OCRA “Beyond the Boundaries”
Strategic Plan Regional Listening Session in Nappanee
July 30, 2008

Thirty-nine (39) people attended the Nappanee Regional Listening Session representing Elkhart, Koscuisko, Allen and Marshall counties.  The session began with David Terrell, executive director of 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?

· Middlebury new high school
· Bremen hospital

· Technology park

· Downtown development in Nappanee

· New comprehensive plan

· Marshall Co. – Plymouth

· Bridge – Plymouth

· Start of the new US31 Corridor

· Aquatic weed eradication program

· Upscale restaurant in Plymouth

· Nappanee Center (Chamber, library and city)

· Goshen downtown revitalization

· First Friday

· New South Bend nanotechnology center

· IU South Bend and Ivy Tech expansions

· Biodiesel plant in Claypool

· Lifeplex

· Regional economic development

· Marshall county EDC

· Major Moves

· Tornado recovery

· Goshen Cancer Center

· Received CFF

· American Countryside Farmers Market

· CR 17 expansion project

· Skateparks and recreational facilities

· Ancilla College expanding

What are the Strengths (or Assets) of our region?
· Libraries
· Farming

· 4H Fair

· Transportation: rail, roads and interstates
· Entrepreneurial spirit

· Strong moral character

· Sense of community

· Manufacturing

· Tradesmen

· Ground water

· Recreational opportunities

· Tourism

· Higher educational opportunities

· Depth of topsoil

· Historical preservation

· Four seasons

· Work ethic
· Infrastructure

· Amish culture

· Public and private education

· Plymouth waste water treatment plant is food industry capable

· Water: lakes, drinking water, etc.

· Strong, skilled, non-union labor pool

· Can-do spirit/generosity

· Development of philanthropic capital

· High quality companies

· Vested in our communities

· Festivals

· Tradition

What are the  Weaknesses of our region?

· Tradition
· Need to improve the quality of lakes and streams

· Lack of alternative energy

· Lack of public transportation

· Losing farm ground and some of what draws tourists

· Not enough regional cooperation

· Better land use for sewers

· Poor workforce development

· Lack of engaging diverse populations

· Lack of broadband access

· Brain drain

· Lack of jobs

· Too much reliance on manufacturing

· High school drop outs

· Challenges facing youth

· Perception that there is a lack of cultural opportunities

· Poor water management

· Drugs

· Growing non-RV business structures

· Diversification

· Ill-prepared for growth

· Immigration and racism

· Lack of high tech jobs

· Lack of political will

· Tax cap – inability to provide basic government services

· Lack of world perspective

· Drug abuse in area and within the workforce

· Lack of post secondary education degrees

· Lack of acceptance of newcomers

· Lack of vision by governmental leaders

· Fragmentation of government

· Effective integration of the Hispanic community

· Lack of political diversity

· Disconnect between Indy and us

What are the external Threats to our region?
· Energy
· Global warming

· Gas prices

· Foreign competition

· Terrorism

· Accessibility (better use of what we have)

· Water and air pollution

· Library consolidation

· Land development

· Loss of local control
· Unfunded mandates

· Economic effects on schools and local units of government

· Activists

· Extended recession

· Nuclear disaster

· Energy costs

· Healthcare costs

· Ozone/pollution

· School consolidation

· Disappearance of small communities

· Real estate sales

· DLGF

· Inability of immigration reform

· Devaluing of the US dollar

· Moving away from area

· Outsources

· Kerman-Shepherd Blue Ribbon Commission plan and implementation

· Foreign competition

· Weather

· Planned development

· Environmental issues

· Aging infrastructure

· Movement toward government centralization

· No planning for implementation

· Globalization

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. Better planning for sewer and water allowing growth.
2. Take advantage of the South Bend nanotechnology: working with them and attracting production, engineering and research here.●●●●●●●●●

3. Need help from the state on fiber optics to allow for high technology businesses.●●●●●●●●●●

4. Focus on promoting ourselves as an economic region combining 3-4 counties and building upon initiatives started.●●

5. Develop high speed train/rail transportation extending the South Shore access across northern Indiana (parallel to the toll road) and down to Indianapolis●●●●●●●●●●●●

6. More concentration on developing entrepreneurs establishing a business incubator in every community.●●●

7. Develop incentives to slow down Brain Drain offering scholarships and college loan forgiveness if they stay/return●●●●

8. Create jobs for highly skilled folks and college graduates considering the sustainable green industry and the business clusters as focal points.  Give incentives.●●

9. Build green using new construction with the latest technology for sustainability.  This would attract the creative class.
10. Find ways to shore up communities to help them be sustainable.  Property tax reform is hurting local government.  Return control of property tax revenue to local taxing entities.●●●●●●●

11. Continue using cellulosic and other agricultural products locally.●●

12. State not redefine who we are:

a. We don’t want urban sprawl

b. Land use planning should have local control

c. Education of local people decided here

13. As we look at economic development, let’s attract those that add value to the agricultural industry to help maintain a balance of “who we are”.●●

14. Work on lowering gas prices allowing more companies to drill.●

15. Support for rural multicultural initiatives that look different than urban ones.  This would create and strengthen diversity.●

16. Fix health insurance for farms and small businesses.●●●●●●●●●

17. Give everyone federal health insurance.●●●●●

18. Get more undercover police to crack down on drugs before they are used.●

19. Create a tent city instead of a jail making it less pleasant for criminals.

20. Improve the lakes and streams allowing local people to clean them up, develop more sewers, and improve farm run-off.●●●●●

21. Eliminate unfunded mandates from state and federal government.●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●.

22. Find ways to protect our wetlands as they are natural filters.  Tighten regulations, educate the public on their value an investigate those which are most polluted.

23. Give more authority to the local school corporations to set their own curriculum (teach beyond ISTEP) and allowing teachers to use their common sense.  This will produce better graduates and reduce brain drain.●●●●●●●●●●●●
24. Develop an education schedule that is more year round (time off between semesters/quarters).

25. Sort children in classrooms by ability and instruct to their level.●

26. Support families with small children with programs like Family First expanded throughout the region to prepare children for school.●

27. Reduce class size in schools to work with various kids and abilities.●

28. Reduce size of school campuses.

29. Evaluate all schools before consolidating small schools.

30. Develop more programs that share new technology avenues with kids (i.e. gaming) at middle school and possible sooner.●

31. Break the cycle of poverty by getting parents to value education and connecting the social service agencies so we know who needs help●●●●

32. Know the net effect on rural communities for the Kernan-Shepherd Report before implementing including the cost and service impacts.●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●(24)

33. Know what city and county government is costing us versus other cities and counties so we can benchmark how we are doing.  Develop a handful of simple benchmarks, build off the Farm Bureau book, use an easy format and publicize it heavily.  We think the competition will drive cost out of government.●●●●●●●●●

34. Develop one state database with all public information.●

35. Fund to bring local databases up to par.

36. Use our large biomass resource to create high value-add products such as energy or other.●

37. Invest in wind farms using state and local incentives and educating farmers and communities on how to build wind farms.

38. Produce butanol out of fermentable products using patent of local resident.

39. Provide after school care for kids to ensure all kids have supervision and stimulation.

40. Encourage livelong learning for all getting higher education more engaged in rural communities, particularly those least served, and get broadband into the homes and central community locations to receive classes.●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●●(17)
41. Pay competitive (prevailing) wages on state jobs to reduce brain drain.
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