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As with many large and multi-faceted proj-
ects, it would have been impossible for us to 

complete The Crow River Watershed Atlas with-
out the support of many people.  This Atlas is the 
culmination of work and research undertaken by 
students enrolled in three different undergraduate 
geography courses at Macalester College.  These 
courses include the Urban Field Seminar, Cities of 
the 21st Century and GIS: Concepts and Applica-
tions.  The Geography Department at Macalester 
College is grounded in a tradition of community 
engagement, fieldwork and collaborative research; 
situations in which students engage directly with 
real-world issues through applied research.  This 
type of approach to teaching and learning is only 
possible with the support, patience, enthusiasm, 
and resources of the many individuals and or-
ganizations that so graciously and generously 
lend their time and expertise to our endeavor.  

Although many people contributed to the project, 
the blending of these multiple voices into a co-
herent atlas fell on the shoulders of one person, 
Birgit Muehlenhaus, the Geographic Information 
Systems Laboratory Instructor of Macalester Col-
lege. We would especially like to exclaim our ap-
preciation to Birgit, whose eye for design and ex-
pertise with both cartographic and layout design 
was critical to transforming dozens of maps and 
text documents into a beautifully designed atlas.  
Birgit’s enthusiasm and good humor expand her 
scientific abilities and make her an ideal colleague 
and teacher. She provided timely assistance in the 
classroom and brought her tireless enthusiasm to 
the project, which inspired and encouraged ev-
eryone involved at the appropriate moments. The 
atlas could not have been produced without her.

For this project, we chose to focus the efforts of 
these three groups of students on the Crow River 
Watershed, an extensive region which comprises 
a rapidly urbanizing corridor connecting the Twin 
Cities Metropolitan Areas with the mid-sized ur-
ban places and very rural communities which lie 
to the west of the Twin Cities.  The watershed 
faces issues typical of rural to urban transition 
process; how to preserve some of the environ-
mental quality that draws new residents; how to 
achieve a multicultural society, how to provide 
low income housing in a landscape dominated by 
private developers;  how to match new employ-
ment opportunities with underemployed work-
ers.  Because the watershed is divided among 
several political jurisdictions, there is a great 
need to develop coordinated planning, zoning, 
and transportation, housing, and water policies.  

We would like to extend our sincere thanks to the 
following groups and individuals who have made 
this project possible.  First and foremost, we ex-
press our gratitude to Paul Schadewald, Associate 
Director of the Civic Engagement Center at Maca-
lester College.  Paul embraced our still rough ideas 
about multi-course collaboration and encouraged 
us to refine and expand our ideas in the context of 
a grant from Project Pericles to support public en-
gagement. And as always, Paul has distinguished 
himself as a geographer-at-heart in his unending 
enthusiasm for our sometimes wild ideas.  To Dan 
Hornbach, Professor of Biology and Director of 
the Mellon Three Rivers Center of Macalester 
College who provided guidance and inspiration in 
choosing our final geographic area of study, an area 
contained within the watershed regions of Min-
nesota’s three most prominent rivers, the Missis-

sippi, the Minnesota and the St. Croix.  We would 
also like to sincerely thank Dolf Moon, Director 
of Parks Recreation and Community Education of 
Hutchinson, Minnesota who led 35 students and 
faculty on a tour of the environmental resources of 
Hutchinson and graciously continued to respond 
to inquiries for contacts and data throughout the 
semester.  From Dolf’s tour, the City of Hutchin-
son was enlivened and we gained a new apprecia-
tion for the local community efforts, projects and 
people that comprise this very large and diverse 
watershed.   To Sue El-Eid, Department Coordina-
tor, who consistently and with great patience orga-
nized the logistics of transporting, registering, and 
feeding 35 students and faculty as we embarked 
on our field excursions throughout the watershed.  
Sue’s flexibility and willingness to put up with 
last-minute requests for everything from copies to 
snack selections, kept us all on track and in good 
humor.  To Laura Kigin, with her keen eye for de-
tail, who assisted in editing the document before 
printing.  Finally, we thank Brad Belbas, Aca-
demic Information Associate for Social Sciences 
at Macalester College, for answering a myriad of 
technical questions and requests for both techni-
cal and logistical support throughout the semester.    

We would also like to thank organizations that 
created opportunities for our students to pres-
ent the findings of their work in a public forum, 
including the Minnesota Undergraduate Geog-
raphy Symposium, hosted by the Geography De-
partment at Gustavus Adolphus College and the 
Environmental Thursday Speaker Series spon-
sored by The Environmental Studies Depart-
ment at Macalester College.  In each of these fo-
rums students received both encouragement and 

acknowledgements
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constructive feedback for their ongoing work.  

Finally, we would like to sincerely thank Project 
Pericles and Macalester College President Brian 
Rosenberg, who provided generous support for 
our ideas both conceptually and financially, allow-
ing us to take students into the field via day long 
field excursions, to conferences, and ultimately to 
print this Atlas.  This support was critical in al-
lowing this project to take form and in creating a 
memorable and rich experience for our students.

To all of these individuals and organizations 
we offer our sincere thanks and gratitude for 
allowing us to impose our ideas, our ques-
tions, and our needs on them and for their en-
thusiastic and generous response.  Thank you.  
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IntroductIon
IntroductIon to the Watershed, by Prof. David A. Lanegran, Maps by Birgit Mühlenhaus and Elise Pagel

Although it is one of the longest in the State of 
Minnesota, the Crow River and its watershed 

are not well known to most Minnesota residents. 
Draining 2,761 square miles or 1,767,525 acres of 
glacial till plains and moraines in west-central Min-
nesota, the river has several different personalities. 
The North Fork flows through lightly settled areas 
and has long stretches of wooded banks and is 
identified as a recreational canoe route. The South 
Fork flows through some of Minnesota’s most pro-
ductive farmland and many of its tributaries are 
drainage ditches. Downstream from their conflu-
ence, the river flows through a small gorge before 
reaching the broad levels that make up the area 
around the confluence of the Crow and Mississippi. 

A watershed, or river basin, is a geographical re-
gion united by the flowing of water but divided by 
political boundaries such of counties, municipali-
ties, and special jurisdictions. For the Crow River 
Watershed, these special jurisdictions are many 
and range from Metropolitan Council boundaries 
to Soil Conservation Districts. The two forks of the 
river form the dominate water feature in three coun-
ties and flow through parts of six others. The result-
ing mismatch of natural and political boundaries is 
common in the United States and makes the man-
agement of water and other resources challenging. 

The Crow River Watershed is occupied by well 
established families as well as newly arrived resi-
dents, many of whom are not aware of the forces 
of nature that bind them together. Instead, they 
focus their planning and development efforts at a 
local scale, with few plans focusing on the entire 
watershed. Fortunately, watershed-focused orga-
nizations exist within the Crow River Valley and 

significant improvements in the management of 
the river and its environs are occurring. The most 
visible changes are the removal of the dam in 
Hutchinson and the fish ladder that has replaced it. 
However, as will be documented later in the Atlas, 
water quality is an issue in the watershed and at 
present, the monitoring of the river is very limited. 

 
Land Use and Transportation in the Crow 
River Watershed

From the rapidly growing suburbs in western Hen-

nepin County, through the smaller communities 
and farmlands, to Willmar in Kandiyohi County, 
the watershed contains a range of fascinating 
landscapes. Except for the portion of the water-
shed downstream from the confluence of the two 
forks, the watershed is dominated by agricultural 
land. The general pattern is a gradient from heav-
ily urbanized land in the east to predominately ag-
ricultural land in the west. This general pattern is 
interrupted by the recreational developments and 
exurban settlements that surround the watershed’s 
many lakes, especially in the northwest, and the 
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string of urban places that initially emerged with 
the establishment of railroads in the nineteenth 
century; a set of trade centers that grew to serve 
the agricultural economy. Some of these towns 
have attracted industries, while others do not have 
a direct connection to the local resource base and 
are in the valley to take advantage of the skilled 
labor force. The interplay between urban and rural 
land uses is primar-
ily a function of the 
nature of the land-
scape and the trans-
portation system de-
veloped in the late 
nineteenth and early 
twentieth century.

This transportation 
system reflects a 
combination of rail-
roads and state and 
national highways 
that crisscross the 
area. The domi-
nate flow of traf-
fic is east-to-west 
and is centered on 
the Twin Cities. 
The larger towns 
are dependent on 
their location along 
these transporta-
tion arteries. Some 
towns, however, 
such as Forest City 
in Meeker Coun-
ty, lost all their 

urban functions when the railroad by-
passed them earlier in the century. 

Today, although many miles of track have been re-
moved from the watershed, the railroad continues 
to serve a vital function for the agribusiness and 
manufacturing communities, while the new urban-
ites are entirely focused on the highway system. 

Unfortunately, the main roads in the watershed 
need a great deal of investment, and complaints 
about traffic congestion are quite common and 
growing. Transportation within the watershed is 
evolving as some rail corridors decline and people 
are transported increasingly along the highways. 
Some of the rail corridors, for example, have been 
converted to bicycle trails as shown in the photo on 

page 12, taken west 
of Hutchinson.

Changing Settle-
ment and Popu-
lation Trends

 The watershed’s 
history is domi-
nated by the pro-
cess of agricultur-
al settlement and 
the embellishment 
of the towns es-
tablished to serve 
the rural economy. 
With the coming of 
railroads, a group 
of towns were 
quickly built and a 
transportation sys-
tem established to 
facilitate the flow 
of commodities to 
markets and the re-
turn flow of manu-
factured products 
and migrants. In 
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many ways, the watershed reflects a national trend 
of rural areas shifting from landscapes of produc-
tion to landscapes of consumption. However, this 
transformation has not resulted in the elimination 
of agriculture, agribusiness or small manufactur-
ing operations. Important as these activities are, 
the majority of the money moving from local es-
tablishments and households is earned from the 
provision of services. This transformation is as-
sociated with growing wealth and leisure time in 
our culture in general, and specifically within the 

metropolitan population. While the Crow River 
Watershed is still a place for the production of ag-
ricultural commodities and manufactured goods, it 
is increasingly seen as place to live by many work-
ers commuting to jobs in the west Metro area.

Because the boundaries of the watershed do not 
coincide with the various political boundaries 
in the area, it is not possible to derive a precise 
population of the watershed. However, the U.S. 
Census Tracts that are either entirely within, or are 
partially within the watershed, contained    261,753 

people in 2000. The vast majority of this popu-
lation lives in the suburban fringe of the metro 
area and four of the larger independent towns. 
Although the town of Willmar is not entirely 
within the watershed, its eastern expansion is 
quite important. Despite growth in each of the 
larger towns in the watershed, the vast majority 
of growth results from the expansion of the Twin 
Cities along the four primary transportation cor-
ridors, I-94, and Highways, 55, 12 and 7. As a re-
sult, western Hennepin and eastern Wright Coun-
ties are the largest growth areas in the watershed. 

