebraska, reported only one resident who was not white in the 1990 census. By 2010 there were fourteen African Americans and eighteen Native Americans living there. Shelby County, where Irwin is located, was 98 percent white in 2010. Parts of the rural South and Southwest are also homogeneous, especially on reservation lands or in counties where either black or white populations are the majority.


DEFINING COMMUNITY


The definitions and descriptions of rural areas thus far have focused on counties. Yet people typically act through communities. Demographers can count communities, but sociologists have a much harder time defining just what a community is. This section examines the concept of community, the definition used in this book, and the extent to which this study of rural communities has relevance to urban communities.


The Concept of Community


Sociologists use the term community in several ways, all of which focus on groups of people. In one use of the term community refers to a place, a location in which a group of people interact with one another. A second use of the term looks at the social system itself, the organization or set of organizations through which a group of people meet their needs. Finally, sociologists use the word to describe a shared sense of identity held by a group of people.


The concept of community is often based on a shared sense of place. This sense of place involves relationships with the people, cultures, and environments, both natural and built, associated with a particular area. For many rural residents that environment may be far beyond political boundaries of town or even county. Stereotypes of rural communities conjure up images of isolated, relatively self-sufficient, and sometimes backward or unsophisticated cultures. The stereotype may never have been entirely accurate, but there was a time when rural residents turned to their communities for nearly everything. People lived, worked, worshipped, shopped, banked, sent their children to school, and socialized all in the same place. When the community’s economy rested on a single resource, such as mining or farming, people even had a shared sense of what it took to make a living. In mining communities men worked in the mines and women managed the family, both demanding tasks.


These three elements of community—location, social system, and common identity—are increasingly separate. In the past a community offered both a place that housed a set of social institutions (schools, churches, governments, businesses) through which people’s needs could be met and a shared sense of identity created. However, improved transportation has made people more mobile, and telecommunications now put people in touch with a wider circle of acquaintances. For some, a sense of community comes from those who do similar things or share common values, not from those living in the same town. Thus this book considers both communities of place and communities of interest. An example of the latter is a community of high-energy physicists. These people share a common identity—they interact through meetings, journals, e-mail, social media, and texting or by telephone—yet they are dispersed throughout the world. Increasingly, social media provide new communities and a source of identity.


The rural landscape may not have changed much over the past century, but technological changes have affected rural communities. Cars enable people to live in one town, work in another, and shop in yet a third. Better roads have allowed schools to consolidate, which has led to social institutions that may be less attached to their communities, both physically and socially. As rural communities broaden their economic activity, people’s work roles become very different from one another and much less visible. Thus one is known less by what one does than by what one consumes.


This book addresses primarily communities of place, although they are crosscut by communities of interest. A community may or may not provide the social system through which its members’ needs are met. It may or may not provide a sense of identity for its members. What a community does provide is what some sociologists now call locality, a geographically defined place where people interact. The ways that people interact shape the structures and institutions of the locality. Those structures and institutions in turn shape the activities of the people who interact (Brown and Schafft 2011).


Communities and Resources


Every community, however rural, isolated, or poor, has resources within it. When those resources—or assets—are invested to create new resources, they become capital. Over the course of many years of working with rural and urban communities, the authors have found that dividing invested resources into seven “capitals” is extremely helpful in fostering holistic analysis and action. The capitals individually and together contribute to or detract from sustainable communities. Sustainable communities strive to bring economic security to all, foster a healthy ecosystem, and offer social inclusion to all residents. When one capital is emphasized over all others, the other resources are decapitalized, and the economy, environment, or social equity is thus compromised. Although some scholars study these capitals as characteristics of individuals, when working with a group seeking to improve their collective well-being, it is useful to see them as community or group properties.


Natural capital includes the air, water, soil, wildlife, vegetation, landscape, and weather that surround us and provide both possibilities for and limits to community sustainability. Natural capital influences and is influenced by human activities. It forms the basis of all the other capitals.


Cultural capital determines a group’s worldview, how it sees the world, how the seen is connected to the unseen, what is taken for granted, what is valued, and what things a group thinks are possible to change. Cultural hegemony allows one social group to impose its worldview, symbols, and reward system on other groups.


Human capital is the capabilities and potential of individuals determined by the intersection of nature (genetics) and nurture (social interactions and the environment). Human capital includes education, skills, health, and self-esteem.


Social capital involves mutual trust, reciprocity, groups, collective identity, working together, and a sense of a shared future. Bonding social capital consists of interactions within a specific group or community, and bridging social capital consists of interactions among social groups.


Political capital is the ability of a community or group to turn its norms and values into standards, which are then translated into rules and regulations that determine the distribution of resources. Political capital is also mobilized to ensure that those rules, regulations, and resource distributions are (or are not) enforced.


Financial capital includes savings, income generation, fees, loans and credit, gifts and philanthropy, taxes, and tax exemptions. Financial capital is much more mobile than the other capitals and tends to be privileged because it is easy to measure. Community financial capital can be assessed by changes in poverty, firm efficiency, diversity of firms, and local people’s increased assets.


Built capital is human-constructed infrastructure. Although new built capital is often equated with community development, it is effective only when it contributes to other community capitals. Built capital can cause deterioration of the other capitals when it is deployed without regard for its consequences. Built capital includes information technologies, chemicals, bridges, railroads, oil pipelines, factories, day care centers, and wind farms.


Figure 1.2 shows all the capitals intersecting with each other, with the characteristics of sustainable communities in the middle. A healthy ecosystem means that all have clean water and clean air and access to the outdoors. Economic security means that equity is considered as well as growth, which often increases inequality. Social inclusion means that each individual has a voice and a safe environment in which to share it. Making sure that advocates for each capital are included in community development efforts is critical, as achieving sustainability requires balance among the capitals.


Legacy is usually thought of as the money or property left to someone through a will, typically what parents leave their children. But parents leave more than just material goods to their children; they also pass on an understanding of society and their role in it, speech, dress, and ways of being—cultural capital—that in turn affects the choices their children make. Legacy is what families, communities, groups, and nations pass on to the next generation in terms of all the capitals.


FIGURE 1.2 Community capitals framework.


[image: Source: C. B. Flora, “Social Aspects of Small Water Systems,” Journal of Contemporary Water Research and Education 128 (2004): 6–12.]
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Community in an Urban World


Early research on cities suggested an urban way of life that stood in stark contrast to that of rural communities. Ferdinand Tönnies ([1887] 1963), a German sociologist who wrote during the latter part of the nineteenth century, introduced the ideal types of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft to distinguish between the two environments. Gemeinschaft referred to a society based on personal relationships and face-to-face interactions in which social relations are valued as an end or goal. Gesellschaft described a society based on impersonal, formal, and contractual relationships for which social relations are simply a means to an end. These two terms characterized a rural-urban dichotomy in which the small, isolated community was at one end and the large city at the other.


