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The purpose of this summary is to discuss a model for rural areas to establish an economic alternative to conventional agriculture.

Background.

The rural Chattahoochee River Valley of east Alabama and west Georgia has declined economically since World War I, along with other rural areas of the two states. 

Educational Context.

There are varying levels of chronic poverty and unstable population numbers in the Chattahoochee Valley, particularly in the areas just south of Columbus. However, the one over-arching factor in all these rural counties is low educational achievement. The “good fight”---that of regenerating the economy of the area---then, is complicated by a population which lacks modern technical skills for employment. Industrial development becomes at best a remote possibility to cure the local poverty.


Given that bleak status, the creation of jobs must depend on creative uses of the significant natural, historic, architectural, archaeological, and cultural resources which remain in these counties. 

Current Land Use Context.

The 1996 and 2002 Farm Bills dealt a serious blow to conventional agriculture---the row-cropping of peanuts, cotton, and corn. Farmers in the Chattahoochee Valley will no longer be able to continue producing these (or other conventional row crops) profitably using the traditional marketing model. For those farmers who aggressively and creatively market their crops, however, row-cropping can continue to provide good economic opportunities. The same goes for cattle ranching.


Another farming opportunity lies in various alternative, ethical, and organic farming activities. I have identified about three dozen of these possibilities which already are practiced somewhere in either Alabama or Georgia. The potential success of these activities depends on each farmer’s willingness and skill at marketing.


A third category of potential land-use is non-row-cropping opportunities. There are real problems in this category. Conversion of row-crop land to pine trees is not recommended, because of an existing over-supply of both pulp and lumber. Conversion to residential use should be advocated only by those counties with sophisticated planning tools in place. Industrial development has a forty-year history of low success, partly because America is rapidly becoming a service economy. 


There is one non-agricultural land-use which has been developing gradually in the rural areas of the Chattahoochee Valley for about forty years---tourism. Traditional tourism in the Valley---events, destinations, and attractions---has found a place in serving the educational and recreational needs of all manner of people from around the world. While tourism and its rather low-paying jobs will not cure the economic ills of rural areas, it offers the most reasonable opportunity for land use for the near future.

Regional Cooperative Tourism.

The older rural attractions in the Chattahoochee Valley, such as Westville, have developed a model to overcome the inherent problems of poor rural infrastructure:

(1) Rural areas contribute quality resources.

(2) Larger cities contribute infrastructure.

(3) Cooperation between rural and regional cities leads to a critical mass of tourists.


The crisis in conventional farming creates an opportunity to bring farmers into this existing tourism cooperative. Traditional attractions and farm operators can (actually, must) link together to provide a unified marketing plan and a regional tourism identity. It will be incumbent on traditional tourism to “sell” this concept to farmers in the area as a way to facilitate their conversion to this new marketing strategy. 


The results: Traditional attractions benefit by adding farm families to the rural-tourism cooperative, lending a “branding” quality to the region. In turn, traditional farm families benefit from the marketing skills of the traditional attractions. Both can feed off the other’s primary markets. The whole is thus greater than the sum of its parts.