Three general types of urbanization are visible 
in the region. One is the growth of towns that 
were founded to serve the agriculturalists in the 
region and have been able to attract new forms 
of economic activity. Hutchinson and Litchfield 
are good examples of this type of town. The sec-
ond and most important type of urbanization is 
the expansion of the Twin Cities suburban fringe 
that is engulfing older towns such as Rockford, 
Delano and Buffalo. The third type includes the 
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free standing subdivisions and individual houses 
that have been developed on lakeshores and at-
tractive landscapes in the area. The diverse stories 
behind these developments are hard to synthesize, 
but in the most general terms these developments 
house retirees and those who are willing to com-
mute long distances to gain 
the opportunity of raising 
families in the less crowed 
communities of the water-
shed. These large lot develop-
ments with individual water 
supplies and waste removal 
systems have the potential to 
greatly impact the landscape 
but their characteristics are 
hard to generalize, making it 
difficult to predict the future 
of this lowest density expan-
sion. The establishment of 
these new residential areas is 
clearly impacted by accessi-
bility and the lower costs for 
construction and taxes; their 
particular sites are the result 
of idiosyncratic decisions. 

Finally, there are areas on the 
southern and western edges of 
the watershed that are losing 
population. These are largely 
agricultural areas with small 
populations. Although their declines have great 
local significance, the total decline is greatly off-
set by expansion elsewhere (see map on page 14). 

This is now an opportune time to describe the na-

ture of the basin. We are on the brink of a new 
era of urbanization and agricultural develop-
ment. With this Atlas, we create a baseline against 
which future changes can be measured and evalu-
ated. The maps reflect just a small sample of the 
changes occurring in the watershed. While we 

think they are of great significance, we also ac-
knowledge that they are only a handful of top-
ics worthy of careful analyses and discussion. 

Overview of Chapters

The Atlas is divided into three main sections, each 
focused on a major component of the quality of 
life in the watershed. The first, Demographics and 
Social Fabric, addresses the changing structure 
and distribution of the population. The maps and 

text in this section depict sub-
themes that range from declining 
household size and migration, to 
education, labor force participa-
tion, and emergency facilities. 

The second section, Economic 
Development, deals with a va-
riety of economic topics that 
range from developments in 
agribusiness, to the expanding 
suburban fringe and the mainte-
nance of the architectural fabric 
of the watershed’s communities. 

The focus of the final chapter, 
Environmental Perspectives, 
includes environmental issues 
and public policies affecting 
the watershed.  Unfortunately, 
the research and cartographic 
team was not able to investi-
gate all topics of concern and 
interest to residents of the wa-
tershed and citizens of the 

State of Minnesota. More research on the chang-
ing nature of agribusiness and land use, patterns 
of immigration, and the nature of environmental 
change, must be conducted before definitive pre-
dictions about the watershed future can be made. 
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Chapter One: 
D e m o g r a p h i c s  a n d  S o c i a l  F a b r i c

o f  t h e  C r o w  R i v e r  W a t e r s h e d 
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cHapter 1: demographics and social Fabric
LInear deveLopMent In ruraL FrInge coMMunItIes: a case study, by Matt Malmberg, Map by Elise Pagel

Metropolitan areas across the country have 
been experiencing the changing process of 

suburbanization for many years.  Considering the 
reality of the auto-centric design of today’s Amer-
ican cities it is important to recognize the linear 
fashion of suburban development occurring along 
arterial roadway corridors.   Since the beginning 
of the auto era, cities have seen flight from urban 
core while undergoing significant suburban de-
velopment that is increasingly encroaching upon 
rural landscapes and communities.  While there 
are universal characteristics of American subur-
ban development it remains important to identify 
place specific factors and indicators of develop-
ment in outlying rural/suburban communities.  
This essay aims to identify, examine, and compare 
the factors and quantifiable indicators 
of the rate and nature of linear devel-
opment in outlying communities in 
the Crow River Watershed located to 
the west of the Twin Cities metropoli-
tan area.  The three towns of Rogers, 
Rockford, and Delano, located on dif-
ferent arterial roadway corridors will 
serve as case studies within the gen-
eral growth corridors of Interstate 94 
(Rogers), Minnesota State Highway 
55 (Rockford), and U.S. Highway 12 
(Delano).  This essay analyzes the con-
crete variables and indicators affect-
ing growth and development in each 
of the towns including transportation, 
physical geography, land availabil-
ity, and population /demographic data.  

Transportation

Transportation corridors are among the most in-
fluential factors affecting linear development in 
fringe communities.    The more traffic that travels 
along a certain section of highway the more desir-
able it is for development.  All three of the towns 
are between 25 and 30 miles from downtown 
Minneapolis and have approximate travel times 
between 30 and 40 minutes.  None of these towns 
are within range of metro transit bus services.    

Interstate 94 is the principle four lane arterial road-
way in Rogers’ transportation corridor connecting 
St. Cloud and the Twin Cities.  I-94 is also inter-
sected by trunk highway 101 in Rogers bringing 
additional traffic to and from the north along I-94.  

With increasing traffic levels on both roadways, 
Rogers has become a major commercial develop-
ment.  The commercial strip along I-94 functions 
as a specialized district for the northland recre-
ation outfitter.  Numerous boat, camper, and sport-
ing good dealers are found here.  Rogers has also 
become a satellite employment center outside the 
Twin Cities, supporting a two-way commuter flow.1  

State highway 55 is Rockford’s primary region-
al connection to and from the Twin Cities.  Due 
to increasing traffic volumes MNDOT has been 
planning an upgrade to highway 55 between I-494 
in Plymouth, and west towards Annandale.  The 
expansion of the roadway, while addressing traffic 
flow issues, will also have some impacts on exist-

ing and future commercial development.  
The arterial classification of highway 55 
as well as MNDOT restrictions exacer-
bates issues with access points and right 
of way needs to and from commercial 
establishments.  In addition to the high-
way, the Canadian Pacific Railroad has 
created limitations for roadside commer-
cial development as it runs parallel to the 
highway leaving no developable land 
between the railroad and the highway.2

Delano’s arterial roadway is US Highway 
12 which connects Delano with the Twin 
Cities and other communities of greater 
Minnesota.  Highway 12 is currently un-
der construction to upgrade the roadway 
into a super two lane. This upgrade is 
in response to increased traffic volumes 
and safety concerns.  The vast majority 
of Delano’s commercial development is Photo by Matt Malmberg.
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located along Highway 12 and is generally geared 
towards automotive and recreational services.3

Examining traffic counts is an effective indicator 
of recent and future 
development potential.  
Based on traffic data 
from the Lawrence 
Group, samples from 
1998 and 2006 were 
taken from each of the 
three highways on both 
the eastern and western 
sections of the towns.  
Interstate 94 proved to 
have the highest traffic 
volumes far exceeding 
the other two highways 
with both sections of 
the highway showing 
significant increases 
in traffic counts.  The 
2006 sample of the 
eastern section of road 
showed the highest 
counts totaling 93,000 
cars per day with a per-
cent change of 134.8% 
based on the 1998 count 
of 69,000 cars per day.4  
The fact that Highway 
55 in Rockford and 
Highway 12 in Delano 
are not classified as interstate highways made their 
counts more comparable.  Highway 12 showed a 
greater increase jumping from 14,100 to 18,500 
cars per day on the eastern section of the road, a 

131.2% change.  Rockford only showed a 111.8% 
change on its eastern section only increasing from 
14,300 to 16,000.5  Interestingly all three roadways 
showed greater increases on their western sections 

compared with their eastern sections.  Rockford 
in particular even has higher overall counts on its 
western section.  These greater increases on the 
western sections indicate that there is linear growth 

occurring beyond the three study towns.     

Physical Geography

The physical surroundings of a town play a num-
ber of important roles 
in planning for and 
predicting future 
growth.  Soils play a 
role in determining 
the type of develop-
ment that will occur in 
a certain area, having 
implications for sewer 
and water services as 
well as building and 
infrastructure capa-
bilities.  Environmen-
tally sensitive areas 
such as river corri-
dors, wetlands, flood-
plains, steep slopes, 
and water tables also 
play a role in the way 
an area develops as 
extra consideration is 
necessary before de-
velopment can occur.

As identified in Rog-
er’s comprehensive 
development plan, 
Roger’s soils have 
been a factor in the 

way that it has developed.  Originally, residen-
tial development in Rogers was very slow, how-
ever when more rapid commercial and industrial 
growth began to occur due to exposure from I-94 
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in the 1970’s there became a need for more resi-
dential development.6  The first residential devel-
opment was constructed as a Rural Planned Unit 
Development, but the developers were forced to 
put a strong emphasis on soil suitability for on-site 
septic systems and drain fields.  The lands with 
difficult soils were annexed into Rogers so that 
they could be served with public utilities and cre-
ated significant acreage for new residential devel-
opment.  According to Chief City Planner Charles 
Burnham, Rogers public sewer/water utilities are 
expected to reach capacity by 2015; at this point 
Rogers is expected to be included within the 
MUSA line and will then rely on the Metropolitan 
Council to supply utilities to new developments.7    

Urban development in Rockford and Delano has 
been slowed by difficult soils steep slopes, and the 
100 year floodplain of the Crow River.  Future de-
velopments in the areas with the steepest slopes 
those most prone to season flooding or with the 
worst soils are discouraged.8   Significant portions 
of Rockford and Delano are located within the 100 
year floodplain of the Crow River. This includes 
much of their central business districts; despite 
the value of the river as a water drainage sys-
tem and aesthetic and recreational amenity, it has 
also been established as a hindrance to commer-
cial and residential development in both cities.9,10

Land Availability

In order for a town to accommodate new devel-
opment there needs to be access to undeveloped 
land within the city’s corporate boundaries.  Once 
a town has developed all their usable land within 

corporate boundaries, the only way that growth 
and development can continue is through the an-
nexation of additional acreage of developable 
land into the city.  Annexing land requires that 
the city’s sewer and water utilities are capable 
of serving additional developments having large 
implications on the rate at which new land is an-
nexed for new developments.11  Examining the 
recent and projected land annexations is a good 
measure of how a given community is developing.