Such a model may have been appropriate during the early part of the twentieth century, but it certainly seems less relevant today. Just as transportation has altered the character of rural areas, continued growth has led to cities too large to comprehend. Modern sociologists argue that those who live in a city arrange and rearrange themselves in a variety of smaller communities, experiencing the city through a series of social groups. By the same token, improved transportation and information technology communication (ITC) enables rural residents to participate in a wider number of social groups, lessening their dependence on the single community and reducing isolation. ITC encourages non-kin ties even while it keeps relatives connected across continents.


Our definition of community, then, applies to both rural and urban areas. Communities may have political (counties, towns), environmental (watersheds), social, and cultural boundaries. Communities may be recognized politically and thus endowed with local governments and the power to tax their members. They may also be informal groupings of households, neighborhoods within the larger city. Issues can cause neighborhoods to band together to demand better services from the city, just as they inspire rural communities to take control over their economic future. Although the focus in this book is on rural communities, many of the topics are relevant to communities in urban settings as well.


RURAL COMMUNITIES AND CHANGE


Rural communities have never been insulated from the social and economic change under way in the broader society. The interstate highway system, started by President Dwight Eisenhower in the 1950s as a national security measure, had a profound effect on rural communities; for example, people can live in Eatonton, Georgia, and work in Macon. Telecommunications have broken the isolation experienced in remote regions: Irwin has several e-based businesses. Increased competition with foreign products led US manufacturers to abandon urban labor markets for rural ones during the 1970s, only to abandon those for even cheaper labor overseas a decade later. With the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the potential Transpacific Trade Partnership (TTP), and the World Trade Organization (WTO), the twenty-first century is seeing even greater movement of low-wage manufacturing to less-developed countries with fewer environmental and labor protections, as occurred when the Sara Lee/Hanes apparel plant closed in Eatonton, Georgia. Thus there is nothing to easily replace mining in McDowell County. Increasing affluence has led to more decisions about where to live being based on lifestyle than on job availability alone. As the affluent choose their lifestyle, the less affluent move in behind them to support that lifestyle, as in the case of Mammoth Lakes.


MARKET, STATE, AND CIVIL SOCIETY


The changes in rural America can best be understood by examining the major institutional actors in market, state, and civil society. These institutional spheres, which overlap in different ways at various times and places, are all critical for societies—rural and urban—to flourish.


Markets are the many firms and institutions that exchange goods and services at a profit. When there is competition and free flow of information, they are incredibly efficient at distributing goods and services to those who can pay, but they are not particularly efficient at distributing goods and services to those who cannot pay or at protecting the environment. The market is highly dynamic, with much competition and the constant entrance and exit of firms. However, with the current trend of acquisitions and mergers facilitated by neoliberal economic principles, efficiency is mainly measured by the value of their stock and their short-term profits. Market institutions are present at the local, state, national, and transnational levels. These institutions sometimes compete, sometimes collaborate, and are integrated forward and backward to differing degrees. The purpose of market institutions is to make a profit for their owners. Sometimes the owners are individuals or families, and sometimes they are stockholders. Stockholders tend to evaluate firms on two things: how much profit they have generated in the most recent quarter and their market value. When either of these is viewed as unsatisfactory, owners seek to change the hired managers. Consolidation, competition, and cooperation among market firms suggest a very dynamic sphere. Farms, cooperatives, and transnational firms are all part of the market sector.


The state makes markets possible. Markets need fairly stable conditions in which to operate. They need contracts that are enforceable through an effective administrative and judiciary system and a reliable money supply. They need to know that the legislative system will put rules in place that apply to all. And they need to know that the rules will be administered in a universal way—the same rules are applied to everyone. Thus the state, which is government from the international level down to the national, state, and local levels, is critical to the market. But the state has the additional responsibility of providing for the public welfare. Thus the role of the state in a market economy is to make it profitable to do what serves the welfare of the people and the environment and unprofitable to engage in behavior that degrades people or the environment. The neoliberal model of the state often assumes that the general welfare is served when a few accumulate money and power and believes that markets are self-regulating. This is discussed by Polanyi ([1944] 2001) in his important book, The Great Transformation.


State agencies within a given level and at different levels of the state are often at odds. The state, like the market, is a dynamic, contested sector. Governors and legislators often disagree. Very often, local levels of government, particularly counties and small cities, feel imposed upon by the state or federal governments, particularly as they deal with unfunded mandates. Thus the terrain is much contested within the state sphere, which sets the rules and conditions for the market and the safety net for its citizens.


The state includes local, state, national, and international government institutions, including the three branches of government: the legislative (which makes the laws and allocates resources), the administrative (which implements the laws and distributes the resources), and the judicial (which sanctions those who do not follow the laws). The state provides the rules under which the market operates so that the common good is served at the same time that firms are profitable. The state provides a safety net for people and protects natural resources deemed to be important for the common good. The state is a highly contentious sphere, with state governments in disagreement with the national government; the legislative branch contesting with the administrative branch; and even contention within institutions between bureaucracies or agencies seeking to gain or maintain hegemony, influence, and budget. The purpose of the state under capitalism is to be sure that making a profit also serves the common good. Elected officials are often judged by the degree to which they serve that good. However, the definition of the common good is almost always contested. Some say the only real common good is physical security of person and property. Others argue that fair rules and regulations about resource accumulation and distribution are important. Still others feel that government should provide a safety net for people and the environment so that misery and degradation are kept to some minimal level.


Civil society determines the common good. These groups, formal and informal, join together around common interests or values. Through their organized activity, they impact the market and the state. The faith community, including churches, synagogues, and mosques; the National Rifle Association; and anti-gun groups are all part of civil society. So are the Sierra Club and Ducks Unlimited, as are parent-teacher organizations and Rotary clubs. These organizations come together around shared interests and values, which they articulate in a variety of ways as they interact with the market and the state.


Civil society influences the market through forming consumer groups, which can engage in boycotts and information campaigns. It influences the state by bringing lawsuits (influencing the judicial branch of government), forging legislation (influencing the legislative part of government), and urging that particular laws be enforced (influencing the administrative part of government).


Generally, civil society exerts influence based on deeply held values or desired future conditions. Groups in civil society, both formal and informal, form around those shared future conditions and their mental-causal models of how the world works. Individuals relate to civil society when they become participants or members. Groups in civil society are also in hot dispute. Because this is where the definition of the “collective conscious”—what is accepted as right or wrong—is negotiated, groups struggle to gain participants and co-opt other groups. The dynamism of this sector influences both the market and the state.


Individuals have roles in each sphere. They are part of the market as individual producers and consumers. Individual citizens’ roles in the state sphere involve rights (such as voting and running for public office) and responsibilities (such as paying taxes and obeying laws). Individuals can become part of interest or value groups; many Americans are members of several such groups.


Given the diversity among rural communities, it is hardly surprising that these and other societal changes have affected individual communities differently. The rural profiles that opened this chapter illustrate some of these differences. The problems Christine Walden faces arise from the rapid growth occurring in Mammoth Lakes, California. Economic growth in the exurban town of Eatonton, Georgia, has not greatly benefited African American citizens such as Billie Jo Williams. Wade Skidmore, the miner from McDowell County, West Virginia, finds his family trapped in poverty. Ray and Mildred Larson see their options to farm decreased through concentration and international competition. These four patterns—rapid growth based on rural amenities, persistent poverty, being rural and remote, and rapid growth based on nearness to urban areas—provide a useful structure with which to examine rural social problems.


