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Rural communities hold a special place in my heart. 
Not only because so many of the New Mexicans who 
I represent live in rural areas but also because I know 
firsthand what it’s like growing up in a small town. I grew 
up working on my parent’s cow and calf operation and 
saw both of my parents work long hours just to make 
ends meet and to provide a better future for my sisters 
and me. 

Unfortunately, far too many rural communities have 
been held back from the economic growth others have 
enjoyed since the recovery from the Great Recession. 
The overall economic picture for rural communities 
remains challenging for multiple reasons. Expanding 
economic opportunities for rural Americans is vital to the livelihood of these 
communities and the future of our country as a whole.

That’s why we are issuing this “Investing in Rural America” report—a deep dive in 
to the current state of the rural economy and what policies may help advance the 
unique opportunities present in these areas. Our nation is entering a new age of 
technology that will be crucial to revitalizing our rural communities. It’s imperative 
that we put policies in place that ensure all of our communities can thrive in the 21st 
century economic landscape. 

Over the last year and a half, Joint Economic Committee Democrats have made it 
a priority to recognize the barriers to growth and focus on policies that will promote 
new job opportunities in rural communities. We studied the primary reasons rural 
communities have struggled to compete—including underinvestment in infrastructure, 
less access to financial services, and insufficient access to broadband.  

A MESSAGE FROM OUR RANKING MEMBER
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We’ve also highlighted how repeated Republican attempts to dismantle health 
care in our country would affect the economic security of rural Americans. We’ve 
examined how passage of the GOP tax legislation prioritized special interests over 
investing in rural communities. And, we’ve analyzed the economic contributions 
Dreamers—young immigrants who came to our country as children—make to their 
rural communities. 

We owe it to all Americans to enact smart, forward-looking policies that will help rural 
communities reap the benefits from a growing economy. I hope this report serves as 
a roadmap for this progress. From infrastructure and education, to health care and 
public lands, this report explores a wide range of topics that are fundamental to job 
growth in the rural economy.

I’d like to thank everyone who has played a role in completing this project. With the 
help of my colleagues in both chambers, and organizations and stakeholders across 
the country, we have taken an important step forward in making sure that real action 
on rural economic development becomes a central priority for Congress. 

I look forward to continuing to work with all of you to meet the needs and improve 
the lives of the 46 million Americans who live in rural communities. 

U.S. Senator Martin Heinrich of New Mexico
Ranking Member
U.S. Congress Joint Economic Committee
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REPORT HIGHLIGHTS
• The 46 million rural residents—14 percent of the total U.S. population—play an

essential role in the overall economy, starting new businesses, and supplying
many of our agricultural products.

• The demographics and defining characteristics of rural America are changing.
Increases in new residents, including immigrants and people of color, have
partially offset declines and an aging population.

• Rural families on average earn 25 percent less than their urban counterparts,
but live in areas with some of the highest rates of upward economic mobility in
the nation.

• Rural schools benefit from having small class sizes, frequent community
engagement, and active parent-teacher interactions.

• Rural communities need a capital infusion to connect the nearly one-third of
rural residents without access to high-speed internet.

• Rural communities are well-positioned to lead in clean-energy infrastructure.
Ninety-nine percent of wind projects are in rural areas.

• The outdoor recreation industry generated $374 billion in spending in 2016,
supporting more than 4 million jobs and boosting rural economies.

• Rural residents enjoy higher homeownership rates than their urban counterparts,
with more than 70 percent of occupied rural housing being owned instead of
rented.

• The Affordable Care Act and Medicaid expansion are improving access to
health care in rural communities. Nearly 1.7 million rural Americans have gained
coverage through Medicaid expansion.

• The vast majority of farms are small and those households rely on off-farm
income to support their livelihoods. Small farm households are increasingly
turning to local marketing strategies and on-farm renewable energy systems to
improve their farm income.
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POLICY SOLUTIONS

• Develop retirement solutions that empower rural residents to save early and
often.