The increasing amount of commercial and in-
dustrial development that occurred throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s created a  need for more 
developable land for residential growth and pres-
sure developed to  annex portions of Hassan 
Township into Rogers   As a result  1,033 acres 
of Hassan Township have been incorporated into 
Rogers.   A second annexation of 1,593 acres is 
planned for August 15, 2010 an additional annexa-
tion is planned for August 15, 2030; when the re-
maining 11,666 acres will be joined to Rogers.12  

Like Rogers, Delano has grown by annexation, 
over the past decade Delano has annexed approxi-
mately 725 acres from Franklin Township.13  Based 
on previous growth patterns the city has created a 
growth management plan that estimates an aver-
age of 166 new households per year and annexa-
tion of new land will occur on an as-needed basis.14

The City of Rockford, like Delano, has limited 
supply of undeveloped land within its boundaries 
yet the city welcomes further urban growth.  For 
this reason the city has established a growth stag-
ing plan that will moderate growth in an orderly 
and fiscally responsible manner; this will help 
avoid premature growth, resulting in economic 

burdens and problems with service capabilities 
for the city.  Based on numbers of new home 
construction between 1993 and 2004 the city’s 
“very conservative“estimate accounted for about 
40 new homes per year.15  These housing projec-
tions were translated into land absorption projec-
tions over the period of 2005 to 2020 to estimate 
likely demand for developable parcels.  Based on 
the conservative estimate of 40 new homes per 
year the city may absorb an additional 218 acres 
of land for residential uses by 2020.  Given the 
recent increases in development activity they also 
calculated an overage estimate that increases the 
projection by 50 percent to about 329 acres.16

Population Growth

Population change is the most basic aspect of ur-
banization.  In 2000 the towns were approximately 
the same size but had very different growth rates 
over the subsequent six years. Rogers increased 
by almost 75% from 3,588 to an estimated 6,277. 
Delano  increased  30% while Rockford grew only 
of 11%.17  Based on recent population, housing, 
and annexation trends population projections have 
been made up to 2020.  Rogers and Delano both 
project much more rapid population increases 
than Rockford.  Metropolitan Council estimates 
that Rogers will reach 14,400 by 202018 while 
the Delano city staff projects 12,800 by 2020.19  
Rockford on the other hand projects their slower 
growth rate will result in 5,607 residents in 2020.20

Other factors such as household income and edu-
cational attainment can serve as indicators of the 
future of a town.  Based on estimates from 2005 
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Rogers households were making about $20,000 
more per year than households in both Rockford 
and Delano.  There are also clear differences 
in average educational attainment between the 
towns; 33% of Roger’s residents have bachelor’s 
degrees or higher compared with 24% in Delano 
and 15% in Rockford.21  Given the higher income 
and educational attainment of Rogers’s residents 
it is likely that many residents are commuting to 
professional jobs in the city which would indicate 
a bedroom community, however the prevalence 
of commercial development the city of Rogers is 
bringing workers into the town; making it a two-
way system and not just a bedroom community.  
Delano in contrast, does seem to be developing 
into a potential bedroom community as they have 
a good portion of professionals commuting to the 
city but lack the commercial development to attract 
workers into the town.  As for Rockford many in-
dicators allude to a more rural small town type of 
development; growth projections, educational at-
tainment, and eastern traffic counts are lower than 
the other towns indicating lower commuter levels 
as well as less exposure to attract new residents.

Conclusion

Through examination and comparison of the 
growth and development process of these towns 
indicates that urban expansion is the result of a 
number of factors. Location on an arterial road-
way is important but as the growth of Rockford 
indicates is not an independent catalyst for devel-
opment.  Physical landscapes, population charac-
teristics, and the availability of undeveloped land 
play important roles in determining the rate and 

nature of development.  In addition to these quanti-
fiable factors it is important to consider the unique 
elements of individual towns.  In smaller commu-
nities residents have a direct impact on the desired 
future of their towns; there is often a conflict of in-
terest in growing rural fringes as well established 
residents fight to maintain their pastoral atmo-
sphere while new residents bring consumer power 
that fosters new development that may be change 
the local culture.   For this reason many communi-
ties have established growth management plans in 
attempts to accommodate both new and old resi-
dents.  The ever changing national economy will 
also play a role in determining the rate of growth 
in rural fringe communities; if the price of gas and 
other goods and services continue to rise, housing 
in these areas becomes less affordable, this fact is 
evident in recent foreclosures in metro and collar 
counties.22  Given the factors contributing to and 
inhibiting growth, it is likely that these three towns 
will continue to grow at differing rates.  Rogers 
will likely continue to grow rapidly over the next 
twenty years, move within the MUSA line, and be-
come an outer ring suburban community.  The city 
of Delano has made high predictions for its growth 
rate almost tripling in size over 25 years; given the 
ability to annex new land into the town for devel-
opment projects and reasonable economic condi-
tions the city has potential to develop into a bed-
room commuter community.  The city of Rockford 
seems to desire a much slower rate of growth and 
will likely continue to develop as a small town 
rather than a suburban or bedroom community.
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patterns oF LatIno MIgratIon, by Claire Reuning, Maps by Christine Chung and Claire Reuning

As the cliché goes, the United States is a na-
tion of immigrants. When questioned about 

their ancestry, U.S. Americans readily answer. In 
Minnesota, longtime residents pride themselves 
on their Scandinavian and German roots, but 
there are new arrivals from different parts of the 
globe making up new generations of Minnesotans 
in communities across the state. Central Minne-
sota’s Crow River Watershed (CRW) is a tradi-
tionally homogenous area currently undergoing a 
demographic shift. Beginning in the mid-1980s, 
the CRW has seen its Latino population change 
from seasonal agriculture workers into residents 
living and working there year-round.1 In Minne-
sota, Latinos come to rural areas “to take advan-
tage of employment opportunities and the small-
town living that many left back home.”2 Latinos 
are a young, hardworking population who choose 
the CRW due to the prevalence of jobs that allow 
them to support family here and back home, as 
well as educational opportunities for their chil-
dren.3 The result of permanent settlement is an 
emerging second generation of Latinos who are 
CRW natives that actively maintain Latino cul-
ture. Overall, Latinos living in the CRW are an es-
tablished population that fills significant economic 
and social gaps within the region. Analysis of the 
current Latino population and population change 
shows not only spatial and demographic pat-
terns of Latinos, but points to the vital economic 
role Latinos serve in the Crow River Watershed. 

In order to conduct this research both quantita-
tive and qualitative data were gathered. The US 
Census Bureau and Claritas provided demo-
graphic data used to make maps and population 
pyramids that describe demographic and spatial 

trends. However, this numeric data alone paint an 
incomplete picture of Latinos in the CRW. Inter-
views were conducted to augment these numbers. 
A total of seven interviews took place, and all par-
ticipants were officials working closely with the 
Latino community through the Catholic Church. 
The Catholic Church is a natural place to look for 
individuals familiar with CRW Latinos because 
of the relationship between Catholicism and La-
tino culture. A literature review of Latinos in the 
Midwest was conducted in addition to the data 
collection. This chapter is divided into a discus-
sion of current population and population change 
for CRW Latinos. It concludes with a call for fu-
ture action and the significance of these findings.

Latinos in the Crow River Watershed

Current Population

As early as the 1920s, Latinos from the south-
western United States and Mexico came to the 
CRW to do seasonal agriculture work, but today 
the economic impact of Latinos is more diverse.4 
Most participants report that Latinos no longer 
depend on seasonal agriculture work, and instead 
most work year-round in food processing and 
small manufacturing, with a smaller percentage in 
the service industry and schools, and still fewer 
in professional fields. This employment structure 
differs from urban areas where larger numbers 
of Latino are service workers and professionals. 
The economic restructuring in the rural areas of 
the Midwest has resulted in the marked increase 
of low-skilled industrial jobs and a decrease in ag-
ricultural employment.5 CRW Latinos tend to be 

from rural areas where educational levels are low-
er. Therefore low-skill jobs with minimal English 
requirements, but opportunities for overtime, ap-
peal to Latino workers who need to make enough 
to support their families here and send remittances 
home.6 Because Latinos living in the CRW work in 
low-skilled occupations, the location of these jobs 
determines the location of Latino communities.

The first map, (see Percent Latino Population, 
2006, p. 21) illustrates the distribution of Lati-
nos within the CRW and across Minnesota. As 
the inset map shows, the southern section of the 
CRW is the northern border of southern Minne-
sota, where Latino populations are highest. Within 
the CRW, Willmar, Litchfield, Glencoe, Lester 
Prairie and Hector have larger Latino communi-
ties. Each of these cities has a major employer 
that hires people to perform low-skilled jobs. La-
tinos find their way to these jobs through informal 
networks. In the 1970s some companies, such as 
Seneca (formerly Green Giant) formally recruited 
Latino workers, but this is no longer the case.7 
Now Latinos learn about CRW job opportunities 
through word-of-mouth. As one participant said,

everybody knows somebody and has a 
friend somewhere, a   comadre, una    tía 
[a   close   family   friend, an   aunt].8

This change from Seneca’s formal recruitment 
30 years ago, to current informal recruitment is 
typical as kinship networks grow in the CRW.9 

Family is highly valued in Latino culture, there-
fore kinship networks are strong and most Latinos 
do not come to the CRW without family/friend 
connections. Participants report that most CRW 



The Crow River Watershed: An Annotated Atlas 21

cHapter 1: demographics and social Fabric

Latinos come from southern Texas and Mexico, 
but there are also smaller numbers of Hondurans 
and Guatemalans. Although the stereotype of La-
tino workers in the U.S. is that they all are undocu-
mented, this is not universally true in the CRW. 
Latinos from southern Texas are born with US cit-
izenship and many Latino migrants from outside 
the U.S. have the correct documentation.10 But, 
documented or not, kinship networks and eco-
nomic opportunities are responsible for drawing 
large numbers of working-age Latinos to the CRW. 

Analysis of Latino and White non-Latino* popula-
tion pyramids (Fig. 1) illustrates how Latinos con-
tribute to the working-age population of the CRW.** 
The Latino population is concentrated around 
the ages of 20-34, particularly on the male side. 

* Throughout this chapter, the term “White” refers to individuals 
who identify themselves as White non-Latino in the 2000 U.S.  
Census.
** These pyramids use data from the 1990 or 2000 U.S. Census 
Bureau to breakdown the Latino and White population living in 
the CRW by age and sex. They include people living in counties 
touching the CRW, with the exception of Hennepin County. Due 
to the urban nature of Hennepin County, it was excluded from the 
pyramids as to maintain the rural character of the CRW population.
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ville, Sibley, and Stearns.  Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000.
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This is the same segment in the White population 
where the hourglass-shaped pyramid is cinched 
in. The bottoms of the pyramids also differ. Where 
the White pyramid narrows towards the base, the 
Latino pyramid’s base widens. Latinos provide 
children and workers in cohorts where the White 
population lacks people; this creates more even 
population distribution. When young White people 
in the CRW reach their 20s, the data leads one to 
believe that many of them leave the area. As they 
leave the area, Latinos replace them as workers.

