
by town to a Laundromat. While their
clothes were drying they shopped for gro-
ceries and other essentials. The communi-
ty, realizing that not having its own
Laundromat was an important gap in local
services, helped get a business started by
making a small, low-interest loan. A local
revolving loan fund can assist people in
starting businesses.

3. Increase the efficiency of your
local retail sector. Local retailers can be
trained to provide the kind of service cus-
tomers want and learn techniques for
maintaining contact with customers. It is
also important to recognize that local retail
niches remain even if major discounters
are serving your market.

4. Develop an entrepreneurial pro-
gram for high school students. In South
Dakota, a group of high school students
started a catering business. Interestingly,
this also benefited the school since the stu-
dents were able to provide a cost-effective
school breakfast program. When students
understand that there are opportunities in
their home town, they are more likely to
consider a local business as a career. Local
business people can also serve as excellent
resources for high school entrepreneurial
programs.

Every community is different in the
opportunities offered, but every communi-
ty has possibilities for economic develop-
ment using local resources. It requires us
to think, plan, and work together to make
it happen. The future belongs to those
who do. �

Jack McCall is a retired community development spe-
cialist living in Chillicothe, Missouri. He is the author
of The Small Town Sur-
vival Guide: Help for
Changing the Economic
Future of Your Town. This
is the second in a series of
columns on strategies for
strengthening community
economic development.

• Energy is one of the biggest “ex-
porters” of local income. It helps if your
utility is locally owned, but over 90 per-
cent of what you pay for gasoline leaves
the community.

• The average chicken you buy in the
grocery store has about 2,000 miles on its
odometer when you buy it. Most groceries
are shipped in from long distances.

• When people go elsewhere to shop
they are, in effect, “importing” the goods
they buy. The money they spend is lost to
their own community’s economy. Similarly,
if essential services are not present locally,
they must be imported. This includes, for
example, medical and dental services,
recreational activities, and mechanical 
services.

What can your community do to
increase the amount of money that stays in
the local economy? Here are some starting
points:

1. Find out where people are buying
goods and obtaining services. You can
learn more about the “leaks” in your econ-
omy by meeting with your neighbors and
asking them to think of all the things peo-
ple spend money on outside the commu-
nity. Some communities also do simple
customer surveys. This will give you a
“retail profile” for your community.

2. If there are gaps in the retail pro-
file, consider ways of helping a local
person (or recruiting a business) to fill
one of them. One small community dis-
covered that people were driving to a near-
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Finding Economic Development At Home
by Jack McCall

Opportunities for economic
development are right under our
noses. However, we must have a 
good understanding of how a local econo-
my works if we are to take advantage of
them. In the past ten years radical changes
have occurred. We have seen the coming
of discount stores, outside ownership of
banks, the disappearance of many manu-
facturing jobs, and the entry of corporate
health care companies into the rural mar-
ket. All of these factors take money and
jobs away from our communities.

There’s lots of money in our local
economies. Money flows in from Social
Security payments, interest and dividends,
sale of agricultural products, wages earned
outside the community, government pro-
grams, and the sale of raw materials.

The U.S. Department of Commerce,
through its Bureau of Economic Analysis,
publishes yearly reports of income and
jobs for every county in the country. In
this data you can see where the money
comes from. You will probably be sur-
prised when you look at these figures, but
they will help you to better understand
what’s happening locally. 

It is the money retained in the commu-
nity that creates jobs. For example, say
Sam Jones, a retired person whose income
is from Social Security, goes to a local hard-
ware store and spends ten dollars. The
retailer will use this income to pay wages,
utilities, and other expenses, and to
replenish his inventory. According to
economists who study this “multiplier
effect,” less than half the money expended
will stay in the local community. Stores
that are not locally owned leave a much
smaller percentage in the community, gen-
erally in the form of wages for a small
number of managers and a larger group of
part-time, minimum-wage employees who
do not enjoy any employee benefits.

Unfortunately, there are many ways
money leaves our local economies.

STORES THAT ARE NOT
LOCALLY OWNED LEAVE

A MUCH SMALLER
PERCENTAGE IN THE

COMMUNITY…




