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Purpose   Outline

• IIRA has worked with 
communities in every 
county in Illinois that 
borders the Mississippi, 
Ohio, and Illinois Rivers

• Describe the ways that 
the IIRA can help support 
the communities in the 
Corn Belt Regional Ports

1. Rural Demographic Trends

2. Planning for Rural Development: 
The Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs

3. Conclusions and Q&A
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I. Rural Demographics
• Rural population decline is a big issue

o Population decline in many river counties

o Mississippi, Illinois, and Ohio Rivers

• Drivers of population decline:

o Mechanization / Decline of:

▪ Agriculture

▪ Mining

▪ Forestry

o Declining birthrates

o Slowed immigration

o Rural outmigration

o Globalization

o Off-shoring manufacturing

o Macroscale processes
3



4



I. Impacts of Rural Depopulation
• Loss of anchor institutions (e.g., grocery stores, hospitals, schools)

• Declining tax base

• Education gap

• Loss of talent

• Digital divide is real

• Rural poverty

• Wage gap

• Aging population

• Youth outmigration

• Mobility issues

• Healthcare access

• Quality of life issues

• How are communities doing in rural regional ports?
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II. The IIRA – Promoting Rural Development
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• Push back against the negative narrative of rural development

• Our Prescription: Focus on assets, not needs, of a community

• ABCD = Asset Based Community Development

• IIRA Founded in 1989 at Western Illinois University

• IL Governor’s Executive Order describes the IIRA as the, “State’s 
academic clearinghouse for rural development data and 
initiatives”:

o Research

o Outreach

o Teaching

o Policy Development
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MAPPING Communities, 1990 to 2024 Peace Corps Fellows Communities, 1995 to 2024

150+ MAPPING 
Communities 
in Illinois
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Recent IIRA + Community Outcomes
• Rushville. The $7,000,000 Rushville Fitness center opened up in November 2021. Online: 

https://www.myjournalcourier.com/news/article/Anonymous-donor-antes-up-for-fitness-center-

14001118.php

• Dieterich. Dieterich MAPPING group raised over $3 million for their recreation/child care complex: 

https://www.effinghamdailynews.com/news/local_news/state-awards-dieterich-2m-grant-for-community-

center/article_e6dca960-883a-11eb-b2c9-fb28bb0ba7c5.html

• Pana. “Pana Pride” completed an update in November 2021 and raised $72,000 for their Christmas lights 

display in 2021: https://www.wandtv.com/news/pana-pride-collects-72k-for-holiday-lights-

display/article_add37786-53e9-11ec-b0af-bb9924f897d1.html

• Assumption. IIRA served as a catalyst for a community supported childcare facility

• Hillsboro. Hillsboro's Hilltop Coop co-working space / business incubator recently opened. The 

MAPPING program helped Hillsboro start this project: https://www.thejournal-news.net/stories/the-coop-

officially-opens-in-downtown-hillsboro,74779.

• West Central Illinois. WIU secured $300,000 from DCEO to improve broadband access: 

https://www.wiu.edu/news/newsrelease.php?release_id=20486 
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Recent IIRA + Community Outcomes

• Pittsfield. The “Picture Pittsfield” group that formed out of the Pittsfield MAPPING process and the City 

completed a new walking path. The “Picture Pittsfield” group helped to raise $18,000 for the project: 

https://www.myjournalcourier.com/news/article/Pittsfield-finishing-up-new-walking-path-16483773.php.

• Mattoon. The “Mattoon in Motion” initiative the grew out of the strategic planning process secured a 

$250,000 Google Impact Challenge Award to develop a business incubator: 

https://chicago.suntimes.com/2019/2/17/18314029/google-reveal-downstate-group-wins-250k-tech-giant-

expanding-workforce-here. 

• Corn Belt Ports. Secured National Science Foundation funding to research how Corn Belt Ports could 

better function as “business clusters” to drive innovation and economic development: 

https://gsunews.govst.edu/advancing-smart-logistics-project-led-by-gsu-iin-receives-1-million-nsf-engines-

development-award/ 

• Winchester. IIRA helped to start a rural grocery store cooperative to address rural food desert issues. 

This is one of five that my colleague Sean Park has started since 2018. The New York Times reported on this 

effort: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/us/rural-farm-market.html. 
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III. Summary and Conclusions

• Working Collaboratively for Regional Ports
o Prosody Group
o Tri-State Development Summit
o Southeast Iowa Regional Planning Commission
o Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs
o Other great agencies too

• Focus on regional ports and investments that support them
o Infrastructure
o Workforce
o Business development

• Collaborate to spur economic development that helps grow 
rural regional ports
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III. Conclusions
• Communities in the rural Midwest confront many challenges

• Rural communities also have many assets

• Community planning can help to identify and build on these 
assets for the future
o Economic diversification

o Promote the idea of regional ports as business clusters

• That is why organizations such as the Corn Belt Ports and 
Mid-America Ports Commission are so important
o Progress starts with you… and we can help

• Questions and comments welcomed

Thank you!
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