• Implement pro-family tax policies that keep families from slipping into
poverty.

• Enact paid family leave solutions at the federal level.

family fInances

• Enhance school readiness by increasing early childhood education
opportunities.

• Streamline funding and resource access for rural school districts and tribal
lands.

• Expand college guidance services and middle-skills pathways.
• Expand scholarship, professional development, and other programs for

teachers.

EDUCATION

• Maintain vital programs, like Essential Air Service, that rural communities
count on.

• Expand broadband access through a one-time infusion of capital as well as
targeted efforts to boost access on tribal lands and increase utilization by
farmers.

• Invest to upgrade rural water and sewer systems and enable the efficient
transport of renewable energy produced in rural areas.

• Create a new Infrastructure Financing Authority to meet the needs of rural
America.

INFRASTRUCTURE

Rural America offers a wealth of opportunities for economic growth and innovation. 
To seize this potential, we need policies that leverage rural communities’ unique 
strengths and resources to address the challenges they face. The proposals below 
identify areas where targeted investments would help revitalize the rural economy 
and improve the livelihoods of many families.
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• Expand Medicaid and protect it against cuts and rollbacks.
• Strengthen and improve Medicare to better serve the needs of rural 

communities.
• Increase recruitment and retention efforts for the health care workforce.
• Embrace technologies by investing in broadband and expanding payment 

options.
• Lower the cost of health care by adapting value-based care to fit rural 

realities, lowering prescription drug prices, and increasing coverage options.

HEALTH CARE

• Resist attacks on protected lands by preserving protections and funding.
• Improve access to federal lands by passing the Bipartisan Sportsmen’s Act.
• Integrate public lands into clean energy strategies.
• Engage local communities when making decisions that impact public lands.

PUBLIC LANDS

• Pass a bipartisan, five-year farm bill with policies that give farmers, families, 
and rural communities opportunities to succeed.

• Use tax policy to support small or midsize farms that earn a living in 
agriculture.

• Expand access to capital and land to encourage the next generation of 
farmers.

• Provide certainty in trade policy so farmers know what to expect in the 
marketplace.

• Boost funding for safe and affordable agricultural worker housing.

AGRICULTURE

• Boost non-profit groups’ capacity to access federal capital.
• Invest in critical improvements to Indian Country housing conditions.
• Increase community bank presence for better mortgage access.
• Encourage local businesses to invest in housing stock revitalization.

HOUSING
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1
• Approximately 14 percent of Americans live in rural areas, 

and 72 percent of land in the United States is considered 
rural.

• The demographics and defining characteristics of rural 
America are changing. 

• Increasing access to capital can drive new business 
formation and job creation in rural communities.   

Key Takeaways
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What is “Rural”?
The answer depends on the definition. Even the federal government 
has several ways of defining rural America. The Census Bureau, for 
example, defines rural as everything that is not “urban.” Urban areas, 
according to the bureau, are split into two buckets: urbanized areas, 
each of which is home to at least 50,000 people, and urban clusters, 
each of which contains between 2,500 and 50,000 people.1 

Building on the Census Bureau’s definition, the Office of Management 
and Budget (OMB) defines rural at the county level, with metropolitan 
counties considered to be urban and nonmetropolitan counties rural. 
Metropolitan counties are counties that contain an urbanized area or 
have a substantial number of residents that commute to or from such 
counties. Nonmetropolitan counties are all other counties. Various 
federal agencies use or adapt these two definitions for their own 
work.2 The U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service 
bases their analysis on OMB’s definition.3

The ability to modify the definition of rural is a valuable tool 
in targeting policies and programs to meet the needs of rural 
communities. This report generally defines rural as nonmetropolitan 
counties, using the OMB definition. In some cases, the report draws on 
other definitions in order to shed light on all aspects of rural America. 