Though some long-term residents may feel there 
is competition between themselves and Latinos, 
various participants report that there is no actual 
competition. Popular propaganda against im-
migration promotes the myth that immigrants 
“steal” jobs from native-born U.S. American citi-
zens. Such negative attitudes about immigration 
are often felt more strongly in rural and exurban 
areas.11 According to professionals in the CRW, 
Latinos are not only not stealing jobs but are 
the workers who help keep local factories open.

When participants were asked who would work 
these jobs if Latinos were to leave, every single 
participant paused for a second, then replied 
in so many words, “I don’t know.” Most par-
ticipants believe that the Latino community is 
vital to the CRW in part because of the work-
force they provide. To counter the myth of job 
stealing, one participant rhetorically asked,  

why are we bringing people in [to work] when the 
young people can work…young people don’t want to 
do it [agriculture and industrial jobs], it’s too hard.12 

In terms of the agribusiness and manu-
facturing jobs, another participant stated, 

Latinos are doing jobs that other’s don’t 
want. They [the jobs] aren’t pleasant.13  

Thus Latinos supply a critical source of labor 
in the CRW that population growth highlights. 

Population Change

The 1990s saw the Latino population establish 
itself in the CRW. Comparing Latino population 
pyramids from 1990 and 2000 illustrates this es-
tablishment and implies future growth of Latinos. 
The 1990 population pyramid (Fig. 2) represents 
approximately 3,000 people, and therefore con-
tains irregularities. Two of these are the large 
number of male children ages 0-4, and the small 
number of woman ages 25-29. By 2000, the pyra-
mid represents approximately 8,000 people and 
has filled out. The number of women increases in 
the 2000 pyramid, although is still not equal to the 
male population. This increased number of wom-
en describes how the CRW Latino community cur-
rently consists of more young families than single 
young men, but still lacks an older population. 

The Latino community is described as “artificially 
young” due to the small numbers of people over 
the age of 50.14 Unlike the Latino population, the 
White population pyramids in both 1990 (Fig. 2) 
and 2000 describe a community with elders. Small 
numbers of Latino elders, and large numbers of 
Latino babies express the idea of an artificially 
young community. One participant, a priest, de-
scribed how he buries few Latino elders, but bap-
tizes significantly more Latino infants than White 
infants.15 There are less White infants than Latino 
infants, and less White infants in 2000 than 1990. 
The narrowing base in the 2000 pyramid is one of 

Figure 2. Latino and White Non-Latino Populations, 1990.  
Counties include Carver, Kandiyohi, McLeod, Meeker, Pope, 
Renville, Sibley, and Stearns.  Source: US Census Bureau, 
1990.
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the major differences between the pyramids. The 
drastic change in overall shape in the White pyra-
mids from 1990 and 2000 could be due to many fac-
tors outside the scope of this chapter. However, the 
overarching implication of all the pyramids is that 
the Latino population in the CRW is going to grow 
larger at a more rapid pace than 
the White population. Map-
ping demographic data from 
2006 show both the rate of this 
increase and its distribution. 

The second map (see Percent 
Latino Population Change, 
2000-2006) shows key areas 
of growth. The northeastern 
section of the CRW contains 
the most rapid growth, up to 
235% in some locations. This 
area is where rapid growth is 
occurring in general, so it un-
surprising that it is the loca-
tion of high Latino growth. 
Latino growth here could be 
from Latino professionals re-
locating from the Twin Cities 
to the suburban and exurban 
areas. Growth rates slow down 
as one moves west across the 
CRW, as the data tracts become 
larger and less densely populated. Movement out 
is magnified in less populated tracts because of 
the sparse population. Also of note is the fluid na-
ture of Latino populations within the CRW. Par-
ticipants report that some individuals and families 
frequently migrate between CRW cities for job op-
portunities. Therefore, population loss in one tract 

is not necessarily due to Latinos leaving the CRW.

Another surprising element of the pattern is that key 
cities from “Latino Population, 2006” do not report 
the growth fastest rates. However, this trend corre-
sponds to participant data that did not report large 

numbers of new migrants coming into the western 
CRW. Latino growth occurs within families settled 
in the CRW, creating a second generation of Lati-
no CRW residents. Population pyramids and maps 
illuminate what the Latino population in the CRW 
looks like today. As this population grows, the cur-
rent economic and social role within the CRW will 

also grow. Latinos will keep spending money in 
the CRW, opening more businesses and sending 
their children to school. The future of the Latino 
community is important to the CRW as a whole. 

The Future

A second generation of Latinos 
is growing in the CRW, and it 
is vital that this generation be 
understood as part of the CRW 
community. Currently there 
seems to be limited connections 
between the Latino communi-
ties and the rest of the popula-
tion, which can be partially ex-
plained by the lower economic 
standing of the new migrants. 
Researchers have found that 
“Latinos’ concentration in 
low-skill jobs, limited English 
skills, limited education and 
limited capital have restricted 
their opportunities for social 
and economic advancement 
in rural communities.”16 Most 
participants agree that estab-
lished Latinos, new Latinos 
and the non-Latino communi-
ties need to work together to 
increase the civic engagement 

of the Latino community. Communication barriers, 
extending beyond Spanish-English language chal-
lenges, must be broken down so that dialogue be-
tween the communities can begin. Latinos should 
no longer be considered as migrant labor, but as 
residents and citizens whose input is valued. La-
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tinos must be taught how to lead their community 
within the framework of U.S social structure and 
norms. Church officials in the CRW report pro-
moting Latino leadership at a church level, but it is 
crucial that this occurs at city-wide levels as well. 
As the economic and social influence of Latinos in 
the CRW increase, holistic integration of Latinos 
of all ages into the fabric of the CRW must occur.

Conclusion

The last 20 years has been a period of growth 
for Latinos in the Crow River Watershed. They 
have come to the CRW for jobs, and have estab-
lished themselves as key players in the CRW’s 
economy. But they are not simply physical bod-
ies filling job openings. They are a growing com-
munity that lives, works, and plays in the CRW. 
As their numbers increase, they will continue to 
make economic contributions by opening busi-
nesses and spending money in the CRW. While 
this happens, they will be a force of cultural 
change as well. Latinos bring with them their 
own cultures that will enliven the CRW. Perhaps 
in the future, traditional foods in the Crow River 
Watershed will no longer be limited to lutefisk 
and lefse, but will include ceviche and tortillas.

Sources
1   Participant 1. Personal interview with the author. 18 March 
2008.
2   Bushway, D. (2001). The vitality of Latino communities in rural 
Minnesota/La vitalidad de las comunidades latinas en Minnesota. 
University of Minnesota, Mankato: Center for Rural Policy and De-
velopment: 1.
3   Participant 3. Personal interview with the author. 19 March 
2008.

4   Participant 5. Personal interview with the author. 20 March 
2008.
5   Cantú, L. (1995). The peripheralization of rural America: A case 
study of Latino migrants in America’s heartland. Sociological Per-
spectives, 38 (3), 399-414.
6   Participant 6. Personal interview with the author. 28 March 
2008.
7   Participant 2. Personal interview with the author. 18 March 
2008.
8   Participant 6. Personal interview with the author. 28 March 
2008.
9   Cantú, L. (1995). The peripheralization of rural America: A case 
study of Latino migrants in America’s heartland. Sociological Per-
spectives, 38 (3), 399-414.
10   Post, T. (2008, April 10). “A year later, Willmar still feels effects 
of immigration raids.”  Minnesota Public Radio. Retrieved April 11, 
2008, from http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2008/04/09/
willmar_immigration_raid_anniversary/
11   Schwei, D. and Fennelly, K. (Winter 2007). Diversity coalitions 
in rural Minnesota communities. CURA Reporter, 13-22.
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University of Minnesota, Mankato: Center for Rural Policy and De-
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ethnIc dIversIty and croW rIver schooLs: overvIeW oF eLL prograMs In the Watershed
by Katherine Bristol, Map by Christine Chung

Public schools should provide a learning envi-
ronment that allows all students to participate 

in a diverse classroom; to develop the knowledge, 
skills and values necessary for participation as 
democratic citizens. However, schools’ egalitar-
ian format can be compromised by the tension 
between demands of federal government and 
abilities of local administrators. One population 
affected by funding restrictions are English lan-
guage learners (ELL). While the majority of im-
migrants settle in large urban areas, their numbers 
are increasing dramatically in rural areas, where 
57 percent (up from 48 percent in the 1980’s) are 
of Mexican origin. Poultry processing plants and 
meatpacking firms are attracting immigrants to 
rural areas in record numbers. New pressures to 
accommodate this population have arisen, most 
apparently, within the public school system. Since 
the implementation of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) in 2001, schools across the nation have 
been forced to employ radically different English 
language learner (ELL) curriculums to accommo-
date the burden of yearly testing. Under Title III 
of NCLB, ELL students must show an increase in 
academic achievement in specified academic ar-
eas each year, while simultaneously demonstrat-
ing an improvement in English language acqui-
sition. Rural schools often face many challenges 
and opportunities when educating ELL students. 
However, many of the common challenges, such 
as a shallow tax base for funding, isolation from 
support, and an ability to retain properly trained 
educators, can be helped. Interviews with admin-
istrators, teachers, and superintendents indicate 
that strong leadership and guidance by superin-

tendents can help to alleviate some of the issues 
of educating ELL students within the Crow River. 
This unique finding differs from other research in 
the field that correlates student success with pa-
rental involvement. However, with low amounts 
of parental involvement but consistent gradua-
tion rates, it appears that the role of involved su-

perintendents in these small communities is key 
for the success of ELL teachers and students. 

Teacher Involvement

Many of the districts reported difficultly in recruit-
ing and retaining properly trained ELL teachers. 
In fact, out of the four districts evaluated for this 
project, only two towns, Willimar and Buffalo, 
had properly licensed bilingual teachers. The oth-
er schools trained previously employed counselors 
and special needs instructors in ELL curriculum 
to accommodate the growing number of students 
(see Table 1). A few teachers, especially those in 
smaller districts such as Hutchinson, complained 
that the pressure of NCLB forced them to teach to 
the test rather than to the student’s needs. Gener-
ally, the more teachers who were designated ELL 
within a district, the better the students performed. 
All of the teachers and superintendents claimed 

table 1. Number of Teachers and ELL Students in 
Each District

school 
district

number 
of ell 

students

number of 
teachers

student to 
teacher 

ratio

Buffalo 153 5 30-1

Hutchinson 47 2 24-1

Glencoe 152 4 38-1

Willimar 478 21 23-1

table 2. Results of Survey from ELL Teachers and Administrators
(* Values based on the following scale: 1- Low, Negative 5- High, Positive)

school 
district

Involvement 
of  superin-

tendent in ell 
program*

satisfaction 
with current 

ell  
program*

effect of 
nclB on 

curriculum 
and/or ell 
program*

ell 
population 
growth in 
last Five 
Years (%)

ell 
student 

graduation 
rate (%)

amount of pa-
rental Involve-
ment in ell 

program*

Buffalo 3 4 3 5% 88% 2.5

Hutchinson 3.5 4 2 7% 90% 3

Glencoe 2.5 3.5 3 17% 65% 1.5

Willmar 3.5 2.5 4 74% 72% 2
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the largest adversity the schools faced was prop-
erly allocating funding for the ELL students. 
However, districts such as Glencoe and Buffalo 
had positive reports as to the implementation of 
NCLB and the progress of their ELL program. 
These schools previously had one or two ELL 
teachers, and no formal testing or curriculum for 
the bilingual students. However, the association 
of funding and standardizing testing forced these 
schools to increase their ELL staff. Overall, the 
effects of NCLB high stakes funding had mixed 
reviews based on the size of the ELL program 
and amount of ELL trained teachers present at 
the school before NCLB was implemented. 

