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Editor’s Notebook

This issue of Rural Development Perspectives examines a number of areas that
are of current interest in rural America, including poverty, telecommunica-
tions, industrial crops, commuting, labor markets, industry clusters, and the
experience of a Black farming community facing population loss.

Mark Nord opens the issue by asking what has happened to persistent-pover-
ty counties in recent years?  These counties make up nearly a quarter of all
rural counties.  Per capita income growth there increased at over twice the rate
of other rural counties between 1989-94, especially in the East.  Yet income has
declined in many high-poverty counties with high concentrations of Hispanics
and Native Americans, high birth rates, and remote from urban centers.

Karen S. Hamrick’s article shows how rural labor markets respond faster to
recessions and expansions than urban labor markets, probably because a
greater proportion of nonmetro workers are employed in goods-producing
industries.  On the other hand, because those working part-time for economic
reasons and discouraged workers do not respond as quickly to business cycle
movements, macroeconomic policies are less helpful in pulling nonmetro areas
out of recessions than more targeted policies would be.  One strategy that
promises to raise earnings for nonmetro workers is the clustering of related
businesses in particular areas.  Robert M. Gibbs and G. Andrew Bernat, Jr.,
demonstrate in their article that industry clusters raise earnings within those
industries by about 13 percent over earnings of similar workers not in clusters.

Commuting to work has become a fact of life for people living in both non-
metro and metro areas.  The article by Lorna Aldrich, Calvin Beale, and Kathy
Kassel explains how important commuting within nonmetro areas has become
for small towns and places, especially east of the Mississippi.  The separation
of work and residence and the tendency of high- or low-income workers to
cluster in certain areas has changed the social and demographic composition
of many communities and created special problems for local governments.
One development which may give workers even more freedom to decide
where they will live is telecommunications.  

Peter L. Stenberg, Sania Rahman, M. Bree Perrin, and Erica Johnson discuss the
Telecommunications Act of 1996, the first major revision of telecommunica-
tions laws since 1934.  The most important provisions guarantee that universal
service requirements will continue to apply to high-cost service areas.  Because
all rural areas are considered high-cost areas, even those in metro counties,
rural telephone service will continue to get subsidies to keep costs to cus-
tomers reasonable.  All rural schools, libraries, and health care providers will
be eligible for discounts in hooking up to the telecommunications network.

One possible strategy for assisting community development in farm-depen-
dent areas is switching to crops grown for industrial processing within the
region.  Jacqueline Salsgiver examines the projected effects of switching to
crambe, an oilseed crop, in central North Dakota.  She estimates that the new
plant being built to process the crambe crop along with higher farm income
from growing crambe will add 174 jobs in the community, including both
direct and indirect impacts.  

Valerie Grim and Anne B. W. Effland use the small farming community of
Brooks Farm, Mississippi, as a case study of how Black communities in the
South have coped with the loss of population since World War II from migra-
tion and the technological revolution in agriculture.  Residents of Brooks Farm
struggled against poverty and limited opportunities by working to strengthen
traditional institutions such as the church.  They have also learned how to
organize to secure otherwise inaccessible government services.


