OCRA “Beyond the Boundaries”
Strategic Plan Regional Listening Session in La Porte
July 31, 2008

Twenty (20) people attended the La Porte Regional Listening Session representing Starke and La Porte counties.  The session began with Andrew Fennig, project manager for OCRA, reporting on the statewide accomplishments and initiatives of OCRA in the implementation of the “Breaking the Boundaries” Strategic Plan over the past 3 years.  The Listening Session was then facilitated gaining the community members’ input on strategy development as summarized below.

What are some of our region’s accomplishments over the last 3 years?

· Flowers and planters in La Porte
· Courthouse painted, landscaped and restored

· Government complex

· New historical museum society

· Michigan City and La Porte working together thinking regionally

· Multiple new and expanded businesses

· New heart center at the hospital

· Updating and improving the county home

· Union Mills parks and ball fields
· New Starke County distribution center

· Built museum in Wanatah Park

· Created and incorporated Historical Society

· Created La Porte County Conservation Trust

· Tripled grain prices in the area

· La Porte Historical Society has new facilities

· Increased educational opportunities with dual credits, etc.

· Extended water and sewerage to the fairgrounds

· Signs for Yellowstone Trail and Lincoln Highway

· Increased tourism in the county

· Casino high rising building

· New library in La Crosse

· New businesses in incubator in Wanatah

Enterprise Center in Michigan City

What are the Strengths (or Assets) of our region?
· Highway structure
· Proximity to Lake Michigan

· Rail infrastructure

· Access to higher education

· Good farm ground for corn and soybean production

· No pollution

· Available workforce

· Tourism “second homes”

· Small town feel

· Four seasons
· Casinos

· Commitment to youth, good volunteers, and active community

· Strong traditional values
· Diverse economy

· Lots of snow

· Oldest fair in the state

· Not as much sprawl as east and west

· Lots of small town festivals

· US30 brings people to the region

· Ample natural resources including the lake shore, green space and agricultural land

· Strong work ethic
· Extensive specialty knowledge base

· Relatively low taxes

What are the  Weaknesses of our region?

· Crime – unsolved murders
· Train youth for jobs; they need a work ethic

· Get comprehensive land use plan finalized

· Does not embrace new things/change

· People complain without using available resources

· Lack of local news due to papers merging

· Lack of alternatives for energy

· Some schools need improvement

· Need reason for graduates to come back home

· Need employment opportunities

· Need workforce training

· Homeless people

· Unwed pregnancies

· Negativity

· Absent landlords and brown fields (don’t use empty buildings)

· Concerns with sewer and water

· Lack of respect/recognition of youth

· Lack of communications and programs between towns, cities and counties

· La Porte County left out of “state pie”

· Certain parts of the county have very high utility rates

· Lack of public transportation

· Consolidation of markets and buyers

What are the external Threats to our region?
· Australia and Portugal
· Economic markets (agriculture and energy)

· Jobs overseas

· Population: brain gain, job drain, illegal immigration, and aging population

· Low rent = low taxes = low income
· No sense of control over land use

· Terrorism (railroad embargo)

· Aging population

· Healthcare

· Property taxes on fixed incomes

· Parenting/families

· Weather tragedies

· Youth attitudes and substances

· Immigration

· Lack of infrastructure for industry and townships
What are the Opportunities for our region and the state? 
(Each participant received 5 “dots” to place by those strategies they felt were most promising.)

1. Move the prisons; too many runaways●

2. Alternative energies: solar, wind, geothermal●●●●●●

3. Alternative foods growing and processing organic produce in the hometown using garden markets●

4. Rural enterprise zones:●●●●●

a. For food production

b. State help entrepreneurs start businesses and start-up funding

c. Target abandoned buildings for start-ups

d. Put these in small towns (500 people or less)

5. Legislative incentives to save family farms using a tax incentive to incent those who inherit to keep it rather than sell it.●●●●●

6. Indiana take advantage of federal money for farmland preservation (Farmland Protection)  which includes farms, barns, and buildings)●●●●

7. Put something in school program for those who want to stay in farming and learn how to run the business (like Project Lead the Way for engineering).  They could be connected with or mentored by existing farmers.●●
8. Control urban sprawl with better zoning, connect to sewer and water, and use stricter development rules requiring sewer and water prior to selling lots.●●●●●

9. Increase green spaces around towns by incenting parks, protecting agriculture and controlled zoning.

10. More cooperation between schools and communities bringing local business people to teach courses, offering internships, etc.●

11. Increase technology infrastructure, particularly fiber optics and broadband.●●●●●

12. Develop summer school and other programs to occupy kids (for instance, master gardener programs).●

13. Bring in volunteers who are available and retired (nurses, doctors, lawyers) to teach and have them in contact with kids as role models.  “Indiana First” slogan.●

14. Programs to get elders and younger folks together to build own future with the community.●●

15. Reduce bureaucracy in all entities (such as schools).●●

16. Attract logistics business opportunities building on US30, I80, I90, etc.●●

17. Grow tourism:●●

a. Agri-tourism
b. Lake Michigan

c. Museums

d. Hiking and biking trails

e. Kankakee River●●●

f. Legendary serial murderess

18. Attract a good slaughterhouse to the area.

19. Water parks, stake parks, motor cross…for youth entertainment

20. “Active” downtowns”●●●

a. Shops

b. Gathering places

c. Clubs

d. Place to congregate and meet

21. Nursery school for young children

22. Daycare for single mothers.

23. Community Center for each small town: for their seniors, day care, etc.●●●●

24. A meeting with kids to get their ideas●

25. Something for senior citizens: help to the doctor free or for a small fee.●
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