Parent and Community Involvement

Another commonly reported problem was di-
rect community and parental involvement. “We 
have a lot of trouble getting parents to come in 
for parent /teacher conferences, let alone get 
involvement in their child’s education. Due to 
issues with immigration, we can rarely even 
contact the parents,” reports Lisa Kraft the head 
of the ELL program in Hutchinson. Out of the 
four districts evaluated for this project, two of 
the districts reported little to no parental involve-
ment (see Table 2, p. 26). These districts also 
had issues with enrolling, maintaining, and ex-
iting the ELL students within the school’s pro-
gram. The other two districts reported moderate 
involvement of parent and community members 
in the ELL program. While most research has in-
dicated that parental involvement is necessary in 
monitoring student success, the small size of the 
community paired with the influential role of the 

superintendent proved to be somewhat compensa-
tory for the overall lack of parental participation. 

Superintendent Involvement

While exemplary and open leadership is necessary 
at every level within the educational system, it is 
the superintendent who can provide the structure 
and guidance that will ensure programs are proper-
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* Limited English Proficient (LEP) students are those
  who do not speak English as their primary language
  and who have a limited ability to read, speak, write,
  or understand English (U.S. Dept of Justice, 2005).
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Figure 1. ELL populations compared to the primary home language of the population. The main pur-
pose of this map is to evaluate how accurate the reporting of ELL students is based on testing and rec-
ommendations. As you can see, the districts chosen for this report have a fairly accurate representa-
tion of the alternate language population, while other districts have high rates of under or over reporting.
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ly implemented and maintained. Willmar, a district 
with a high number of ELL students that increased 
tenfold in the past seven years, has looked to their 
superintendent for direction as to how the pro-
gram should be run within the school. “ We need 
a spearhead leader to make this program work,” 
claims a Willmar ELL teacher, “ if we did not have 
strict guidance and close supervision, the program 
would fall apart.” There was a higher report of hap-
piness with student success and program alloca-
tion from the ELL teacher’s who reported a strong 
positive relationship with their superintendent. 

The main indication of the anecdotal research 
indicates that a well run ELL program with-
in the Crow River Watershed districts needs 
strong parental and community support or a fig-
ure to assume a leadership role for the program 
to garner success. The district that lacked both 
of these key components had lower graduation 
rates within their ELL program and complained 
of lack of trained staff or adequate funding. 

Case Study: Unique Features of The Crow 
River Watershed Towns

Compared to other towns of similar size and situ-
ation nationwide, the districts surveyed for this 
study are welcoming and understanding of the 
changes occurring within their schools. After in-
terviewing teachers and a few students from each 
of the districts, it was clear that proper cultural and 
academic education, accommodation, and under-
standing are paramount. The openness of these 
communities gives the schools an advantage. Dis-
tricts such as Buffalo and Hutchinson have inde-

pendently developed ELL-related professional 
workshops based on student and teacher surveys. 
These workshops include information on second 
language acquisition, adapting content area in-
struction for ELL students, welcoming newcom-
ers to the program, and collaborative techniques. 
Willmar and Glencoe have strong lines of commu-
nication between ELL instructors and in-classroom 
teachers, ensuring that the curriculum is relevant 
and successful. The investment of the teachers 
in these districts gives the students an advantage 
that raises the overall success of these programs.

Empowerment at the community, school and indi-
vidual levels bestows control to members of mar-
ginalized communities who have often been denied 
that privilege.  That control fosters senses of own-
ership and pride. When superintendents are em-
powered to be involved in their schools, schools are 
empowered to take control of their own resources, 
parents are empowered to take initiative in their 
children’s learning, and young people are empow-
ered to get involved in their communities, the end 
result will be improved outcomes for everyone.

Looking Ahead and Further Research

If ELL students are going to develop their Eng-
lish at an adequate proficiency levels, the program 
must be comprehensive enough to meet both their 
social and academic needs. Superintendents of the 
four districts report a lack of properly trained staff 
which can be attributed to low salaries, social and 
geographic isolation, and lack of adequate hous-
ing. To address these issues, superintendents have 
used a variety of methods to attract new teachers. 

One administrator found success in advertising 
for positions within the local paper, while another 
began to actively recruit online or from substitute 
teacher lists.  Where one district lacks the proper 
testing tools, another did not have a licensed ad-
ministrator for state-required testing. With coop-
eration, districts have the potential to pool their 
resources to form a stronger and more cohesive 
program for their ELL students. This kind of cross-
district collaboration is crucial to relieve two of 
the chief burdens of low-incidence rural schools: 
strained or nonexistent staff and a lack of in-ser-
vice and professional training for ELL teachers. 

Overall, building and implementing a comprehen-
sive curriculum that addresses the academic and 
social needs of ELL students requires attention 
to leadership, instructional capacity, and limita-
tions. In addition, collaboration across districts 
and parent and community involvement could 
help the watershed address the pressing issue of 
educating their linguistically diverse students. 
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An individual’s well-being* is a measure of 
the quality of life or standard of living that 

he/she experiences. Quality of life, or well-being, 
can generally be divided into economic well-be-
ing, environmental or ecological well-being, and 
social well-being. It is the latter category which 
is the focus of the maps in this section. There are 
several characteristics which can be used to as-
sess one’s quality of life, or social well-being, 
including one’s access to the following services:

• Basic needs, such as  
 food, shelter and clothing
• Social services, recreation, cultural and  
 community centers and religious places
• Affordable health care
• Affordable housing and overall, cost of  
 living
• Employment 
• Transportation and mobility

While food, shelter and clothing are basic human 
needs, other components of well-being are quite 
subjective.

Nevertheless, social well-being is important to 
measure because traditional measures of develop-
ment largely ignore the social quality of life. In 
addition, the quality of life of rural populations is 
also another largely ignored dimension. Therefore, 
this is an attempt to not only map some measure of 
social well-being in the Crow River Watershed, but 
also part of a broader effort to bridge the gap be-

*  a good or satisfactory condition of existence; a state characterized 
by health, happiness, and prosperity; welfare / Source: Dictionary.
com Unabridged (v 1.1). Retrieved March 30, 2008, from Dictionary.
com website: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/well-being

tween social well-being and economic well-being.

Map 1: Housing Cost Burden & Income Assistance

An important part of social well-being is the avail-
ability and access to shelter. It is both having a 
place to live, and more significantly, affording the 
place you live in. According to the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), house-
holds that spend more than 30 percent of their 
household incomes on housing (rent or mortgage) 
are “cost burdened”1. This means that they are al-
locating a disproportionately large share of their 

monthly household budget towards housing, de-
flecting from other necessities. Housing cost bur-
den (the ratio of housing costs and income) is a 
measure of housing affordability and to a larger 
extent, economic hardship, which further affects 
the overall well-being of households. An indirect 
way of examining economic hardship in the Crow 
River Watershed is the percentage of the popula-
tion that is receiving some form of income assis-
tance. However, this can be an incomplete measure 
because not everyone who is in need of assistance, 
based on income and resources, actually applies 
and/or qualifies for the aid. In addition, some 
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households may qualify for only a limited duration. 

The correlation between housing cost burden and 
income assistance provides a useful perspective 
to assess the availability and access to social ser-
vices. The first map shows clusters where a high 
proportion of the households receive income as-
sistance, including Willmar, Hutchinson, Litch-
field and Buffalo. Even though there is a statisti-

cally significant relationship between housing cost 
burden and income assistance, there is only a rela-
tively weak correlation between the two variables. 
This may indicate that there may not be a direct 
causal relationship between housing cost burden 
and the receipt of Supplemental Security Income 
and/or Public Assistance in the Crow River Wa-
tershed, and that other factors may be involved.

Map 2: Poverty & Female-Headed 
Households

Women with young children represent 
a vulnerable subset of the population. 
Poverty maps tend to mask variations 
within the general population itself, not 
accounting for differences in age, sex/
gender, race and ethnicity. Map 2 fo-
cuses on female-headed households, 
whose income in 1999 is below poverty 
level, with children under 5 years. Ap-
parent clusters exist in the cities, such 
as Willmar, Glencoe, Hutchinson, Li-
tchfield, Buffalo, Rockford, Cokato and 
Paynesville. In fact, for one block group 
in Willmar, 100 percent of its families (n 
= 7) are female-headed households with 
children under 5 years. It is important to 
remember that even if a relatively small 
percentage of families live at or below 
the poverty level, in some communities, 
that percentage is frequently comprised 
of this particularly vulnerable group. 

The ultimate objective of these maps is 
to create awareness and highlight social 
issues concerning the well-being of the 
population in the Crow River Watershed. 
The patterns established indicate the need 

for increased availability and access to services tai-
lored to women and children, and services for those 
who are experiencing economic hardship in general. 
 
 
Sources
1   U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.  (17 April 
2008).  “Affordable Housing.”  Available at www.hud.gov/offices/
cpd/affordablehousing
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that’s WoMen’s Work: a case study oF chILdcare and WoMen’s decIsIon to Work
by Jessica Mowles, Map by Hannah Gelder

basis: child care, housework, volunteer or com-
munity work, etc. Unfortunately, because these 
activities are nearly impossible to track, very little 
data exists on this kind of work, which necessar-
ily excludes it from studies such as this. How-
ever, by focusing on the variable of child care 
as it relates to women entering the formal work-
force, I hope to implicitly emphasize the variety, 
complexity, and vast scope of all women’s work.

Crow River Watershed Region 

As the Twin Cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis 
continue to grow as urban and industrial hubs, 
many parts of the Crow River Watershed region 
of Minnesota are quickly urbanizing as well, into 
suburbs and exurbs of the Cities. Whereas most 
towns in the region were traditionally oriented 
around agriculture and the nearby Crow River, 
even some of the smallest towns in the region are 
now engaged in processes of attracting greater 
industry, providing more jobs, and enticing more 
residents, due in part to the region’s proximity 
to the Twin Cities. As urban planners, economic 
analysts, and local government officials search for 
sound strategies through which to address increas-
ing development, it is essential that they under-
stand the nature of regional employment patterns, 
and what kinds of factors either encourage or dis-
courage women from working in the formal labor 
force. Given widespread revitalization efforts and 
increased marketing of watershed towns – topics 
addressed elsewhere in this atlas – it becomes es-
sential to address the work decisions of women.