Amenity-Based Rapid Growth


Once visited only on a seasonal basis by the Paiutes, the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada attracted attention when Lt. Tredwell Moore picked up some gold specimens near Mono Lake, California, in 1852. Entrepreneurs opened gold and silver mines along the high ridges, generating profits for mine owners in San Francisco and New York during the latter part of the nineteenth century.


When the mines gave out or became too expensive to work, most miners moved on. Those who had established ranches, farming operations, or small sawmills in support of the mining companies stayed, however. Federal lands could be logged under permit from the US Forest Service; sawmill owners thus had a source of raw timber. When irrigated by mountain streams, the meadows and bottomland offered dependable summer feed for cattle and sheep as well as stocks of hay, wheat, and barley for the winter. By the 1930s the Mammoth Lakes region supported small-scale mining, ranching, farming, logging, and some tourism. Mammoth Lakes itself was a community of fourteen people.


As the workweek shortened, better roads offered quicker access to the mountains, automobiles became more dependable, and the populations in Los Angeles and San Francisco grew, Mammoth Lakes became an important recreational site. A ski enthusiast from Switzerland moved into the area and began building a ski resort in the mid-1930s. In 1941 Dave McCoy put in place a movable rope tow. In the beginning people had to hike several miles or use all-terrain vehicles to reach Mammoth Mountain.


An all-weather road completed in 1954 opened up the region to larger numbers of skiers. By 1960 the population of Mammoth Lakes had grown to more than two thousand. In 1977 prime ranch land in the Old Mammoth meadows was sold to developers, and the real estate boom began. Developers built condominiums, selling them to people in Los Angeles for use on weekends. People who had grown up in Mammoth Lakes, such as Christine Walden, could no longer afford to live there.


Mammoth Lakes, California, has always been a resource-based community, though its population has varied as the economic activity of the region shifted from mining to timber to hiking and fishing and finally to skiing. Today Mammoth Lakes is one of many rural communities struggling with the problems of rapid growth: high in-migration, high housing costs, increasing taxes that force long-term residents out of the community, and a growing migrant population attracted by jobs in the service economy. Further, temporary residents drive up prices. In 2014 a custom cottage sold for $1.75 million.


Rapid development affects the environment as well. Water used for commercial development lowers lake levels and decreases the flow of area streams, threatening the very wildlife that beckons hunters and anglers each summer. Forests and meadows are disappearing, and sewage has become a serious problem. Increased use of the land also contributes to soil erosion and a general degradation of nearby wilderness areas. Communities such as Mammoth Lakes are growing because of the natural amenities they provide.


Persistent Poverty Communities


Named after the twenty-fifth governor of Virginia, McDowell County was formed in 1858 and became a part of West Virginia in 1866. Hardy adventurers from Virginia followed Cherokee trails deep into the mountains, eventually establishing homesteads. Later derisively known as hillbillies, these mountain people were fiercely independent. They developed strong kinship and extended-family relationships as well as a lifestyle deeply integrated with the rhythms and resources offered by the land. By 1858 they numbered 1,535 in McDowell County.


McDowell County was opened to outside investment in 1888, when the Norfolk and Western Railroad steamed through the 3,015-foot Elkhorn Tunnel and offered access to the Pocahontas coal vein. The railroads owned the land but leased it to mine operators in one-thousand-acre lots. The size of these lots essentially determined the size of and distance between mining towns.


The leases were typically bought by Pennsylvanians, who moved to West Virginia to open the mines. Because the mountain dwellers were both too few and too independent to provide the labor needed in the mines, the mine operators recruited Eastern Europeans from the Balkans and African Americans from the cotton and tobacco fields in the South. Hospital records reveal that by 1912 Hungarians, Italians, Poles, Russians, Slavs, and African Americans had settled in the region. Housing was segregated, but racial distinctions vanished in the mines. African Americans were elected to office as early as the 1890s.


The early mining towns were company towns that provided housing and subsistence to the workers. A miner’s purchases in the company store were deducted from his pay. Other wages were paid in scrip, which could then be spent only in the company store. In contrast to the fiercely independent mountaineers, most miners had to rely on the company. The mixture of cultures, the creation of artificial communities to support the extraction of coal, and the absolute authority exerted by the operators made collective action within communities difficult.


The population of McDowell County grew steadily, reaching nearly 100,000 in the 1950s. At this point some 18,000 miners produced 21 million tons of coal each year, roughly 1,200 tons per miner. In 1955 the first mining machines were introduced, which resulted in massive layoffs of hand loaders. By 1960 7,661 miners were producing 15 million tons of coal, about 2,000 tons per miner. Companies started selling off the towns, closing the company stores, and allowing miners to buy the homes they had lived in. The oil embargo of the 1970s caused a brief resurgence in the mining camps, but the coal recession of the 1980s resulted in further cutbacks. The 2012 population of McDowell County was 21,326 and decreasing.


McDowell County is one of many rural counties struggling with low incomes and the problems of persistent poverty. As the mining companies pulled out, they left families who had known nothing but mining for generations. Illiteracy is high, as is infant mortality. Doctors, dentists, and other professionals are hard to find. Young people see little reason to invest effort in school because there are no jobs to prepare for. Communities find it difficult to attract businesses; there is no tax base with which to build the needed roads, bridges, and industrial parks. Those who can, leave. Those who can’t leave simply make do.


McDowell County is among the 301 nonmetropolitan counties classified as persistently poor counties. Of these counties, 90 percent are found in sixteen states. In 2012 36 percent of McDowell County’s population and over 49 percent of the children in the county were below the poverty level of $23,624 for a family of four, using the 2013 threshold. Some persistently poor counties have been successful in attracting and creating jobs. In some cases they have experienced population increases. But the kind of jobs they attracted did not necessarily reduce poverty.


Rural and Remote


Founded in 1880, Irwin, Iowa, lies along the Nishnabotna River. It is strategically placed on the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad’s southwestern branch, which links the town of Canal with Harlan, and on the main line of the Chicago and Great Western Railroad, which runs from Minneapolis to Omaha. In the early days of railroading communities tended to appear where railroad lines were planned. A land survey released in 1879 showed the Chicago and Northwestern line to the east and south of the Nishnabotna River. In anticipation, merchants built a post office, mill, and general store. When a survey released a year later showed the route moved to the other side of the river, the town moved as well.


Unlike the early settlers in Mammoth Lakes and McDowell County, those drawn to Iowa came to stay. They were farmers and ranchers, many from Europe, for whom education and owning land were important. Profits, when they existed, were used to purchase land. The settlers taxed themselves to support local schools to provide all children with a basic education. Farmers helped their sons get a start in farming, often by giving them pieces of land that the family had acquired. Because the early settlers all shared the same problems and similar backgrounds, there was an unusual homogeneity of experience and understanding of life (cultural capital).


