LANDER VALLEY:
2020

Lander, Wyoming

Lander is a town of 7,500 residents
located in Fremont County near the pic-
turesgue eastern slope of the Wind River
Range of the Rocky Mountainsin west cen-
tral Wyoming. Over the past twenty years,
like many western towns, particularly those
supported by one industry, it has experi-
enced boom and bust. For years its
economy waslargely supported by aniron
ore mine but al that changed in 1983
when the mine closed: 500 jobs were
lost, hundreds of homes went on the
market, and half the busi nesses closed.
By 1990 Lander's population had been
reduced by almost 25 percent.

Recently, however, this situation
began to turn around. From 1990 to
1992 Lander grew by 2.4 percent. In
1993, abook, The 100 Best Small Towns
in America, rated Lander fifth. This
report created asudden interest in Lander
from a number of areas. By October 1994
informal statistics indicated that approxi-
mately 18 percent of Lander's population
had arrived in the past three years from
other towns in Wyoming, from the Mid-
west, and from California, Nevada,
Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. Many
of these new residents had come from
towns that were becoming too expensive
or crowded. Paula McCormick, the direc-
tor of the Chamber of Commerce, reported
a 600 percent increase in requests for
information about Lander since 1990.

Population growth and
the economy

With this populationinflux, theeconomy
has begun to grow and diversify. Tourism
isincreasing, while agricultureand govern-
ment agencies continue to form the more
traditional economic base. Mgjor local
employers include a new bronze foundry
which employsaround 60 people, govern-
ment agencies such as the Wyoming State
Training School and the county courthouse,
the Lander Valley Regional Medical Cen-
ter, and many businesses related to the
growing tourism boom. A Main Street
Beautification project has redone streets
and sidewalks and worked with business
owners to improve their storefronts in or-
der to attract visitors. In addition several
environmentally-based organizations are

headquartered here: the National Outdoor
L eadership School (NOLS), theWyoming
Outdoor Council and theWyoming Nature
Conservancy.

The new visibility has been a mixed
blessing. On the one hand it attracts those
seeking to relocate to improve their
quality of life. On the other hand it pro-

duces a sudden population growth which,
without careful planning, threatens to al-
ter the community and change the small
town atmosphere, access to recreational
areas, and clean environment that attracted
peoplein thefirst place.

Communities that grow at 2 percent a
year can thrive but those experiencing a
rate of 7 percent, such as that of Jackson,
Wyoming, face serious challenges—
affordable housing, land use, traffic con-
gestion, air and water quality, and many
other issuesrelated to popul ation pressures.
Lander Valley: 2020 was formed to pre-
vent this situation from occurring. Spear-
headed by the Chamber of Commerce and
run by avolunteer Steering Committeeand
volunteer Task Forces, it isshowing that a
combination of fortunate demographic
trends and the dedicated involvement of
some of its citizens can make possible a
positive vision for the future.

The 2020 planning forums

The goal of Lander Valley: 2020 is to

develop avision of what Lander Valley is

to be in the next 25 years. The process

Lander chose to plan for growth while

preserving its valued quality of life began

two years ago. Citizensinvited the Sonoran

Ingtituteto help plan and facilitate avision-

ing process using a consensus-based

approach to organize people and ideas.

The first Successful Communities
Workshop, heldinApril 1994, was attended
by 200 people. Participants were asked to
discuss what they liked about living in
Lander, what changes the Valley is likely
to seein the near future, and how the com-
munity could work together to make sure
that these changes work for the people of
Lander.

The attendees themselves were de-

mographically representative of
Lander: 21 percent of the participants
had lived in Lander for less than five
years, 30 percent were natives or had
lived there more than 30 years, and

21 percent had lived there 10-20

years; 18 percent were over 60 years
of age, 45 percent between 40-60; and
37 percent between 20-40; 17 percent
were employed as professionals, 15 per-
cent as business owners, 9 percent as
ranchers, 5 percent by the government, and

14 percent were retired.

When asked what they valued about liv-
ing in the Lander Valley, the participants
listed its open spaces provided by viable
ranching and farming concerns, diverse
locally-owned small businesses, a good
educational system, high quality health
care, clean air and water, and an abundance
of wildlife. In response to a question asto
what was needed in order to maintain these
valuesin thefuture, closeto 70 ideaswere
suggested, among which were;

m intensive combined city/county land use
planning with the participation of more
residents;

m increased business development,
including more restaurants and retail
stores;

® more greenways, parks, and recreation
centers for youths;

m protection of farmers/ranchers, for the
benefit of the community, land and the
economy;

= improved air quality and solid waste
recycling center;

m increased tourism as a viable growth
industry;

m increased interest in and appreciation of
theWind River Indian Reservation; and

m improved library services and better
educational opportunities.
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Growth and quality of life

In order to translate this vision into
action, ten task forces, representing across-
section of interests, were formed. A
second 2020 workshop was held in
October of 1994 to update the progress of
thetask forces. Lill Erikson, director of the
Corporation for the Northern Rockies, a
nonprofit organization created to help
develop sustainable economies and to
protect local values, spoke about other
communities that are also dealing with
increased growth problems.