According to national statistics, women in 
Minnesota are some of the hardest-working 

in the United States. For over thirty years, the 
astonishingly high percentage of Minnesotan 
women in the formal labor force has been signifi-
cantly greater than national rates. For example, in 
2000, 58% of women nationally participated in 
the formal labor force, whereas 66% of Minneso-
tan women did the same, ranking the state first in 
the nation in terms of women workers.1 The rate 
of Minnesotan women with children has risen 
most dramatically over time, climbing 40% from 
1970 to 2000 compared with 30% nationally.2  

This study seeks to better understand one factor 
behind women’s decision to work, recognizing that 
many are in fact at play. Utilizing data on licensed 
child care centers in the Crow River Watershed re-
gion and percentages of working women, I seek to 
draw links between availability of child care and 
women’s decision to engage in formal work. To 
show the relationship between these variables, I 
will discuss trends in Minnesota state investment 
in childcare, employ a spatial analysis of the Crow 
River Watershed region, and perform a statistical 
analysis. From these outcomes, I conclude that 
child care accessibility in Minnesota has increased 
due to state investment and has certainly posi-
tively influenced the number of working women. 

From this departure, it is essential to understand 
that this study narrowly defines “work” as labor 
that is paid and included in the formal sector. 
Many feminist geographers have problematized 
this definition of work as excluding much of the 
work that women perform on a daily, non-paid 

Women’s Work and Barriers to Mobility

Driving down County Road 6 in Carver County, 
about an hour outside the Twin Cities, one sees 
multiple housing developments and sites of con-
struction for new developments: Forest Hills, 
Riverpointe, Fairway Estates, etc. The expansive, 
gray-sided houses – isolated by long county roads 
from any grocery, post office, or place of work – 
evoke the scholar Ann Markusen’s ideas about how 
the spaces occupied by single, suburban-dwelling 
families inherently limit women’s participation in 
the formal workplace by confining women to resi-
dential areas lacking formal work opportunities.3  

Feminist geographers Hanson and Pratt agree, 
bringing an argument about distance to the debate. 
Because men and women have different resources, 
they explain, women’s mobility is often limited 
by what they call ‘friction of distance’, or barri-
ers to mobility like lack of transportation, primar-
ily childcare responsibilities, less-developed pro-
fessional networks, etc.4 Indeed, Earline King, a 
teacher in Watertown, remembers demanding her 
family’s one car in order to be able to go to work 
in the late 1960s. “That was around the time of 
women’s liberation,” she said, “so I just told my 
husband I had to have the car to go to work. You 
could say I was liberating myself.”5 While many 
families might own two cars in our present era, 
other fundamental barriers to mobility remain cen-
tral to creating a gendered labor market—that is, 
certain jobs being more or less available to men 
or women. Household and childcare duties, tradi-
tionally assigned to female household members, 
exist as one prominent barrier for women enter-
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ing the formal workforce. The lack or availability 
of affordable, quality childcare can greatly im-
pact a woman’s decision to formally work or not.

Childcare and the Decision to Work

Women with children in Minnesota work dispro-
portionately more than their national counterparts: 
one 1997 survey estimated 77% of women with 
young children work in Minnesota compared to 
63% nationwide.6 Widespread changing cultural 
expectations and rising costs in living generally 
explain the nationwide increases, but other fac-
tors specific to Minnesota must exist to explain 
the disparity between these Minnesotan and na-
tional rates. Minnesota Economic Trends maga-
zine explains that state government funding and 
tax breaks have been largely responsible for influ-
encing women with children to decide to work.7 
State (as well as federal) funding for childcare 
increased exponentially throughout the 1990s, 
channeled largely through the Minnesota Fam-
ily Investment Program which provides low-in-
come families with sliding-scale reimbursement 
for childcare. Further, two state tax credits assist 
families in recovering a portion of childcare costs. 
These are the Minnesota Working Family Cred-
it and the Dependent Care Credit, and in 1998 
were claimed on about 250,000 total tax returns.8

Through this information, we see how Minnesota 
in particular has invested in state programs which 
endeavor to increase the availability of childcare, 
therefore influencing the decision of women with 
children to enter the labor force. To explore the 
relationship between child care availability and 

women in the labor force in the Crow River re-
gion, I utilized data on number, location, and size 
of licensed child care providers from the Minne-
sota Child Care Resource and Referral Network, 
and percentages of women working in the formal 
labor force from the 2000 Census. By mapping 
the percentage of women working by census tract 
(a geographic area smaller than a county), and 
plotting the child care centers on top of this infor-
mation, we see a spatial pattern of where wom-

en work and where childcare is most available.

Using these same two variables, I conducted a sta-
tistical analysis on the data to explore whether or 
not the links between the variables were statistical-
ly significant. The regression analysis proved that 
there is no apparent link, in fact, between the vari-
ables I tested. However, the statistical test assumes 
that women utilize childcare centers and work in 
the same census tract, which is probably not the 

F e m a l e  E m p l o y m e n t  a n d  C h i l d  C a r e  R e s o u r c e s

Cartographer: Hannah Gelder. 25 April 2008. Projection: NAD 83 UTM Zone 15N. Sources: 2000 Census; The Lawrence Group; MN Child Care Resource and Referral Network; ESRI.
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case for all women.  Further, other factors influence 
women’s decision to work, in addition to childcare, 
including education levels, cost of living, types of 
jobs available, etc. These diverse and complex fac-
tors also impact the decision of women to work, 
but are not represented in this particular study. 

Conclusion

While statistical analysis proves there is no direct 
link between childcare availability and percentage 
of working women, it is clear that childcare re-
mains a significant consideration in women’s de-
cision to work. This fact is especially apparent in 
light of the discussions of feminist geographers on 
barriers of mobility that are specific to women and 
inherently limit their participation in the formal 
workforce. Minnesota’s emphasis on encouraging 
affordable, accessible childcare options no doubt 
results in higher percentages of women work-
ing than states with less investment in childcare. 
In summary, Minnesotan women sure do work 
hard—both in the workplace and outside of it! 

Sources
1   Trent, Judith, and Casale, Oriane. Why are so many women 
working? Minnesota Economic Trends Newsletter, published by the 
Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development. 
December 2000/January 2001. http://www.deed.state.mn.us/lmi/pub-
lications/trends/1200/woment.htm. 
2   Trent, Judith, and Casale, Oriane. Why are so many women 
working? Minnesota Economic Trends Newsletter, published by the 
Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development. 
December 2000/January 2001. http://www.deed.state.mn.us/lmi/pub-
lications/trends/1200/women.htm.
3   Markusen, Ann. City spatial structure, women’s household work, 
and national urban policy. In Catharine Simpson, Elsa Dixler, Martha 

J. Nelson, and Kathryn B. Yatralcis, eds. Women and the American 
City. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1980.
4   Hanson, Susan and Pratt, Geraldine. Gender, Work, and Space. 
New York: Routledge, 1995.
5   Personal interview with Earline King, April 5, 2008.
6   Casale, Oriane. Supporting the workforce: Child day care ser-
vices in Minnesota. Minnesota Economic Trends Newsletter, pub-
lished by the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic 
Development. March 2000. http://deed.state.mn.us/lmi/publications/
trends/0300/child.htm.
7   Casale, Oriane. Supporting the workforce: Child day care ser-
vices in Minnesota. Minnesota Economic Trends Newsletter, pub-
lished by the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic 
Development. March 2000. http://deed.state.mn.us/lmi/publications/
trends/0300/child.htm.
8   Casale, Oriane. Supporting the workforce: Child day care ser-
vices in Minnesota. Minnesota Economic Trends Newsletter, pub-
lished by the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic 
Development. March 2000. http://deed.state.mn.us/lmi/publications/
trends/0300/child.htm.
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The free and reduced-price lunch program is a 
part of the national School Lunch Program, 

which requires schools to “serve meals without 
cost or at reduced cost to 
children who were deter-
mined by local school au-
thorities to be unable to pay 
the full cost of the lunch, and 
not to segregate or discrimi-
nate against such children in 
anyway.”1  The government 
decides whether or not stu-
dents in a family can receive 
free or reduced lunches based 
on established standards for 
income and how many peo-
ple live in each household.2 
Students who live in large 
households and/or in house-
holds with low incomes can 
receive free and reduced-
price lunches in public 
school. These are students 
who, without the School 
Lunch Program, would not 
have enough to eat every 
day and are considered to 
be a vulnerable population. 
The free and reduced-price 
lunch program is designed 
to provide low-income chil-
dren with at least one solid 
meal a day. Mapping the number of students in 
this program in the Crow River Watershed gives a 
good idea of the economic well-being for house-

students receIvIng Free and reduced-prIce Lunch 
by Christine Chung and Claire Reuning, Map by Christine Chung and Claire Reuning

holds with children in the public school districts. 
While this means that Crow River Watershed 
households without children in the public schools 

are not included in this map of economic well-
being, it still illustrates the distribution of one of 
the most vulnerable populations in the Watershed.

There is a distinct pattern visible on the map seen 
in how the colors darken as they move west across 
the map. This indicates a trend where the farther 

west of the Twin Cities a 
school district is located, 
the higher the percentag-
es of students receiving 
free and reduced-price 
lunches are likely to be. 
This east-west pattern is 
also apparent when look-
ing at the actual percent-
ages. The school district 
with the highest percent-
age of students receiving 
free and reduced-price 
lunch is 46% in Willmar 
Public School District (in 
the western Watershed), 
and the lowest is 5% in 
the Orono Public School 
District (in the eastern 
Watershed). Overall, this 
map demonstrates that 
the western portion of 
the Watershed generally 
has a higher percentage 
of vulnerable students 
than the eastern portion. 
Mapping this vulner-
able student group pro-
vides an indication of 

the overall well-being throughout the Watershed. 

The decision to map the percentage of students 
receiving free and reduced-price lunches reflects 
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a desire to map general well-being in the Crow 
River Watershed. To make maps of wellbeing, 
both social and economic information must be 
used. There are many different ways to map social 
and economic data, but the distribution of the per-
centage of students in the free and reduced-price 
lunch program highlights the wellbeing of one of 
the most vulnerable groups, children. Mapping the 
percentage of students receiving free and reduced-
price lunch helps illustrate both the social aspect 
of a familiar school district area together with lo-
cal economic circumstances of the Watershed.