Towns such as Irwin existed to serve these farmers’ needs. By 1940 Irwin had a population of 345 but served more than a thousand farm families in the surrounding area. Farmers bought in Irwin, sold in Irwin, sent their children to school in Irwin, and spent Saturday nights in Irwin. The town, especially the school, served as the social center for the entire region.


Communities such as Irwin are neat, well-kept towns that enjoy a high degree of citizen participation. The schools are excellent, and the broader population is well educated. Outsiders sometimes have a hard time gaining acceptance at first, but social-class distinctions are generally ignored. A “just plain folks” atmosphere prevails.


Irwin’s population in 2014 is less than it was in 1940. The high school is gone, the result of several rounds of school consolidation. The nearest medical services are in Manning, Iowa, ten miles away. As the farm population dwindles, Irwin’s main street has shifted from selling goods to providing services.


For towns such as Irwin, the issues are complex. Although the new consolidated school meets the state’s standards, it seems less a part of the community. Parents feel that their children have no future in Irwin yet wonder whether the cities are really better. The county hospital in Harlan, the Shelby County seat, may not be able to function much longer under current Medicare reimbursement policies. The town knows that it needs to maintain roads and other facilities, but a declining population has eroded its tax base.


The phrase “rural and remote” refers to counties that have small populations and are far from metropolitan centers. Often they are losing population. Most of these counties are located in the upper Great Plains. They are home to a little more than one-fourth of the nation’s nonmetropolitan population. For the most part these populations are well educated and have enjoyed relatively high average incomes in the past. Jobs have not grown fast enough, however, to replace those lost. Some ask whether the residents of this region will become the new poor.


Rapid Growth Exurban


Communities within commuting distance of large metropolitan areas, such as Eatonton, face a different set of problems. Urban sprawl threatens their natural, financial, and social capital. As farmland gives way to development, new services are required. The tax base does not expand as quickly as the growing population’s needs. While developers make money, local governments struggle to make ends meet.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


The four patterns just described give rise to many of the challenges faced by people living in rural communities. But how those challenges emerge and are dealt with varies in whether that growth is generated by high natural amenities or proximity to metropolitan centers.


Social challenges have both objective and subjective features. A challenge implies that an individual or group has choices and can act (agency). What the people of Irwin see as a challenge, people in Chicago may regard as inevitable. What the environmentalists in Mammoth Lakes see as a danger, outside investors and local developers see as the price of growth. What the white population in Eatonton sees as acceptable, the African American population may find intolerable. Some see the poverty in McDowell County as the responsibility of society, whereas others see it as the responsibility of the individuals living there. Thus definitions of social problems depend on what people feel they can control, what they think is fair, and what they value.


Assumptions


Perhaps the most basic assumption made here is that the rural perspective is worth exploring. American society has become so deeply urbanized that one almost assumes urbanization to be a natural law. Urbanization was important to industrialization, but many people now argue that the economic reasons for urbanization are no longer as compelling. Others point to economies of scale, arguing that the social costs of overcrowding have now exceeded whatever economies of scale made urbanization preferable. Still others point to the contributions rural areas make to the nation: (1) food security, (2) protection of ecosystem services (carbon sequestration, clean air, clean water) and natural resources, (3) a value system connected to both the land and human relationships, and (4) protection of diversity.


The reality is that one-fifth of the nation’s people have chosen to live in rural areas. As the country makes the transition to the information age, it seems appropriate to reexamine rural areas, asking why people have stayed there, how federal and state policies have contributed to current conditions in rural areas, and what role individual choice can play in dealing with current social problems.


Given the choice to focus on rural communities, these assumptions governed both the selection of topics and organization used for this book. First, the authors have assumed that trends are not destiny. Individuals, groups, and communities can modify trends through appropriate actions. An understanding of the drivers of those trends becomes part of the reality in which Americans live, affecting the choices individuals and society make.


Secondly, the authors have assumed that what occurs in rural areas is the result of history, especially the changing economic and political relationships. Although it is simpler to think about rural and urban communities as separate worlds, in reality they are connected and influenced by the same changes in the bio-physical and economic/political environments. Georgia was established as a colony because of London’s problems with debtors. Much of the rural West was settled to provide the resources needed to fuel industrial growth in the East. Timber in Washington was cleared to build houses in Los Angeles. McDowell County was populated because industry needed coal to operate its factories. Irwin was settled because the railroads needed grain to haul and eastern cities needed a dependable food supply. The connections continue today. To understand what is occurring in rural areas, one must continually look to both past and present rural-urban linkages.


Social problems involve human relationships, but much of what leads to these problems can be traced to the economy. A 4-H leader in the Florida Panhandle points out that he cannot separate the problems of child abuse from the problems of persistent poverty. Efforts to build an economy capable of alleviating poverty are as important to him as programs on effective parenting. This third assumption simply points out that the economy—the changing practices of production and shifting exchange values of goods and services—determines much of what works and does not work in a rural community. To understand the changes that have taken place in rural communities, one must understand the changes that have occurred in the economy and the political system that determine what is profitable and what is not.


The fourth and fifth assumptions simply describe the tension between public policy and individual choice. The fourth assumption states that political decisions at the state and national levels act to influence where and how economic and social change takes place. Problems of rural poverty, ethnic conflicts, or natural-resource extraction can be understood partly in terms of public policy—as the political choices made at the state and federal levels.


The fifth assumption adds that the rural experience is the sum of group responses to both political/economic constraints and individual choice. People can make a difference, either through influencing the broader policy agenda that constrains them or through making choices within the policy framework. Individuals are not just victims of society or passive consumers of broader national change; the choices rural residents make affect the direction that change takes in their communities.


Simply stated, these assumptions argue that rural social problems can be examined in terms of change. Change can be explained in terms of history, climate, rural-urban linkages, the economy, policy choices made at the state and federal levels, and communities’ individual choices. We use this framework to examine how current social problems came to be and how those problems might be addressed.


Organization of This Book


The book is organized around the Community Capitals Framework (CCF). It is helpful to look at the different capitals in the community in terms of overlapping stocks and flows contributing to social inclusion, economic security, and ecosystem health (see Figure 1.2). Chapters 2 through 8 present each community capital separately, and Part Three addresses the transformation of community capitals through globalization, consumption, governance, and generating change. Each chapter opens with one or more rural profiles. These are fictional in the sense that they are not descriptions of actual individuals; however, the circumstances are real. Historical documents, site visits, research journals, telephone interviews, newspaper articles, and a variety of other sources were used to collect information about real rural communities. The challenges identified are also real, expressed by people living in rural communities throughout the country.


Problems experienced by individuals often have causes embedded in the institutions and conventions of society. Understanding how this happens is part of what sociologists undertake as they study human society and social behavior. Each chapter is structured to help the reader move from the social problem voiced by rural people to the sociological challenge suggested by the concepts and theories of the social sciences. Seen from this broader perspective, social problems experienced by rural people become societal challenges capable of being solved through collective action.


