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II. OVERVIEW 
 
Background 
 
By many measures, Elkhart County is a successful, growing community. A closer look 
reveals a not so reassuring picture.  
• In the late 60’s, Elkhart County per capita income stood at 110% of the U.S. per 

capita income. The county still fairs well compared to the region (St. Joseph, Elkhart, 
Marshall, Kosciusko counties) and the state but in 1999 the county per capita income 
was only 92.3% of the U.S. 

• Manufacturing accounts for 45% of the workforce and 56.2% of total county 
earnings, compared to 30% statewide and 20% in the U.S.  Manufacturing pays the 
highest annual wage in the County at $19.92 an hour but that is now only 92.9% of 
the regional rate, 82% of the state and 80.9% of the U.S. 

• 22.4% of the county workforce live in surrounding counties and take 19.7% of their 
earned income spending power back to those counties. 

• In 2000, only 15.5% of Elkhart County citizens over 25 years of age had a 4-year 
degree or better, compared to 19.4% at the state level and 24.4% nationally. 

• Of the 121 undersupplied occupations, most will require advanced skills training but 
vocational enrollment in the region is below that of the state. 

 
There are many other issues that cause leaders to question the readiness of Elkhart 
County to compete in the global arena and the necessity for the community to build a 
thriving, sustainable economy. 
• The inner cities are not seen as attractive places to live, locate a business or develop 

housing; they are badly in need of redevelopment and as a result increasing numbers 
of professionals are choosing to live outside of the main cities and prime farmland is 
being threatened by urban sprawl. 

• Despite the huge increase in the Hispanic/Latino population, Elkhart County does not 
present itself as the cultural diverse, open, accepting community preferred by today’s 
high technology workers and businesses. 

• The county is highly dependent upon the manufacturing economy. Business 
consolidation and downsizing have resulted in the loss of higher paying jobs, 
corporate headquarters and the related white-collar jobs and leadership capacity.  

• The county has not seen a significant increase in the use of technology or the 
development of the skilled workers necessary to move into the advanced 
manufacturing arena or other high technology related economic sectors. 

• A unique cultural diversity enables tourism to play a central role in the local 
economy. Along with value-added agriculture it provides opportunities to diversify 
the economy while preserving a valued quality of life. 

• Job growth has been accompanied by declining average earnings thus increased 
pressure on the social and physical infrastructure. 
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If Elkhart County is to obtain the same status in the new economy that it held in the old 
one, citizens must recognize that globalization is not a fleeting trend, as other nations 
develop the United States and Elkhart County will face ever-increasing competition in all 
economic sectors. In the words of Horizon Project Chairman William P. Johnson, 
“globalization is the over-arching international system shaping the domestic policy and 
foreign relations of virtually every nation and it will not go away!” 
 
If Elkhart County is to compete in the global environment it must embrace a philosophy 
of holistic community development by: 
 
• Investing in an infrastructure of innovation that builds locally grown and locally 

owned businesses: financial and regulatory support for new and existing businesses, 
creative programs and initiatives to support local entrepreneurs and creative economic 
diversification efforts, plus proactive efforts to develop, modernize and maintain the 
existing industry base.  

• Building the foundation for sustainable development: first class school systems, 
intelligent land use, development of aesthetically pleasing and vibrant downtowns, a 
healthy balance between the built and natural environment plus a rich cultural and 
recreational quality of life necessary to keep and attract the best and brightest. 

• Creating the highly skilled workforce necessary to keep and attract technology 
rich businesses: build a commitment to lifelong learning; provide the programs and 
services necessary to move individuals up the skills ladder, partner with and/or locate 
institutions of higher education in the county. 

• Building the most creative, effective system of government possible: maximize 
collaborative efforts, remove inessential duplication, streamline processes and 
procedures, and remove geographic developmental inequities. 

• Thinking regionally because economies are not local: understand the regional 
economy and identify regional industry clusters, work in partnership with other 
counties in the region and structure county economic development efforts within a 
regional context. 

