To: Shelby County Board

From: Shelby County Working Group

Re: Status Report—Interim/August 2004

Date: 1 September 2004

As directed by our Project Advisor, and preceding the formal presentation of information gained and issues identified before the County Plan Commission on 16th September, our team states in this report a condensed review of our findings on the issues, the themes relating to them, and potential implications thereof.  Greater detail and illustrations will be provided at the time of the meeting.  

The work the team has accomplished so far can be described as quantitative, qualitative, cartographic, and visual.  Each aspect will be reviewed in succession during the presentation and placed together as a bound memo for the Board and county staff.  This status report will focus on the broad issues seen to be relevant to the county, and relate frequently to the qualitative work pursued to this point.  Data appended to the end of the report speaks to the quantitative aspects, and included maps and diagrams showcase the cartographic and visual areas.

Identified Issues

The core of the team’s efforts to now has been to leverage the information we have gathered so far, for the purpose of relating the themes of comprehensive planning to issues specific to Shelby County at this point in its history.  Additionally, experiences from other jurisdictions and plans coupled with the expectations of local citizens and leaders provides a basis for anticipating likely future changes and developments facing the Board and Plan Commission.  

We have taken six specific issues as a framework for the plan, each connected to a theme mentioned frequently during public and stakeholder meetings.  Most are also reflected in quantitative data and our maps.  Using these as a base, we will proceed to work toward solutions appropriate to County ordinances and relevant to County decisions.  The issues themselves follow.


I. The DiME Effect (Theme: Spatial Position)

Three of the most significant factors affecting Shelby County’s patterns of land use, economic development, and population are not actually in the county.  Decatur, Mattoon, and Effingham form a sideways “U” around the eastern edge of the county, each pulling a section towards itself.  Their preexisting retail corridors, light and medium industrial job base, and white-collar offices significantly impair County efforts to acquire new stores or job-creating economic development opportunities.  In addition, because each of these communities is reasonably close to one or more smaller towns within the geographically large Shelby County, they work to fracture the sense of unity that is critical to creating and executing a viable countywide planning and development strategy.  The missing “i” stands for Interstate, a valuable asset to which all three surrounding cities have easy access.  That the Interstate system does not permit direct egress to the County is a significant factor in a variety of circumstances within the planning framework, including several of the larger issues discussed below.  

II. Housing Next to World-Class Farmland (Theme: Land Use)

Shelby County is blessed with some the nation’s most prime agricultural land, an asset that contributes greatly in ways both quantifiable (such as employment and aggregate income) and less so (including County identity, stability of land ownership, and sense of place).  Because the land is so fertile, little under County authority is fallow or unused in some fashion.  As a result, to the extent that pressure for housing, commercial development or municipal expansion occurs within the County, the land targeted will almost certainly be agricultural in use.  Should development be approved haphazardly, the consequent random placement of housing units, agricultural outbuildings, storage operations, recreational service facilities and other types of alternative uses has the potential to aggravate inherent tension between the farming community—many long-time residents—and the recently arrived individuals generally purchasing new homes in the County as well as temporary visitors making use of such amenities as boat storage and gas stations.  A proactive evaluation of the most appropriate locations, land types and parcel sizes for proposed developments can ensure that potential growth is not circumscribed while also maintaining the health and integrity of the County’s arable land area and protecting the incomes of those who work it.

III. The Soil, Water and Fields (Natural Resources)

Currently, the physical environment provides the economic lifeblood of the County.  Between the naturally present asset of high-quality soil and the Army Corps-created asset of Lake Shelbyville, virtually every resident and visitor benefits in concrete ways from a well-maintained and protected network of ecosystems.  The thousands of acres of prime farmland provide tens of millions of dollars of economically distinct value, and the lake injects a limited but still substantial portion of the economic impact of three million visitors annually into County households indirectly, notwithstanding its less positive effects on local municipal budgets.  As the prosperity of County residents rests on this foundation of physical assets, preserving and enhancing them is critical.  Soil conservation, stormwater runoff, flood protection, and watershed management are specific aspects of the broader resource issue.