The final four chapters of the book look at the transformation of community capitals in a changing world. The authors analyze rural communities and their capitals through the lenses of consumption, the global economy, governance, and generating community change.


CHAPTER SUMMARY


Many people imagine a rural America characterized by farming, homogeneous cultures, and close-knit communities. In reality rural communities differ more from each other than they do, on average, from urban areas.


What is defined to be a rural community has changed over time. In general, definitions of rural include both size and location. Current definitions use the distinction between nonmetropolitan and metropolitan counties, equating nonmetropolitan with rural. Definitions of community have also changed. This text defines community as a place or location in which people interact for mutual benefit. The community need not provide all the services individuals require and may not necessarily offer community members a common sense of identity.


Rural communities differ in terms of ethnicity and the realities that most affect their alternatives. These communities are among the most ethnically diverse as well as the most ethnically homogeneous, depending on the region of the country in which they are located. The authors have separated counties into rapid-growth amenity, rapid-growth exurban, persistently poor, and rural and remote to aid the understanding of the issues they face and common solutions they might seek.


This book assumes that social issues can be explained in terms of a community’s history, its link to urban areas, its natural resource base and relation to climate, the economy, policy choices made at the state and federal levels, and diverse choices made by the communities themselves.


KEY TERMS


Amenity counties are those located near natural resources that the larger population views as a source of beauty and recreation; in the main, they include counties near bodies of water and mountains.


Community describes a place or location in which groups of people interact for mutual support.


Gemeinschaft describes a community based on personal relationships and face-to-face interactions.


Gesellschaft describes a community in which relationships are impersonal, formal, and frequently guided by contractual arrangements.


Metropolitan areas consist of one or more adjacent counties containing at least one city of fifty thousand inhabitants or more.


Nonmetropolitan counties are those counties that lie outside a standard metropolitan area and do not include a city of fifty thousand or more inhabitants.


Persistently poor counties are those whose per capita family income was in the lowest 20 percent in 1950, 1959, 1969, 1979, 1989, 1999, 2004, and 2009.


Rapid growth applies to rural counties that experienced population increases greater than the national average.


Rural and remote applies to counties that are not adjacent to urban areas and have no town of substantial size.


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


       1.  Do you think that all four of the communities described are rural? Why? Why not? By what definition?


       2.  Why do there seem to be different definitions of rural?


       3.  Why do you think the United States is choosing to invest less and less in data on rural America?


       4.  Think of community with which you are familiar. How would you classify it in terms of rural, suburban, or urban? In terms of rural and remote, exurban, high amenity, or resource extraction dependent? Is poverty an issue in that community?


WEB RESOURCES


       •   Watch Economic Base, part 2 of “Rural Communities: Legacy and Change,” at www.learner.org/resources/series7.html#. Illustrating the shifting economic base of rural communities, this video juxtaposes the history of four diverse rural areas—Irwin, Iowa; Mammoth Lakes, California; Eatonton, Georgia; and McDowell County, West Virginia—with their economic transitions.


       •   For a frank discussion of McDowell County’s woes, read: Trip Gabriel, “50 Years into the War on Poverty, Hardship Hits Back,” New York Times, April 20, www.nytimes.com/2014/04/21/us/50-years-into-the-war-on-poverty-hardship-hits-back.html?_r=0.


       •   Hollow focuses on residents’ lives in McDowell County, West Virginia. It combines personal portraits, interactive data, maps, and user-generated content on an HTML5 website designed to address the issues stemming from stereotyping and population loss in rural America. Also see McMillion’s earlier Kickstart pitch for funds to finish Hollow. Elaine McMillion, Hollow: An Interactive Documentary, 2013, http://hollowdocumentary.com; also published on YouTube, April 10, 2012, www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdc7Y_c1AiE.


       •   Haunting contemporary photo essay on McDowell County. Website also provides a thumbnail sketch (in text) of the meteoric rise and fall of McDowell County’s coal industry: Travis Dewitz, “The Rise and Fall of Coal in McDowell County, West Virginia,” YouTube, Aug 12, 2012, 11 min. 38 sec. www.youtube.com/watch?v=8IhHPxHHaS8.


       •   Data on McDowell County: “McDowell County, West Virginia (WV),” City-Data, www.city-data.com/county/McDowell_County-WV.html.


       •   Article on Mammoth Lakes, California: “The Town: Reckoning at Mammoth Lakes,” Powder: the Skier’s Magazine, August 29, 2013, www.powder.com/the-town.


       •   Information on Mammoth Lakes: “Mammoth Lakes, California,” City-Data, www.city-data.com/city/Mammoth-Lakes-California.html, explores the impacts on communities and the environment by the modern ski industry. It includes footage and interviews from ski areas all over North America, including Mammoth Lakes, California. It reveals some disturbing trends in ski resort design but also presents efforts to protect mountain environments and communities: “Resorting to Madness: Taking Back Our Mountain Communities,” Coldstream Creative, 2006, 50 min. 39 sec., http://vimeo.com/86809444.


       •   Data on Irwin, Iowa: “Irwin, Iowa,” City-Data, www.city-data.com/city/Irwin-Iowa.html.


       •   Data on Shelby County, Iowa: “Shelby County, Iowa,” State and County QuickFacts, US Census Bureau, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/19/19165.html.


       •   Data on Eatonton, Georgia: Eatonton, Georgia, City-Data, www.city-data.com/city/Eatonton-Georgia.html.


       •   Official Eatonton website, at www.eatontonga.us.


       •   Interactive map of the hardest places to live in the United States: “Where Are the Hardest Places to Live in the U.S.?” New York Times, June 26, 2014, www.nytimes.com/2014/06/26/upshot/where-are-the-hardest-places-to-live-in-the-us.html?abt=0002&abg=1&_r=0.
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PART TWO






COMPONENTS OF RURAL COMMUNITIES: THE COMMUNITY CAPITALS





IN THE FOLLOWING SEVEN CHAPTERS EACH CAPITAL IS PRESENTED IN the context of rural America, showing how that capital has changed over time. The stocks and flows of each capital in rural areas are explained in historical and geographic context. Of course, no community capital exists in isolation, so each chapter refers to the other capitals.


Natural capital is the base on which all the other capitals depend. It can enhance other capitals—and other capitals can degrade natural capital. This chapter shows how communities work together to achieve a balance on natural capital, particularly when natural resources are highly contested. Colonizers from Europe assumed a never-ending stock of natural capital and were focused on exacting financial capital from it in the form of furs, minerals, timber, and agricultural products, such as cotton and wheat. The cultural capital of extraction led to major issues around water, soil, and biodiversity. In this chapter contrasting approaches to natural capital are shown to have serious impacts on rural communities.


Cultural capital determines how communities and groups within them see the world, how they explain what they see around them, and what they think possible to change. This chapter shows how different cultural capitals impact rural values—and the degree to which there is increasing similarity between rural and urban cultural capital as a result of media and mobility. There is great regional variation in cultural capital, despite the homogenization of culture. How does cultural capital emerge and change? What happens when one cultural capital dominates the others? How does cultural capital relate to stratification within a community and how power is perpetuated? How do families within a community differ on the cultural capital they pass on to their children?


