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While a lot of Alabama’s metro areas are doing quite well, many of our rural communities struggle to survive.  Rural Alabama is in the midst of a crisis that has been a long time in the making.  Throughout the 20th century Alabama’s primary economic development strategy was based on cheap land, low taxes, and thousands of poorly educated people who would work for low wages.  Non-durable manufacturing (concentrated in the textile and apparel sectors) became the mainstay of the economies of many rural Alabama communities.  

Fast forward to the early 21st Century.  The state faces a changed world.  A world of free trade, corporations seeking inexpensive labor in other countries and smarter machines replacing humans. A world where the important question for companies is not “What does labor cost?” but rather “What does labor know?”  In the last five years the state has lost 31,861 non-durable manufacturing jobs—78 percent of them in textiles and apparel.  The impact has been most devastating in rural communities.

That brings us to the question of what to do about the problem.  What is needed for rural Alabama to begin to reach its potential?    

State Leadership and Coordination.

While every other Southern state has at least one state-level entity that deals solely with rural concerns and constituencies, Alabama does not.   Alabama needs to establish Rural Development Council to serve as an advocate for the interests of rural Alabama and provide the coordination to keep our efforts focused and effective.  

Regional Strategies and Collaboration. 

For rural areas to survive, they must join forces and work together.  Tiny economies do not have the wherewithal to compete in a global setting. Therefore, rural advancement requires regional collaboration instead of competition.  Rural communities across the state must learn to share resources for development and share the benefits of success.  

Improved Quality of Life in Rural Communities.

Many communities are simply not prepared for large-scale economic development.  Incentives and spec building programs have not, and will not, rescue these communities from entrenched poverty.  Instead of trying quick fixes, these communities would benefit most from sustained efforts to overcome distress rooted in illiteracy, teenage pregnancy, high school dropout rates, drug use, poor performing schools and inadequate health care. Businesses want to locate or expand into quality communities, not just into quality industrial sites.  In fact, nothing is as important for rural economic development as improving rural public schools.

Diverse and Innovative Rural Development Strategies.

Too often, our rural communities rely on the traditional industrial recruitment approach to development.  However, the key to the overall economic development approach must be to match particular strategies with the particular assets of each community.  This might include tourism, commercial and retail development, technology parks, agribusiness, retiree attraction, entrepreneurial support, or other kinds of development.  Ideally, development will involve a diverse combination of strategies.
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