IV. A Corps Project and its Repercussions (Lake Shelbyville)

Several decades ago, a large swath of County land was altered substantively by the Army Corps of Engineers to create a major resevoir for flood control on the Kinkaskia River.  Thousands of acres of farmland were lost and hundreds of thousands of new visitors started arriving, with boats in tow.  Some liked it so much they became new residents, but many others simply came for a day or two and then left.  By and large, this is still the situation today, much as it was right around when the lake first opened—with one exception: a steady rise in traffic.  As more visitors come, the County’s ability to respond to their needs and demands has increasingly strained its infrastructure and assets without a corresponding rise in direct lake-based income to recoup the expenditures.  The Army Corps’ imposition of a greenbelt surrounding the lake on all sides has precluded private-sector development opportunities in any substantive manner.  What lake-related development has occurred is extremely low-impact (e.g. campgrounds) or ancillary (land-based boat storage and marinas).  The single example of Corps-sanctioned recreational development on the actual shoreline, Eagle Creek Resort, has been poorly managed and, due to remote ownership, unwilling to engage with County leaders to integrate itself more effectively in the local economy.  However, the Corps recently completed a two-year process leading to a revised master plan to guide the evolution of Lake Shelbyville from a flood-control project to a locally integrated recreational asset.  While retaining the integrity of the existing greenbelt, it is expected that the new plan will incorporate efforts to provide more options for lake-adjacent growth beneficial to the County.  The coordinated timing of the Corps’ plan and that of the County allows for a rare opportunity to align initiatives, proposals and philosophies in a mutually beneficent structure leading to a more balanced relationship with one of the County’s most potentially lucrative assets.

V. Wanting What You Have and Having What You Want (Economic Development)


DiME is a kind of shorthand for the larger geographical environment that the County must navigate.  It makes clear certain inherent limitations, in terms of the difficulty of achieving various types of development goals (e.g. big-box retail “power centers”), while at the same time illustrating equally clear if more nuanced opportunities: those that may come from not being part of the convention spatial structure of the larger cities.  Put a different way, Shelby County can be, and to a certain extent already is, a beneficiary of its relative isolation.  A certain segment of people, whether from metro Chicago, or retired from DiME companies, or young families, finds the stability, quiet and local links of Shelby highly appealing.  There exists the opportunity to craft a response to this interest that builds a sense of strong identity and makes it known to a larger audience.  If the County can evaluate the options and determine the type of people it wants, it can target strategies to reach them and put in place policies that will lure them and the types of services and businesses they will expect and need.  These new services will also serve the existing population more fully than what now exists, and potentially reduce the economic loss to the County stemming from DiME’s concentration of service industries.  Additionally, when considering land-use and zoning petitions, a broader County development strategy can be considered as a guide for decision-making.  
VI. The Role of Public and Private Assets (Theme: Infrastructure)

Speaking to County residents and municipal leaders at public meetings results in many expressed concerns about a large variety of seemingly disparate issues.  But when considered in a broad planning context, these people from different backgrounds, different towns, different lifestyles are almost all speaking about a single concept: assets and their function.  Some of the assets in question are County-controlled: law enforcement, for example, as well as bridges, taxation, zoning.  Others are controlled by separate public actors that, while independent, have the potential to be influenced by County policy or requests: roads (townships, IDOT), schools (education boards), the lake (ACOE).  Many others are private enterprises such as industrial operations, stores, farms, and homeowners.  Every one of these is an asset that can be made to work to attain the goals of the County and enhance the lives of its citizens.  Many of them have their own plans and intentions that the County neither can nor should attempt to control.  But in acquiring the knowledge of the nature of those other plans the County can tailor its own policies to minimize needless conflicts, duplication of effort, or potentially working at cross purposes.  The issue is perceived or real underutilization of valuable assets that could be more fully exploited to everyone’s benefit.  In many cases, all that stands in the way of higher and better use is a lack of knowledge and coordination between the County and those independent public actors that exist within its boundaries.  It is of paramount importance that the County understands fully what they are doing and why; and it is the key to addressing the contextual and sectoral issues discussed above in a plan that provides relevant guidance for planning and zoning decisions by the Board now and in the future.                           