Human capital is addressed in Chapter 4. The talents, skills, knowledge, and potential of each person within the community contribute to the stock of human capital. How do communities invest in maintaining their human capital in terms of health, well-being, education, and work force? How does that differ across the country? What are the differences in human capital in rural areas based on age, gender, poverty status, and race/ethnicity?


Social capital is based on relationships, which in turn depend on the other capitals. This chapter looks at two kinds of social capital—bridging and bonding—and shows how each can be inclusive or exclusive, can build or separate rural communities. Some authors lament that social capital—the trust and reciprocity that visitors to America in the eighteenth century noted with astonishment—is declining. Others feel it is simply changing.


Political capital addresses power. Whose norms and value get turned into standards that then become rules and regulations that are enforced and determine the distribution of resources? Although political capital analysis includes elected officials, other sources of power are often more important. How do we discover who had power? Does the way we go about that analysis impact our findings? Which groups have power and how that power is exercised at the community level greatly influences local people’s access to all the other capitals. When standards and regulations are violated and the public well-being is eroded, what can be done? What are ways that local people can stop activity that is destructive of the community and against the law, particularly when the rule breakers hold great financial and political power?


Financial capital, discussed in Chapter 7, is often privileged as the most important measure of community success. What does financial capital entail? How are income and wealth related? What are policies that enhance accumulation of financial capital for different areas and different types of people? What can rural areas do to help enhance economic security for all their residents? Are there different ways of measuring progress other than how much is sold in a given area? What is the difference in the ways financial capital is invested individually versus collectively, as a community? What are the implications of increasing inequality in income and in wealth for rural America?


Built capital is often referred to as infrastructure. After massive investments in rural roads, bridges, sewers, water systems, electricity, and telephone lines in the 1930s, there has been a steady decline in many areas in the upkeep of the structures that keep the toilets flushing and the cars and tractors out of the ditches. And investments in the new infrastructure that allows most commerce and communication to happen, high-speed Internet connections, has lagged in most rural areas. What can rural communities do to be sure that people can lead comfortable and safe lives in terms of the built capital that helps make that possible?


These chapters present the basic components of communities and their complexity as well as the various forces that impact them and how that has changed over time. Clearly external forces as well as external dynamics determine the stocks and flows of each community capital.
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Eric Ritter was frustrated. It was the third time he had called the Colorado Division of Wildlife (DOW) about the elk tearing down his fences. He wanted to organize a group of guys to shoot the herds of elk that were competing with his cattle for grass and ruining his fences. But the laws were clear. Instead, he requested financial assistance to fix his fences. He always got the money, but he still had to rebuild the fences. Something had to change.


About a month later Eric got a call from the Colorado Cattlemen’s Association to meet with the DOW and others to come up with alternatives. The meeting included hunters, outfitters who took people on hunting trips in the mountains where Eric ranched, and people from various environmental organizations. Eric felt uncomfortable with the last group, folks he viewed as “tree huggers,” especially Sue Graves, who was always stopping everything in the name of environmental protection. He privately called her “Mother Earth.” But he stuck with the new program, called the Habitat Partnership Program. He learned that similar groups were meeting in other districts in Colorado, all with the same concern about the conflicting uses of natural capital in the mountain valleys.


After getting together for meals and field visits, the environmentalists and the livestock producers realized they shared some concerns. Because fires had been suppressed, trees were invading the meadows and pastures, limiting the grass available for both the game animals and the cattle. And when fires did occur, as climate change increased the fire hazard through lack of moisture and increased insect damage to the trees, they were huge, and the pastures did not regenerate as they had in the past. If there were more grass available higher up, the deer and elk might not come down to the cattle areas. And if more grass grew in the valleys, the occasional presence of the deer and elk would not be such a problem. Furthermore, as they talked, Eric learned about a new kind of fencing that had a shiny white strip along the top wire. When the deer and elk saw the strip, they just jumped over the fence, which still served as a barrier that kept the cattle where they should be. Working together, the environmentalists and the livestock producers wrote a plan for burning and restoring pastures and meadows, and they even had a good time putting the plan into action. Now Eric knows the environmentalists by name—and he even drops in for coffee with Sue Graves. He has learned that she used to call him “That Redneck.” As he enters her shop in town, he shouts out, “Mother Earth, do you have the coffee on? This Redneck is mighty thirsty.” (For more information on the cooperative program, see Colorado Parks and Wildlife, Habitat Partnership Program, http://cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/HabitatPartnershipProgram.aspx.)


[image: ]


When the Europeans came to North America, the land was already managed by indigenous peoples in ways to ensure that grass was available for wild ruminants, such as buffalo, deer, elk, and moose, as well as crop production, which included identification and protection of areas where berries, edible roots and greens, and reeds grew and where they could establish corn, beans, and other plants that they domesticated. They managed the land to produce trees for fashioning tools and constructing homes. They established irrigation systems in more arid regions of the continent. Such management favored some species over others, changing the biodiversity of the area over time. However, to European eyes the land looked wild and untamed. In Europe most land had been privatized, fenced, and cultivated. The natural capital of the New World—plants, animals, soil, and water—seemed abundant. All that was needed was to tame the wild lands to produce financial and built capital.


Whereas most Native American tribes used the land to develop a subsistence economy, with a strong focus on converting natural capital to social and cultural capital, most Europeans came to the Americas to transform natural capital into financial capital. Fur trappers, timber companies, and miners used the resources until they were depleted and then moved on. European governments financed explorations of the New World and expected new wealth in return. A number of English companies actually sold stock to finance early settlements. Once established, these settlements were expected to become self-sufficient and then to begin exporting products to pay their debts and dividends to their stockholders.


The goal of the conversion of natural capital to financial capital motivated the US government to finance such expeditions as Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s Corps of Discovery and other westward exploration. The explorers and those who accompanied them expected to receive land as a result of their efforts, which would then be translated into financial wealth (Ambrose 1996). Although the expeditions generated cultural capital in the form of new knowledge about the peoples and lands they found, the explorers’ goal was to beat the English, French, and Spanish to claim the territory and the wealth of its natural resources.


LAND USE


Land settlement policies played an important role in shaping the economies of early rural communities. In New England the English Crown gave land to trading companies, which in turn gave land to groups of settlers. These groups established central villages surrounded by farmland. Farmers worked their fields by day but returned to the village at night. A village-style settlement created an environment capable of eventually supporting other economic functions, such as manufacturing and domestic crafts.


In contrast, in the South the English Crown gave land directly to individuals. The landowners then settled large, relatively self-sufficient plantations that depended upon slave labor. Few villages or towns were created.


Although a few hardy adventurers were always willing to push westward, efforts to settle land west of the Appalachian Mountains were slow to develop. When forests in the Northeast had been exhausted in the 1840s, logging companies pushed into the Great Lakes region in search of new timber. The discovery of gold and silver in the late 1840s brought waves of prospectors to the mountain West.


