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CAN RURAL GEORGIA SAVE ITSELF  

By James V. Burgess, Jr. 

Recently, there have been a number of efforts aimed at renewing rural 
Georgia. In 1988 the Georgia Department of Community Affairs created an 
Office of Rural Development to provide state assistance to that part of the 
state. The State Senate Rural Policy Committee, appointed by Lt. Governor 
Pierre Howard and chaired by state senator Jack Hill of Reidsville, conducted 
a number of hearings around the state on the issue of economic 
development for rural Georgia. The committee submitted recommendations 
on state policies and goals for rural Georgia in December 1991. In addition, 
the University of Georgia through a grant from the W. K. Kellogg foundation 
conducted a rural revitalization initiative in twelve rural counties in the 
State. 

Critical questions in all these efforts involve the issue of whether rural 
Georgia can save itself. The following are a few suggestions: 

1. Rural Georgia can save itself by providing competitive education for 
all its students. We are still very much behind the rest of the country on per 
capita spending and teacher pay. Even our poorest, most rural schools must 
be able to offer their children a first class education. We badly need a better 
educated workforce. This may mean higher taxes, but the alternative is to 
lose opportunities to attract industries and businesses which are competing 
in an international arena which is increasingly dependent upon high 
technology skills. We must also provide more and better pre-school 
programs. School attendance must be enforced and facilitated through 
flexible high school programs and schedules. Finally, we must convince 
students not to cripple themselves by substance abuse. 

2. Rural Georgia can save itself by reducing the level of adult 
functional illiteracy. We have a very high proportion of adults who lack the 
basic skills to participate in the modern workplace. In some rural areas, the 
proportion of people unable to read reaches as high as 60 percent of the 
population. Our community college systems must coordinate and initiate 
intensive programs on campus to help reduce adult functional illiteracy. 

3. Rural Georgia can save itself by developing a flexible, globally 
competitive workforce. As reported by the Commission on the Future of the 
South, in a study entitled “Halfway Home and a Long Way to Go,” published 
by the Southern Growth Policies Board in 1986, "Farmers now compete with 
wheat and rice farmers in India. About 30 percent of rural workers are 
operators, assemblers and fabricators, many of them in declining or 
departing industries." We are retooling from low to high skills with less 
reliance on labor and more on technology. Tomorrow's jobs are changing 
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from old methods to new technologies, from low to high skill, and from local 
to international competition. Rural Georgia must revamp vocational 
educational programs which prepare students for occupations and help them 
learn and apply basic skills.  

4. Rural Georgia can save itself by strengthening at-risk families. Rural 
Georgia must develop a coordinated and comprehensive program directed to 
attack the adversities impacting at-risk children and youth. Our state ranks 
at the bottom in dealing with problems of at-risk youth. A report entitled 
“Kids Count Data Book,” published by the Center for the Study of Social 
Policy and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, 1991 shows that Georgia was:  

►47th for low birth weight babies 

►50th for infant mortality 

►41st for child death rates 

►39th for teen violent death rates 

►44th for percent of births to unmarried teenage girls 

►39th for juvenile incarceration rates 

►42nd for children in poverty 

►49th for percent of children graduating from high schools. 

The components of a comprehensive and coordinated program for at-
risk youth would include: comprehensive prenatal programs, early childhood 
development programs, responsive school programs and delinquency 
rehabilitation programs 

A task force on violence, created by the Georgia Municipal Association, 
released a broad set of recommendations to implement the above programs. 
The work of this task force was recognized throughout the country. 

5. Rural Georgia can save itself by implementing economic 
development strategies aimed at home-grown business and industry. Not 
only do our rural workers lack basic skills for new jobs in new businesses, 
but their communities are often unprepared to offer transportation, 
communication, housing, social or cultural amenities or schools which new 
businesses seek for their employees. We must develop and assist the 
entrepreneurs in our rural communities. Small business incubators could well 
be rural Georgia's "golden goose," serving as substitutes for small firm 
suppliers and business services. Incubators assist small-size businesses 
which probably could not survive in the shadow of large corporations. Their 
strength is derived from the fact that they help to alleviate many of the 
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problems related to small business start-ups. They do this primarily by 
gathering new businesses together to share facilities and support services 
such as accounting, finance, office management, etc., at little or no cost. 
The Middle Georgia Technology Development Center in Warner Robbins is an 
excellent example of a state-local government-university system cooperative 
effort to provide a one stop shopping center for the full-range of business 
assistance services at a single location. Similar centers need to be located in 
Brunswick, Waycross, Valdosta, Albany, Americus, Statesboro, etc. 

6. Rural Georgia can save itself through improved state and local 
industrial recruitment. We must get away from the smokestack mentality of 
the past. Today's recruiters know that water and a railroad line are no longer 
sufficient inducements. New businesses expect to find an improved 
workforce literate in English and math and adaptable to change. Industry 
prospects will also test a southern location against many appealing cities in 
other regions. They will be interested in the overall quality of life. Georgia 
urgently needs a statewide economic development policy. The public and 
private sectors must develop a cooperative and collaborative strategy for the 
economic enhancement of all areas of Georgia in terms of capitalizing on the 
emerging global economy. 