In the spring of 1995 the Lander Valley:
2020 Steering Committee sponsored two
events: an informational meeting about the
community planning process, called
“Groundwork for Growth”; and a second
Successful Communities workshop. Ap-
proximately 100 community residents at-
tended “ Groundwork for Growth” to learn
about approaches that other towns and
countieswere using to accommodate rapid
population growth and the importance of
consensus. A representative from the
Dubois Town Planning Commission spoke
about the Upper Wind River Development
Permit System, a permitting system that is
less restrictive than zoning and basically
affects businesses rather than ranchers. A
speaker from Jackson commended Lander
for looking ahead before growth got out of
control, saying that Teton County's popu-
lation tripled between 1970 and 1990 and
that the county, without an updated land use
plan, has experienced myriad problems. A
representative from the Wyoming Open
Lands Project spoke on private, voluntary
options for open land protection. A ques-
tionnaire handed out at the end of the meet-
ing revealed that a high percentage of the
participants did feel that sometype of land
use planning was necessary.

“How do weimprove our qudity of life as
we grow?’ was the topic for discussion in the
second Successful CommunitiesWorkshopheld
inMay 1995 and facilitated by L uther Propst of
the Sonoran Indtitute. Small discussion groups
developed alist of key growth and planningis-
suesand then presented thethrlee most impor-
tant to the forum. These were categorized and
prioritized and then used asabasisupon which
short- and long-term action steps were
identified.
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How To Get in Touch with
Lander Valley: 2020

Contact: PaulaMcCormick
Tel: (307) 332-3892

Fax: (307) 332-5336
Email: N/A

Web: N/A

Scope: Town/county

Inception Date: 1992

Participants: Residents, ranchers/farm-
ers, businesses, civic organizations,
nonprofit organizations

Project type: Communitywide vision-
ing, comprehensive community plan-
ning, public education

Methods used: Public education, town
meetings, newsletter, task forces
Lessons learned: Importance of antici-
patory planning, accessto information,
economic diversification, andinclusive

Every event planned to date has been
widely publicized to encourage participa
tion. Reports on each of the meetings have
included demographic information on the
attendees. This documentation is not only
helpful toillustrate the diversity of partici-
pation but also serves to demonstrate to
those with other opinions that voices from
their areas of interest have been heard.
In mid-1995 the first 2020 newsletter was
published and disseminated through direct
mail.

Challenges

The greatest near-term needs are for
leadership and funding. Long-term plan-
ning is a labor-intensive activity and
momentum plays a key role. For a small
town, funds are limited and widespread
citizen participation critical. As of mid-
1995, threetask forcesremain: agricultural
preservation, natural resourcesand land use
planning. Each one requires a substantial
commitment of time.

To date, this effort has moved forward
on amodest budget of several thousand dol-
lars. Grantmaking proposals are being
submitted to government agencies, but oth-
erwise local residents are the only ones

supporting the costs of the meetings,
newsletter, mailings and other organiza-
tional needs.

— CONCERN, Inc.

UPDATE

December 1997

Although Lander Valley:2020 is no
longer an official part of the Chamber of
Commerce, the volunteer steering com-
mittee and task forces have continued to
meet. With a grant from the U.S. Forest
Service, the agriculture partnership task
force published a brochure, “ Choices for
Landowners,” educating ranchers about
waysto preserve and retain ownership of
their land. The same grant funded athree-
year plan by the water task force to assess
future water needs for the Valley.

Lander Valley:2020 held an econom-
ics workshop with Ray Rasker, author of
Measuring Change in Rural Communi-
ties. He spoke about the importance of
compiling community data to create and
measureindicators of change. Thelibrary
task force devel oped an advisory council
to assist on meeting the needs of the in-
formation age with computers and the
Internet.

Future activities might include a
possible partnership with the Wind River
Indian Reservation to tackle alcohol and
drug problems. Lander Valley:2020
would a'so like to hold educational semi-
narson land use because, athough growth
rates are manageable at present, no local
zoning ordinances exist and the county
land use plan is over 20 years old.

In order to attract funding, Lander
Valley: 2020 is beginning the process of
forming a nonprofit organization. The
energy of the volunteers, the support of
the steering committee, and resources sup-
plied by the Sonoran Institute, including
its book, Preserving Working Ranchesin
the West, have been invaluable, but paid
administrative help and officefacilitiesare
now needed as well.

—CONCERN, Inc.