Despite these early migrations, it was not until Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in 1862 that European Americans began to settle the Great Plains. The Homestead Act gave each settler 160 acres of land if that settler established a home on the land and worked to increase its productivity for at least five years. Railroads also received land grants. They then sold tracts of land to raise funds to construct rail lines. Because the Homestead Act required settlers to live on the land, farmers and ranchers remained dispersed across the countryside. In the Midwest and Great Plains, villages and towns developed to serve the farmers and as transportation nodes. Unlike in the East, the farmer and merchant classes did not live together in villages.


In some states, such as West Virginia and Kentucky, mining companies bought up huge tracts of land. Where they did not own the land itself, they bought the mineral rights, which allowed them to mine underneath homes and farms, an activity that was often followed by the collapse of the land and the destruction of homes and livelihoods. Mining companies also sought timber rights, because wood cut from nearby hillsides was used to shore up the mines. Those companies’ control over natural resources generally benefited growing urban areas. The transformation of natural capital into financial capital controlled by absentee-owned companies drained both forms of capital from rural communities.


Urban sprawl and the development of remote high-amenity areas are often a result of the use of political capital (see the discussion of the growth machine in Chapter 6). The resulting paving-over of farmland and filling-in of natural areas such as wetlands have led to declines in water quality, decreased sequestration of carbon, increased greenhouse gases, global warming, greater tendencies toward flooding, loss of biodiversity and the habitat that supports it, loss of open space, and increased traffic congestion, which is accompanied by a decline in air quality, with serious health impacts. Increasingly, communities are seeing these outcomes as undesirable. Various mechanisms are available for local communities to address these issues, as illustrated in Box 2.1. (Also see Chapter 11 on the powers some local governments have over land use through zoning, property taxes, and tax abatements.)


Conflicts over land use have increased, and local governments often attempt to protect the natural capital in their area and, thus, their human capital. For example, in Iowa those who benefit from large confined-animal feeding operations frequently have sued rural counties that have attempted to limit confinement operations. Those companies have very deep pockets (i.e., abundant financial capital) compared to cash-strapped county governments. Investment in lawyers and court fees is a legitimate capital investment and is tax deductible, whereas for rural governments and local nonprofit organizations, defending against lawsuits requires drawing on already limited resources.


Although some people claim that changes in land use are a natural result of market forces, others point to the role that political capital and government subsidies play in the creation of urban sprawl and the exploitation of natural resources on public lands. Ultimately, negotiation of alternative uses of sustainable natural capital depends on such groups as the Habitat Partnership Program to establish places of common ground and sustainable alternatives.


Throughout US history land has been viewed as valuable for


       •   provision of natural resources to be turned into financial capital (logging, mining, trapping);


       •   production of natural resources to be transformed into financial capital (farming and some timber production);




 






       BOX 2.1      Working Together to Combat Sprawl


In Steamboat Springs, Colorado, “progress” is a loaded term. This small community, located in Routt County, has a popular ski resort, great shopping, beautiful mountainous views, and many, many tourists. Steamboat Ski and Resort Corporation, the third-largest ski resort in Colorado, has more than a million skier days annually in good years, contributing millions of dollars to the community by way of fees, services, sales tax, property tax, cash, and donations. Although the community welcomed the financial revenue, some residents felt that the growth in this resort area was spiraling out of control. In the early to mid-1980s, when another new ski resort wanted to move in six miles from the existing one, residents responded. Ranchers in nearby small communities began to see their access to land for grazing cut off, and they did not like it. Other residents were concerned about more traffic congestion and increasing real estate prices. Still others were concerned about land conservation and pollution. Bumper stickers appeared, stating, “A community to match the scenery.”


When Dean Rossi, head of the local cattleman’s association, who had previously been active in setting up conservation easements to protect ranch lands and forests, met with Holly Richter, a scientist from the Nature Conservancy, they may not have known what mutual goals they shared. However, it was not long before they realized they had made an important and necessary connection. Richter’s goal was to build a sustainable plant community; Rossi felt that more plant growth could help his cattle. Neither wanted the land to shift from ranching to seasonal homes. As opposition to the new resort grew, investors pulled out of the project, effectively bringing it to a halt. These sorts of coalitions have helped save more than twenty thousand acres around Steamboat for ranching and environmental conservation. These programs are supported through both land trusts and locally based bonds, through which local residents voted to tax themselves to preserve ranch lands.


Vision 2020, which included a diverse group of citizens, encouraged discussions about what residents wanted to protect and enhance around Steamboat. What everyone began to realize was that being confrontational and shrill did not work. A local group, Environment 2000, sponsored annual “nonconfrontational” conferences to discuss topics surrounding community development. People began to listen to others’ ideas, and respect between groups became apparent (Bush 2006).


A strong connection was formed among ranchers, conservationists, and local government officials. Saving ranching in the area was something that all groups agreed upon. They all wanted to protect their water and air from pollution caused by high-density resort development, particularly in places like the Yampa Valley, a lush and unique rural landscape. Instead of fighting the land-preservation mentality, Gary Mielke, the president of Steamboat Ski and Resort Corporation, got on board, recognizing the heritage of the area: “We’re committed to preserving the area’s open lands and developing only where it’s appropriate. . . . Our ranching heritage is as important to this company as snow” (“Routt County” 1997).


In 1996 a project entitled the Yampa River System Legacy Project was invited to submit a grant proposal to Great Outdoors Colorado, a foundation with a lottery-financed coffer of $10 to $20 million per year. Representatives from all parts of Steamboat, including private businesses and landowners, educators, government officials, and others, came together to form a committee. They wrote a 150-page proposal that included forty-three letters of support from the region’s most important leaders. This project had strong support from then-governor Roy Romer. The project’s theme, “to protect and enhance the ecological health of the Yampa River and the productive agricultural lands it supports while providing for appropriate recreational opportunities,” was coupled with five goals. The overriding goal was to protect and conserve the river and the area surrounding it. It was soon apparent that the project was well received. Great Outdoors Colorado awarded the project $6 million, the donor’s second-largest grant ever in the state and its largest per capita grant.


Coalition forming between diverse community leaders and residents is vital to community development, but as Routt County Commissioner Ben Beall pointed out, it takes learning and listening to people who live and work on the land: “My advice to other county officials is to look at your culture and figure out how that fits in with your vision and how the preservation of land fits with your culture. If it doesn’t, then it’s not going to work” (“Routt County” 1997). Ben was crucial here, as it is absolutely vital to have elected officials who are champions of preservation and community. In the 1990s many of the advances made came through elected champions at the city council, the board of county commissioners, and the nonprofits as well as through cooperation between the city of Steamboat Springs and Routt County governments. A whole set of new master plans with preservation of rural character, ranching, wildlife habitat, and clean air and water came out of this. Moreover, the planning process at the county became institutionalized around protecting these values while still enabling sensitive development.