 
Chairman Johnson states, “If we are to be successful, the Elkhart County community 
must make a commitment to unite for the common good with:  

• A willingness to accept the need for change, 
• A willingness to accept responsibility for the way things are and the way things 

will be, 
• A commitment to a shared common vision for the future, 
• A proactive, action oriented mindset, 
• A diverse, participatory community leadership base, and  
• A community capacity for continued, systematic change.” 
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6. Government Coordination 
Establish a functioning, recognized Elkhart County Intergovernmental Forum and 
structure for expanded intergovernmental communication, cooperation, and 
collaboration involving leaders of county government, the towns and cities of Elkhart 
County, and when appropriate, other local governmental units and agencies. Through 
the Intergovernmental Forum develop a mindset, philosophy and culture for 
increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of local government in Elkhart County 
through creative and farsighted planning, spending, and programming. 
 
Objective 6.1: Cause local governmental units to formally commit to participating in the  

Intergovernmental Forum. 
Objective 6.2: Establish a regular meeting schedule and standard agenda format for 

Forum Meetings. 
Objective 6.3: Recognize, embrace and when appropriate, act upon the ultimate Horizon 

Project Development Plan.  
Objective 6.4: Identify and encourage cost and revenue sharing opportunities at and 

between local and county government levels.        
Objective 6.5: Identify actual and desired levels of public service and the feasibility of 

closing the gap plus the potential for merging programs and eliminating 
duplication.      

Objective 6.6: Identify strengths and weaknesses in the Elkhart County economy, social 
structure, and culture, and to the extent possible utilize local and county 
government to build upon the former and mitigate the later.               

 
7. Land Use 
Create a well-planned community that enables compatible development in industrial, 
commercial, residential and agricultural sectors while maintaining visual appeal, 
preserving green space, and protecting the natural environment.  
 
Objective 7.1: Establish a Land Use Advisory Council of city and county planners and 

other essential experts to guide a comprehensive land use planning 
process. 

Objective 7.2: Develop a combined city/county comprehensive land-use policy plan. 
Objective 7.3: Identify in the comprehensive plan all current green space with the 

intention of developing protective mechanisms. 
Objective 7.4: Develop uniform, countywide ordinances by which the comprehensive 

plan policies will be implemented and encourage development that 
increases density and utilizes existing infrastructure. 

Objective 7.5: Request interim review by appropriate governmental bodies of curb cut 
policies, county zoning and subdividing ordinances, including the Three 
Acre Rule. 
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8. Social Services 
Insure adequate and affordable social services are provided to meet the needs of all 
Elkhart County residents. 
 
Objective 8.1: Inventory and assess the current Elkhart County social services catalog 

and its responsiveness and applicability to current needs. 
Objective 8.2: Create the optimum Elkhart County Social Services Network. 
Objective 8.3: Insure sustainable funding sources are available to maintain the necessary 

level of services to Elkhart County. 
Objective 8.4: Create the environment and infrastructure necessary for the expansion and 

development of a leadership base essential to the growth and development 
of the Elkhart County. 

 
 
IV. BENCHMARKS 
 
The Horizon Project leadership will create an ongoing Horizon Project Commission to 
guide the implementation of the plan.  A number of Implementation Teams will 
undertake responsibility for meeting certain goals and/or objectives and will measure the 
success of their efforts against the following benchmarks: 
 
• Close by 5% the gap between Elkhart County and the national per capita 

personal income by 2010. 
• Elkhart County will establish a locally available research and investment 

capital fund in the minimum amount of $10 million. 

• The number of net new businesses in preferred growth sectors will increase 
by 5% by 2010. 

• The total economic impact generated by visitors to Elkhart County will 
increase 25% by 2010, exceeding $350,000,000. 

• Elkhart County will see an increase in assessed valuation in current TIF 
districts and/or increase in the number of projects over a specified time 
period. 

• The percentage of Elkhart County residents with college degrees will equal 
or exceed the state level by 2010. 

• The percentage of non-college bound, high-school graduates from each 
school district, participating in vocational education programs will equal or 
exceed the state percentage by 2010.   

• The percentage of high-school students passing the GQE (ISTEP) will meet 
or surpass the state average in each Elkhart County School Districts by 2010. 

• Dropout rates in each Elkhart County school district will equal or fall below 
the state average by 2010.    
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• Average hourly earnings in total private employment will be within 5% of 
the national average by 2010. 

• Elkhart County will see a well-functioning Intergovernmental Forum that 
results in measurable savings in all municipal budgets and a measurable 
increase in revenue sharing activities. 

• The Elkhart County poverty ranking will be below the 70th percentile by 
2010.  

• Elkhart County will significantly reduce the duplication in social service 
programs. 
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