Sources
1   Gunderson, G. The National School Lunch Program Background 
and Development. Accessed 29 February 2008. <http://www.fns.
usda.gov/cnd/Lunch/AboutLunch/ProgramHistory_5.htm>
2   “Child Nutrition Programs—Income Eligibility Guidelines.” 
Federal Register 72 (27 February 2007). Accessed 29 February 2008. 
<http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/governance/notices/iegs/IEGs07-08.
pdf>
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coMpetItIve charIty: MeanIngs oF heaLthcare oWnershIp In hutchInson, MInnesota,
by Emily Gerteis, Map by Stephanie Kleinschmidt

Hutchinson, Minnesota is in many ways much 
like other parts of Minnesota: it claims a 

predominantly Scandinavian ancestry, exhib-
its a flat, but iconic, mid-western landscape, 
and provides many fried foods-on-sticks. How-
ever, this town, located to the west of the Twin 
Cities in south-central Minnesota, has a unique 
political and economic environment. Who pro-
vides their electricity? The City of Hutchinson. 
Who picks up their trash, recycling, and (even) 
compost? The City of Hutchinson. Who owns 
their liquor store? Again, the City of Hutchinson.  

For years, the city has owned and run almost 
one hundred percent of the local social services.1 
However, as of January 1, 2008, Hutchinson Area 
Health Care converted from a publicly owned 
hospital, to a private, non-profit organization 
with a contracted management from a for-profit 
corporation. The switch was fuelled by the hos-
pital’s need to compete with other hospitals in 
the area, and to increase the quality of care for 
its patients. Although privatization is a common 
regional trend for hospitals across the United 
States, this change means something specific to 
the citizens of Hutchinson—something that was 
community owned for so long is now becoming 
private, even corporate. Will the new ownership 
mean a loss of community values in the hospital? 

Hutchinson is a unique place. The fact that the 
nation-wide trend of privatization and corporati-
zation of hospitals is affecting even this publicly-
owned town is significant, and presents some-
what of an extreme case. As regional market 
forces compete with local concerns, document-

ing the process of a change in hospital owner-
ship as it occurs helps us understand the reasons 
for it, and the ways it is carried out locally. In the 
case of Hutchinson, the change in hospital own-
ership was conducted with responsiveness to lo-
cal community values. Therefore, with Hutchin-
son illustrating this national trend, I argue that 
the increasing competition and corporatization 
among hospitals does not necessarily indicate a 
complete dissociation from community values.

Going Corporate: Hutchinson in Context

Hutchinson Area Health Care is now “managed 
by a hybrid of traditional and corporate manage-
ments: a governing board of directors with com-
munity roots and values, and a corporate manage-
ment by Allina.”2   Before the switch on January 
1, business decisions went slowly. All of the hos-
pital’s business was conducted in public—every 
meeting, every contract, every major purchase. 
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The time and oversight connected with publicly 
run services slows down business and limits the 
administration from making timely decisions.3 

The market-driven competition between private 
and public hospitals was not an issue until the 
creation of Medicare and Medicaid in 1965. Be-
fore 1965, the poor and the elderly struggled to 
pay for any sort of health care. But, with govern-
ment aid, hospitals could now treat all people 
that came to them for care, regardless of their 
ability to pay.4 Furthermore, it became profit-
able for hospitals to treat as many patients as 
possible, and a business-like atmosphere was 
created in which different hospitals had to com-
pete against each other for the most business.5

Hutchinson Area Health Care has to compete 
with three other area hospitals, including Glen-
coe Regional Health Services, Ridgeview Medi-
cal Center in Waconia, and Buffalo Hospital.6 (See 
Distribution of Hospitals in Crow River Water-
shed, p. 38). All four of these healthcare centers 
were publicly owned, until recent years. This put 
Hutchinson Area Health Care at a disadvantage; 
as a public institution, all of their meetings, con-
tracts, and decisions were public information, 
and therefore available to their competitors.7 

Traditionally, hospitals had a charitable status 
within communities, and were not forced to com-
pete with other hospitals in this way. But with the 
creation of Medicare and Medicaid, there was a 
surge in the numbers of for-profit hospitals.8 These 
hospitals were able to quickly enter areas of rapid 
civilian growth, meeting the need for those com-
munities where non-profits were slow to respond.9 
This corporatization of health care led to its dis-

engagement from local communities, which is 
what prompted concern for citizens in Hutchinson. 

But scholars have more recently been discuss-
ing the option of a private, non-profit status with 
a more effective, organized, corporate manage-
ment. To keep their competitive edge against for-
profit hospitals, non-profits must have both their 
charitable, trustworthy characteristics, but also 
have a strong management style, like that of a 
corporate hospital. By converting to non-profit, 
Hutchinson’s hospital could keep its commu-
nity identity and continue to serve specific com-
munity needs. With a private status and a con-
tracted management, it could conduct business at 
a much faster pace than with the public system.

For example, if the hospital was looking to pur-
chase a new medical technology, as a public in-
stitution, the barriers with acquiring this tech-
nology would be monumental. Not only would 
it have to be completely public with its interest 
in and intent to purchase this technology, but 
“by law, they have to solicit competitive bids, 
and take the lowest one. This takes a lot of time, 
sometimes up to several months.”10 However, as 
a private hospital, it could conduct a search, ne-
gotiate with companies, and take any contract 
most beneficial to the hospital. As a private insti-
tution, with business done behind closed doors, 
competition can be maintained more effectively. 

Keeping it Local: 
Responsiveness to Community Needs

Although the ownership switch was good for 

the regional competitiveness of the hospi-
tal, for the citizens of Hutchinson this change 
meant something entirely different. The ways 
in which the hospital interacted with Hutchin-
son would be changing with its ownership. How 
would the change in ownership alter these in-
teractions and relationships, and what could 
those changes mean for the people and the city?  

Three main concerns arose during the transition 
from public to private: (1) an impact on the com-
munity and patient concerns, (2) employer chang-
es and employee concerns, and (3) the effect on 
the city and their continued voice in the hospital’s 
management. However, it was the reaction to these 
public concerns that made this process so unique. 
Not only were these issues recognized, but compre-
hensive steps were taken by the hospital administra-
tion and the city to respond to each concern in order 
to preserve local values in the new management.11

For patients and potential patients, there was a 
general fear of change. Something that was com-
munity owned for so long was becoming pri-
vate, and potentially falling out of community 
hands. This group feared that the change would 
have negative effects on the quality of health-
care that the hospital would provide, especially 
their personal connections with specific doctors 
and nurses. However, Marc Sebora, Hutchinson’s 
Civic Attorney, made sure to convey that noth-
ing would change at the hospital. Through public 
media, they ensured the citizens that nothing sig-
nificant was going to change, and that they would 
have the same doctors and nurses they had before.  

Doctors, nurses, and staff of the hospital were 
concerned about lay-offs.  With corporate influ-
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ence coming into the hospital, would jobs be cut? 
Additionally, by working in a public hospital the 
staff were essentially working for the government 
of Hutchinson. Employees had great govern-
ment benefits and pensions that were perceived 
to be in jeopardy. Again, Sebora took the initia-
tive to organize workshops and meetings to in-
form the staff of the changes and new benefits, 
that were guaranteed to keep their needs in mind.

The city was not immune to the fear of change 
common in the general community. From the 
city’s perspective, they were losing control of 
an important industry in their town. No longer 
would the board of directors at the hospital be 
completely overseen by the Hutchinson city gov-
ernment. However, they understood the benefits a 
change in ownership could bring to the city. As 
a way to preserve the community perspective in 
the hospital’s management, one of the city’s stip-
ulations was to keep several city council mem-
bers on the board of directors. This was also to 
ensure that the hospital was not sold for a profit 
to some other company, without the city’s input. 

The ways in which the change in ownership was 
conducted clearly show responsiveness to com-
munity needs. Not only was it the intent to address 
community concerns about the effects of going 
private, but it was a part of the entire process. Al-
though citizens feared a loss of community con-
nection to the hospital as in the case of many for-
profit institutions, the combined non-profit status 
and contracted management seems to be the best 
of both worlds—preserving community identity 
in an important social service, and maintaining 
the effectiveness of a for-profit management. In 

the case of Hutchinson, increasing competition 
and corporatization of its hospital did not indicate 
a disassociation from community values. 

Conclusion

Hutchinson, Minnesota provides a current story 
of a change in hospital ownership, and what that 
change means at local and regional levels.  It also 
provides somewhat of an extreme case when con-
sidering that almost 100% of social services were 
previously owned by the city.  This case study 
can add to the dialogue on hospital ownership, 
and important concepts of space and identity to 
the conversation.  If Hutchinson had not been a 
publicly owned town, would the change have 
been so concerning? Further study in the area of 
social services and community identity should be 
conducted in order to gain a better understanding 
of these concepts.  But in Hutchinson, it seems 
clear that “the change will be positive.  The hos-
pital will be able to try new things with more flex-
ibility, and there will be no changes for citizens 
and patients, or employees. No dissatisfaction.”12 
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veterans organIzatIons and MILItary recruItMent, by Robert Heyman, Map by Robert Heyman and Sandy Robson

In looking at both Military Recruitment and the 
location of Veterans’ Social Organizations we 

are considering two sides of the same coin. The 
Veterans’ halls, so prominent in the local land-
scapes of small towns and cities across America, 
are a reflection of our nation’s past propensity to 
take up arms and a testament to the service of its 
citizens. The existence of these halls tells us some-
thing about the history of our nation’s foreign 
policy, its commitment 
to civic duty, and the 
past prevalence of strong 
social communities and 
organizations. The loca-
tion of these halls in the 
center of town or in some 
other prominent location 
speaks to the importance 
that the military and mili-
tary service have had in 
the American psyche. 

Also included are the lo-
cations of National Guard 
Armories, but those do not 
seem to have a significant 
impact or role in the issue.

The distribution of re-
cruits illustrates the pres-
ent importance of the 
military in American 
civic life. Indeed, the im-
pression one garners from 
looking at the recruitment 
data is the distinct lack 
of a pattern. The loca-

tions of the Veteran’s Organizations, discussed 
above, seem to have no correlation with the pro-
pensity of a place to produce recruits. The most 
important thing indicated by the recruit data is 
that, with the exception of one zip code, all ar-
eas show low levels of propensity for military 
service. Given that recent research indicates that 
propensity towards military service now is large-
ly determined by value specific decisions on the 

level of individuals1,2, it appears that these low 
levels of recruitment indicate a shift on the part 
of the population away from military service.

This observation is startling, but especially im-
portant given our presence in two wars overseas. 
It appears that a generational break has occurred 
regarding propensity to join the military, one that 
likely also affects Americans’ desires for future 
military action. Such a finding seems to be in line 

with the frequent re-
ports that the military 
is either failing to meet 
its recruitment quotas 
or having to lower stan-
dards in order to meet 
them3. There appears 
to be evidence here that 
a significant change 
is coming in the ways 
Americans approach 
foreign policy with this 
resulting from a shift in 
societal values towards 
rejecting military force 
as an implement of pol-
icy.