7. Rural Georgia can save itself by developing strategies to capitalize 
on its enviable natural advantages in the production, processing, and 
marketing of its food and fiber products. This $18 billion segment of 
Georgia's economy has unbelievable potential for further development. 
There are a number of significant factors to support this point. Georgia is 
blessed with large amounts of production-oriented farmlands committed to 
the production of food and fiber products. Much of this land is already under 
irrigation from its abundant surface and groundwater supplies. Georgia is in 
the geographic center of the sunny southeast with over 50 million food and 
fiber consumers living in Georgia and its contiguous states. Georgia ports 
offer easy and efficient accessibility to the sale and distribution of its food 
and fiber products to a rapidly growing world market. Already, over 20 
percent of our food and fiber production is exported from Georgia ports. By 
further developing the "value added" dimensions of further processing these 
food and fiber products, the potential for increased economic viability of 
rural Georgia is greatly enhanced. For example, our state already enjoys the 
economic impact of over 250 commercial food processors, employing over 
70,000 Georgians. Our $10 billion forestry industry provides jobs for almost 
100,000 people, most of whom live in rural Georgia communities. (Editorial 
note: thoughts for this item on rural economic development were 
contributed by Mr. Tal Duvall, former Commissioner, Athens-Clarke County 
Consolidated Government.) 
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8. Rural Georgia can save itself by preserving its cultural and natural 
resources.  For the most part, rural Georgia is still free of the urban sprawl 
and blight which is found in many of Georgia's urban and metropolitan 
areas. Rural Georgia still has time to conserve its resources, to manage its 
growth wisely, without paving over its farms, forests, and ponds. Clean lakes 
and rivers and the beauty of the seacoast--these are precious resources with 
year-round growing seasons. Increasingly, today's business leaders are 
looking at locations where the environment and culture will appeal to their 
employees and families. We must have a concerted, coordinated effort by 
both the public and private sectors to assure that growth will not 
contaminate groundwater, pollute air, or injure public health. 

9. Rural Georgia can save itself by developing visionary and pragmatic 
leaders. Few would argue that it is difficult to lead further than you have 
gone yourself. Rural Georgia must have more visionary, yet pragmatic 
leaders. It must develop people driven by public needs and not political 
favors. Traditionally such leadership has come from the established social 
framework, and most often through the “good ol' boy” network. It rarely 
includes women and members of minorities. Rural Georgia must reach out 
for leadership wherever it occurs, find potential leaders and develop them 
into its best leaders. 

10. Rural Georgia can save itself by improving the structure and 
performance of its local governments. Various attempts at governmental 
reform have been occurring all over Georgia, but with little success -- two 
political consolidations, some functional mergers and limited joint use of 
facilities. In all these efforts, there seems to be little disagreement on one 
fundamental problem. That is, that local government in Georgia as it is 
presently structured cannot do the job it was intended to do. Georgia has a 
large number of governmental units--715 local governments, 556 cities and 
more counties, 159, than any other state with the exception of Texas. 
Georgians may not be the best governed, but they are some of the most 
governed. Our state has one of the highest number of state and local 
government employees per capita nationally and among the southeastern 
states. In addition, we face a growing proliferation of local authorities, 
boards and commissions that are created to provide various governmental 
services. Some of the questions that we must consider include the following: 

1. Do we have too many local units of government in Georgia? If so, 
how can you reduce the number so as to achieve a more economic, efficient 
and politically responsive system of local government? 

2. What is the ultimate role and function of Georgia's regional 
development centers? Could money be saved by having them facilitate the 
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sharing of costs of certain services being provided on a regional basis such 
as solid waste disposal, water supply and transportation? 

3. Should the basic form and structure of local government be 
revamped (abolish elected constitutional officers, encourage local 
governments to adopt the manager or administrator form of government, 
etc.)?  Many of our local government structures are a carryover from horse-
and-buggy days. All too often they are fragmented and narrowly focused on 
immediate crises and unable to reach out for solutions which cut across 
boundary lines or span terms of office. In many instances there is little or no 
involvement of the business community in local governmental affairs. 

Conclusion 

In summary, rural Georgia has a lot going for it - a great quality of 
life. Its people are friendly, hospitable and gracious. It has an abundance of 
natural resources and a good highway system. It has people who are willing 
and want to work. Rural Georgia is a big untold secret--something to be 
marketed throughout the world. The challenge for rural Georgia is now. 

Note: A recent initiative in 2017 was undertaken by the Georgia General 
Assembly with passage of House Resolution 389 creating the House Rural 
Development Council. The resolution called for an intensive two-year study 
of issues that impair the stabilization and potential growth of Georgia’s rural 
communities such as education, health care, infrastructure and industrial 
development.  The Council met 18 times in 11 rural communities across the 
State hearing testimony from local officials and policy experts on designated 
topics about the barriers and potential solutions for bolstering the economies 
of rural Georgia.  Its final report of recommendations was submitted for 
consideration by the 2018 Georgia General assembly. 


