Terry F. Ludeman

Demographic Presentation
Rural Advisory Council – Ripon (8/16/2004)

Thank you for inviting me to discuss demographic changes in Wisconsin’s rural areas with you today.

I’d like to introduce a fairly new concept in looking at urban or metropolitan areas versus rural areas.  It is a concept that was recently introduced in a publication from the Harvard Business School and the renowned cluster researcher Michael Porter.  The concept is that the connection between rural areas and metropolitan areas is important.  Thus, it is suggested there are two types of rural areas.  First are rural areas, which are adjacent to metro areas, and second are rural areas distant from metro areas – or not adjacent.

There is one more thing that is important to grasp.  Many areas that are thought to be rural are even now no longer rural.  For example, we have school districts represented here as rural school districts, which are no longer rural.  They are fast becoming suburban schools.  Often they are changing so fast that the culture of the community has not yet caught up to the new reality.  I don’t necessarily want to redefine how your individual school districts see themselves, but here are a few examples.  New Glarus, Cambridge and New Richmond are all communities that have traditionally been small communities defined by their connection to an agricultural or rural way of life.  And, much of the community wants that definition to continue.  But they are being transposed.  They are becoming suburban communities.  New Richmond, for example, now has 7,250 people living in it.  By 2010, it will very likely have 10,000 people, perhaps more.

For the nation as a whole, there are 3,104 counties.  Of those 3,104 counties, 838 are metropolitan, 880 are adjacent rural counties and 1,386 are distant rural counties.  That is to say that final group of rural counties are not connected to metropolitan counties.  In other words, 27 percent of the nation’s counties are metropolitan counties, and 73 percent are rural.  Perhaps more revealing is the fact that 45 percent are distant rural counties.  Fully 62 percent of the nation’s 2,266 rural counties are not touching metropolitan statistical counties.  Those nonadjacent counties are much more rural than are the counties that are adjacent.

In Wisconsin, we have 72 counties.  Twenty-five are metropolitan, 34 are adjacent, and only 13 are distant.  So for comparison, 35 percent of Wisconsin’s counties are metropolitan, and 64 percent are rural.  Forty-seven percent are rural adjacent counties.  And, just slightly over one/fourth of Wisconsin’s rural counties, 27.7 percent to be precise, are distant rural counties.

Here’s another revealing piece about Wisconsin that you might find interesting as you begin to strategize about how best to serve the education needs of Wisconsin’s rural young people.  Wisconsin has 14 urban areas in a state with 5.4 million people.  There are only nine states with 14 urban areas.  California, Florida, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas and Wisconsin.  You might wish to know the average population of the other eight states.  The average is 16,413,000 – three times Wisconsin’s size.  What that points out to us is that even though we think of Wisconsin as predominantly rural, the fact is our urban or metropolitan population is very much dispersed throughout the state.  Thus, there are very few places in the state where you are not quite close to urban areas.  Exceptions are the northwestern and southwestern parts of the state.  The urban areas themselves are quite small, but urban nonetheless.  And as they sprawl out from the centers of population concentration, they are changing the rural tone of Wisconsin.

Now, let’s look at what this information tells us.  First, rural counties that are adjacent to metropolitan counties tend to take on the character of the metropolitan areas they are adjacent to.   Their wages are similar, their jobs are similar and the education levels of the populations are similar.  You might say that they are more like a metropolitan county than a rural county.  For example, Wood, Portage, and Marathon counties are more alike than different.

Currently, 72.1 percent of Wisconsin’s population lives in metropolitan counties and only 27.9 percent live in rural counties.

What else do we know about Wisconsin’s rural counties?  Their populations are very much older than metropolitan counties, especially the distant rural counties.  There are several reasons for it and they all are influencing not only local labor markets, but also educational economic data.

First, the quality of life found in these rural counties has been very attractive to retiring older populations from metropolitan counties.  Most of you know these counties.  They’re Oneida, Vilas, Adams, Door, Green Lake, Marquette, Walworth, Waupaca, Waushara, etc.  Interestingly, these new older immigrants want the county to maintain the quality of life that they think exists there.  They often don’t want economic development to succeed, because they want to live in their newly adopted county without the trappings of urban communities.

At the same time, because the economies of these rural areas are no longer able to support families, young families are moving out of the rural areas and into urban areas.  Indeed, many of the family farms throughout the state have to have at least one family member working a traditional nonfarm wage and salary job if for no other reason, they need health insurance and it is much too expensive for farm families to purchase.  That means living close to an urban area.  And thus the rural areas have fewer and fewer school age children living in them and fewer young families.

So, although Wisconsin is aging more rapidly than the United States in total, our rural areas are aging even more rapidly.

In metropolitan areas of Wisconsin, the population under the age of 20 will increase from its present 1,115,000 to 1,218,000.  That’s an increase of just over 103,000.  In rural adjacent areas of the state, the population under the age of 20 will decrease from its present 359,000 to about 349,500.  Although that’s a slight decrease, it will likely change overall school enrollment very little.  But the rural distant counties will see their population under the age of 20 drop from 58,000 to 47,000.  This 11,000 drop, which is a very large 19 percent of the present level will mean that many of our most rural school districts will have a very difficult time keeping their doors open.  During that same time span, the rural distant population over the age of 60 will grow from 53,750 to 91,400.  It will become 37 percent of the total population of the most rural counties.

Before we end the discussion., it should be pointed out that because many of Wisconsin’s metropolitan areas are very small and not necessarily growing, a number of Wisconsin’s rural adjacent counties are not as much affected by the neighboring metropolitan areas.  They are very rural and they are experiencing the same aging process as rural distant counties.  This applies to some 16 of Wisconsin’s rural adjacent counties.

Thus for Wisconsin, rural areas are generally areas that are aging very quickly and seeing a diminishment of their young population.  If an area’s young population is growing, then the area is not rural, but rather it is becoming a suburban area.
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