Finally, these trends 
do not bode well for 
the future of Veterans 
Social Organizations 
such as the American 
Legion and VFW. If 
the trend identified here 
is correct, they would 
be left as a vestige of 
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a past era in American society. While this would 
have an impact on our nation’s military and for-
eign policy, its greatest impacts would likely af-
fect the social capital of the towns and cities they 
serve. If the presence of these organizations de-
clines, with no apparent successor, many com-
munities could be deprived of one of their main 
centers for community cohesion and collective 
action. Indeed, should this decline occur, one of 
the most interesting things going forward, espe-
cially for places like the towns depicted, will be 
to see if and how such organizations are replaced.

This map page 42 depicts the locations of Veter-
ans’ Social Organizations (American Legion and 
Veterans of Foreign Wars Halls) and National 
Guard Armories over a data layer showing the 
number of military recruits, for all regular duty 
branches and the Army Reserve, per 10,000 resi-
dents in each zip code. The National Priorities 
Project collected the recruitment data in 2004, and 
the locations of Veterans’ Social Organizations 
and National Guard Armories were obtained from 
YellowBook.com. 
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MentaL Maps and spatIaL BehavIor In the croW rIver Watershed, by Elana Dahlberg, Maps by Wade Miller

Learning how local residents perceive and re-
act to the changes happening in the Crow 

River Watershed in Central Minnesota is a crucial 
way for discovering and confronting problems 
that arise from urbanization. This chapter is fo-
cused on several questions about sense of place 
and spatial behavior. How do eighth and ninth 
grade students in the Crow River Watershed or-
ganize space? What is the students’ sense of place 
and how do they behave spatially? What impact 
do the students’ perceptions have on the impend-
ing urbanization in the Crow River Watershed? 
This topic is important because it will help resi-
dents and others understand how the students per-
ceive the changes happening in their local town/
environment due to the urbanization, confront or 
ignore the difficulties and issues associated with 
this urbanization, and accept/deny the impend-
ing urbanization in the Crow River Watershed.

The approach to this project was to work with stu-
dents in the Crow River Watershed to understand 
their sense of place and how their perceptions will 
impact the impending urbanization on the area. A 
group of twenty eighth and ninth grade students 
from Hutchinson, Litchfield, and Rockford were 
chosen as participants. These towns were cho-
sen because they provided a varied sample of the 
small towns in the Crow River Watershed. All 
three towns are currently in different stages of de-
velopment. Table 1 and 2 include some of the main 
demographics of the towns and the students sam-
pled.1 The expansion of urbanization has affected 
the towns differently due to their varied popula-
tion, economics, and distance from the Twin Cities.

table 1.  Demographic of Towns

town popula-
tion*

racial 
makeup*

median 
Income*

distance 
from min-
neapolis

economy

Hutchin-
son 13,080 96.24% 

white $42,278
60.92 miles 
1 hr. 21 min 

commute

Hutchinson  
Technology 

and 3M
Litchfield

6,562 94.6% 
white $36, 021

66.6 miles 
1hr. 24min 
commute

Farming 
and Rail-

road 
rockford

3,484 97.56% 
white $51,349

27 miles  
35min com-

mute

Farming 
and Com-

muting 
Sources:  Data marked with an asterisk (*) were taken from the US Census
Bureau’s 2000 Census.

ries for two weeks. During this period observa-
tions were made to gather the natural perceptions 
and languages that the students shared with each 
other and the interviewer while discussing their 
town. The students completed questionnaires that 

included questions such 
as: how long the students 
had lived in their neigh-
borhood, describing their 
neighborhood, where 
their guardians worked, 
what they like to do in 
their spare time, etc. This 
background information 
provides a better under-
standing of the founda-
tion to their perceptions.

A person’s perception of 
the world is known as 
a mental map. A men-

table 2.  Demographic of Student Sample

town class Included 
students From the 
Following places

age of 
students 

average number 
of Years in current 

neighborhood

percent of 
students 

Defining Their 
neighborhood 

as rural

percent of stu-
dents who Have at 
least one parent 

commuting

Hutchin-
son

Primarily Hutchinson. 
Also Stewart, and 

Buffalo Lake
13 & 14 11 yrs 11% 38%

Litchfield Primarily Litchfield. 
Also Kingston and 

Buffalo Lake
14 & 15 7.9 yrs 56% 56%

rockford Rockford, Corcoran, 
Greenfield, and Buf-

falo
13 & 15 7.3 yrs 63% 89%

Methodology 

Students were interviewed in their classrooms 
where they participated in sketching mental maps, 
filling out questionnaires, and logging time dia-
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tal map is an individual’s own internal map of 
their known world. Mental maps help determine 
from the public such subjective qualities as per-
sonal preference and practical uses of geography 
like driving directions. Students were asked to 
sketch three mental maps, each on a blank white 
sheet of printer paper. First they drew a map of 
their town, then a map of the Crow River Wa-
tershed, and finally a map of places they like to 
visit that they can travel to and from in a day. The 
students were encouraged to include as much de-
tail as they could and attempt to incorporate all 
five elements of mental maps: nodes, districts, 

landmarks, edges, and intersections. This tech-
nique was taking from the book The Image of the 
City,2 written by Kevin Lynch who developed this 
methodology. The study’s goal was to find pat-
terns throughout each town and the watershed 
as to how the students organize and order space.

The last research method asked the students to 
keep a diary for two weeks in which they recorded 
an entry for every time they traveled somewhere. 
They included the time, where they traveled, and 
how they got there for every entry whether it was 
to the gas station on their bike or driving across 
the state. Time geography or time-space geogra-
phy traces its roots back to the Swedish geogra-
pher Torsten Hagerstrand who stressed the tempo-
ral factor in spatial human activities.3 Space-time 
diaries are an important way of collecting infor-
mation on the students’ personal ex-
periences. This material showed 
individual patterns for each of the 
three towns as well as patterns 
throughout the whole watershed.

Litchfield

Many of the students in Litchfield 
organized their town referencing 
commercial space along with Lake 
Ripley, the Railroad, and Main 
Street. Main Street in Litchfield 
includes a teen “hangout”, the lo-
cal movie theater. This suggests 
that the students did not include 
Main Street for its historical im-
portance but rather because it holds 
an individual location relative to 

them. Much of Litchfield’s commercial develop-
ment is recent. For example, Wal-Mart has been 
built within the last year. Generally the students 
are very excited for Wal-Mart and are anticipat-
ing further commercial development. The stu-
dents put a lot of emphasis on traveling outside 
of Litchfield. They link themselves with the cities 
and Hutchinson because of shopping. They also 
pride themselves with the Largest Ball of Twine 
in nearby Darwin. For the students, the Ball of 
Twine is a source of identity that is known out-
side the watershed. It is an important landmark 
that attracts outsiders to the area. (See Figure 1)

Hutchinson

In Hutchinson students put more detail into their 
local map. They were not as concerned about other 
areas of the Watershed. Their maps were primar-

Figure 1.  A student’s mental map of Litchfield.
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ily organized around the commercial space. The 
commercial development in Hutchinson is much 
greater than that of Litchfield. The large box 
stores such as Target and Wal-Mart have existed 
for longer and attracted additional commercial 
development. As can be seen in the mental maps 
the students’ perceptions have been dominated 
by commercial space. Many students ignored 
prominent elements of the landscape including 
the Crow River, Railroad, 3M, and even roads to 
and from the commercial areas. The time diaries 
showed that the students frequently visit commer-
cial stores such as the fast food chains, Wal-Mart, 
Target, and the Mall. They are not just traveling to 
these stores because their parents need to shop, but 
rather they are choosing to walk or bike there with 
friends and often “hanging” out or walking around 

without purchasing anything. The mall phe-
nomena of indoor urban malls becoming a 
teen hangout have been occurring for over a 
decade. However, it appears that large individ-
ual stores are becoming similar destinations in 
rural areas to the urban malls. (See Figure 2)

Rockford

The greatest impact of residential develop-
ment occurred in Rockford where the students 
focused on the development of houses, rather 
than commercial development. The students 
talked about the town becoming a “suburb” 
and enjoying living in cul-de-sacs. Even the 
rural farm students chose to include cul-de-
sacs rather than farms when sketching Rock-
ford (see Figure 3 on p. 47). Most students 
were more interested in going to Target in 

Figure 2.  A student’s mental map of Hutchinson.

nearby Medina or shopping elsewhere rather than 
spending time in Rockford. Many of them refer-
enced their houses in terms of biking distance or 
time to Target. It was notable that most preferred 
hang ing out at Target rather than the local recre-
ation center. Overall, the students enjoy the towns 
growing population because it meant the arrival 
of new friends.  However, they talked negatively 
about the high income homes or “million dollar 
homes” being built in the area. (See Figure 3)
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Patterns throughout Watershed

Throughout the watershed the students tended to 
organize space by commercial and public areas 
rather than open and natural space. They do not 
frequent the historic parts of towns or the Main 
Streets and instead hang out at a single store like 
Target or Wal-Mart. In addition, the students fre-
quently described themselves as “hicks”.  This 
suggests that many of the students still perceive the 

watershed as a rural area even though they tend to 
ignore the open and natural space. They also often 
used “hood, ghetto, gangs” when referring to the 
Cities. The students made a clear distinction be-
tween themselves and residents in the Twin Cities.

Future

The research in this section provided evidence that 
the students support both the growing population 
and commercial activity of their towns. As a trend 
the students approve of the population growth be-
cause “it means there will be more friends”, said 
one student. However, they expect for these new 
residents to have the same background as them. 
Yet, as demographic characteristics of their towns 
continue to change some issues may occur with 
these students accepting a more diverse commu-
nity in regards to race and income. The students 
associate the Twin Cities most commonly with the 
Mall of America and Xcel Energy Center. How-
ever, they also describe it as “ghetto-that’s where 
the black people live”, said one student. This per-
ception may create difficulties in their community 
to accept the demographic changes that come with 
urbanization including diversity and income levels.

This field research showed a lack of the students’ 
sense of understanding for the environmental and 
historical degradation occurring because of the 
growth of commercial activity. It is not expected 
for the students at their age to have the background 
information to have understood and integrated the 
repercussions of commercial development in their 
community. However, it is important for them to 
begin receiving education on smart consumerism 

Figure 3.  A student’s mental map of Rockford.

and the importance of environmental and histori-
cal preservation. Continued research on this topic 
and interactions with local individuals is an im-
portant step to help understand and tackle present 
and future concerns in the Crow River Watershed.
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