In 2005 the Yampa River System Legacy Project ended, as funding ran out and the group disbanded. Many successes were achieved during the time the project was in place. Remarkable things can happen when people work together toward a common goal, which is evident in and around Steamboat, but it takes shared passion and mutual respect among all players. It also may take a big challenge to the status quo, like the proposed Catamount ski development, which diverse groups see as a threat to the things they value. The City of Steamboat Springs Economic Development Policy (2011) reflects the value attributed to conservation and a working landscape.
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       •   consumption to enhance cultural, built, and social capital (those with wealth purchasing land on which to build elegant homes and large estates to entertain their friends);


       •   speculation to directly increase financial capital (land bought with the expectation that its price will increase);


       •   creation of the foundation for built capital (housing developments, shopping malls, and factories);


       •   provision of important ecosystem services (clean water and air, biodiversity, and carbon sequestration); and


       •   preservation of cultural capital (land valued for its spiritual and historical meanings).


These differing values given to land have led to struggles over access to and control of it. Is it a matter of public concern that what I do on my land to produce financial capital (building a mall or a mine) affects what happens on your land (flooding, decreased air quality, or landslides)? How are different social and cultural values for land negotiated in the market and in public policy? And how do decisions about land use affect natural capital in general?


WATER CONCERNS


The availability of clean, potable water has been called the number one challenge facing the world and its inhabitants today. In the western United States water has always been a scarce commodity. The first settlers recognized it as one of the fundamental elements of the universe and husbanded it accordingly. The control of water literally shaped the history of the West. As stated in a special supplement created by the Albuquerque Municipal Utility (AMU) for the Albuquerque Journal to encourage citizen buy in for a new water conservation initiative in the year 2000, “For years, Albuquerque’s approach to managing water resources was simple and relatively inexpensive. The city just extracted all the water it needed from its underground aquifer, assuming the river was replacing it. We carved Midwestern landscapes into the desert and were among the highest water users in the southwest—with about the lowest water rates. However, times have changed” (Albuquerque Municipal Utilities 2000).


Water—its quantity and quality—is an increasingly scarce natural resource as one moves from east to west across the North American continent. Whereas in the East the current water issues in rural communities are about water quality, in the West they involve access to water. This has been increasingly apparent in the first decades of the 2000s, as prolonged drought in the West has exacerbated water disputes among irrigators, environmentalists, and urban interests. Adjacent state or province governments (representing one or more of these interests) have also been increasingly involved in lawsuits against one another to secure rights to water in rivers that flow across state lines (see, for instance, Wines 2014). The old western adage, “Whiskey is for drinking, water is for fighting,” is arguably more true now than it was during the settlement period and has international implications.


To grow, communities must acquire new sources of water. Los Angeles, for example, could not have grown to its present size had it not been able to divert water from the mountains down into the arid southern California lands (see Box 2.2), where land values were determined by the quantity and certainty of the imported water supply. “Sell the water and throw the land in free” became the slogan of real estate brokers subdividing the rolling hills of southern California. Recognizing the tremendous importance of water for all phases of residential and industrial development, public officials and private entrepreneurs struggled over whether it should be public or private. The classic movie Chinatown (1974) presents a somewhat fictionalized account of the intrigues involved in that struggle.


FIGURE 2.1 Distribution and severity of drought as of September 2013.


[image: Source: Adapted from Rippey, Brad. The US Drought Monitor, ...]


Source: Adapted from Rippey, Brad. The US Drought Monitor, produced in partnership between the National Drought Mitigation Center at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, the United States Department of Agriculture, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu.




 






       BOX 2.2      Water and Urban-Rural Connections?


For ninety-three years the city of Los Angeles had control of the water in the lower Owens Valley, some three hundred miles to the northeast of the city. Only in 2006 was the water again allowed to fill up the Owens River and irrigate the parched valley. Beginning in 1904 representatives of the City of Our Lady of the Angels fanned out into the Owens Valley, which was watered by the snowpack of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, disguising themselves as tourists and ranchers, to buy the water rights from the local farmers, the right of way for an aqueduct, and land for a reservoir. By disguising their true goals, city officials avoided skyrocketing land prices.


Once the city had acquired the land and water rights it needed, officials had to change the uses approved for that water. That change involved a major public choice: Should water from Owens Lake be used to support residential use in Los Angeles or agricultural use in the Sierra Nevada Mountains? The decision was never in doubt, as the mighty metropolis had much more clout than did the sparsely settled montane valley.


The more complicated issue was figuring out how to get the water from Owens Lake down to Los Angeles. Los Angeles Mayor Frederick Eaton conferred with investors, who envisioned large profits in building the aqueduct and controlling the water rights. William Mulholland, superintendent of the newly created Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, sought public funds to develop the infrastructure as a public trust and pressured Eaton to give up a private role in the Owens Valley project, from which Eaton would have gained financially. Los Angeles was well on its way to gaining control of the Owens Valley aqueduct project.


Los Angeles quickly won the right to have the water system in public hands, in part because governments had certain advantages in raising large sums of money to cover the high construction costs. There was pressure from the privately held Pacific Light and Power Company to use the flow of the water to generate electricity. At this point the city had to decide whether to become a public utility and provide energy. Officials decided that the city should diversify into a related monopoly to generate and distribute electrical power.


Construction of the aqueduct led to the development of other built capital by Los Angeles. For example, a great deal of cement was required to construct the aqueduct. Rather than buy it from private contractors, Los Angeles constructed its own cement plant at Monolith, California. The city invested public funds in an element of built capital that is private in most parts of the United States.


Once Owens Valley residents realized what Los Angeles planned to do with the water, the battle over who would control the water began. Owens Valley newspapers defended local water rights, while Los Angeles newspapers declared that the well-being of Owens Valley communities must be sacrificed for the greater good and the greater profit of Los Angeles.


The fight to stop construction of the aqueduct illustrates the role that various levels of government play in providing built capital. The aqueduct, ultimately paid for by the taxpayers of Los Angeles, had to pass over public land. The people of Owens Valley tried to block the city’s access to public lands as one means of stopping the project. Not only was the aqueduct allowed to cross public lands, but the US Forest Service, by presidential proclamation, claimed the Owens Valley as part of the Sierra Forest Reserve, thus eliminating private claims on the valley land.


Despite the investment by Los Angeles and the diverse support for the project, Owens Valley residents continued to fight against it. In 1913 the first water from Owens Valley arrived in Los Angeles. The aqueduct went into operation in the late 1920s and was not fully completed until 1941. During those twenty years resistance to the aqueduct included physical attacks on it. Explosions would rock the valley as people, angry as they watched lush vegetation and agricultural production wither for lack of water, attempted to blow holes in the aqueduct. The decline of the towns, ranches, and farms along the river valley accompanied Los Angeles’s growth.


Since 2001 control of Owens River and Owens Lake has been an issue in the courts, despite an agreement in 1991 between the City of Los Angeles and Inyo County for a long-term groundwater management plan. In September 2006 a California Court of Appeals panel made a decision that was a true victory for Owens Valley: Los Angeles was ordered to restore a sixty-two-mile stretch of the Owens River and was banned from using the aqueduct. This ruling also has had a great effect on Owens Lake, which was bone dry from the exporting of water for nearly a century.
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