Rural Americans make up 14 percent of those living in the United States, while 
72 percent of the nation’s total land areas are considered rural.4 These 46 
million residents play an essential role in the overall economy, starting new 
businesses, and supplying many of our agricultural products. 

Rural areas are more economically and demographically diverse than in past 
decades. Rural economies support a wide and changing range of jobs, from 
advanced manufacturing to recreational tourism. Though they remain older on 
average compared to their urban counterparts, rural Americans are now more 
racially and ethnically diverse than in the past. 
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Rural America is strong and has much to be proud of. For example, rural residents 
have some of the highest rates of upward economic mobility in the nation, higher 
rates of homeownership, and higher high school graduation rates than urban 
residents.5 

And rural communities are uniquely situated to capitalize on the growth potential of 
renewable energy, which is poised to create several million more jobs, many of which 
would be located in rural areas.     

Unfortunately, rural America still faces many challenges and has not shared equally in 
the economic progress since the end of the Great Recession. While urban areas have 
long since recovered to pre-recession employment levels, rural America has yet to 
reach that milestone. Wages have stagnated for Americans across the country, but 
the problem is particularly pronounced for rural workers. 

What Does Rural Look Like?
According to current definitions, both of these are considered rural:

And these are both urban:
 © latypova/Adobe stock | Location: Vermont, USA  © spiritofamerica/Adobe stock | Location: Ouray, Colorado
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Shifting demographic trends that define rural America present unique economic 
challenges. Overall, rural residents are older than urban residents. In 2016, almost 
one in five rural residents was 65 or older.6 While rural Americans are hardworking, 
self-sufficient individuals, the aging population has major implications for rural labor 
force participation, the health care system, and the future economic stability of rural 
communities.

An Aging Population

While living in rural America comes with many advantages, rural areas also face a 
range of issues that have made it difficult for communities to bounce back from the 
Great Recession; chief among them is the decline in population. Between 2010 and 
2016, the rural population experienced a 0.4 percent decline in population, with 
almost 700,000 people leaving on net. In contrast, urban counties experienced more 
than a 5 percent increase in population over the same period, in large part due to a 
growing presence of young people.7 Exacerbated by the aging population, declining 
birth rates, and increased mortality rates among working-age adults, the persistent 
outmigration of younger people from rural areas has limited or stalled population 
growth in rural communities.8 

Often lost in this story of rural population decline is the urbanization of rural areas. 
Due to urbanization patterns, high-growth counties have been reclassified from rural 
to urban over the past several decades. Today, roughly 2,500 counties that were 
classified as rural in 1974 are now classified as urban and home to more than 80 
million Americans.9 

Continued Depopulation

The demographic profile of rural counties has changed over the last several decades. 
Increases in new residents, including immigrants and people of color, have partially 
offset declines and an aging population.

Demographic Trends in Rural America
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Contributing to this decline is the outmigration of young people, who often leave 
their rural communities for educational or employment opportunities in urban areas. 
From 2000 to 2010, outmigration caused an average 28 percent decline among 20- to 
24-year-olds in rural counties.10 

When young people move out of rural areas to pursue educational and job 
opportunities, they often do not return to reinvest those skills and experience into rural 
communities.  

Many young people cite the burden of student loan debt as a reason not to relocate 
to communities that may have low economic mobility and limited opportunities in 
their chosen career fields.11 Those that do return value higher wages, expanded 
career opportunities in their field, and the availability of child care, especially for 
dual-earner families.12

Outmigration of Young People
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Though rural America is more homogeneous than urban America, rural America’s 
population is not without diversity. Tribal lands, for example, are largely rural and are 
home to 22 percent of the American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) population.14 

There is a growing presence of people of color in rural communities across America.15 
In fact, 95.6 percent of rural counties experienced increases in racial or ethnic 
diversity between 1990 and 2010.16 People of color were responsible for nearly 83 
percent of the population gains in rural counties between 2000 and 2010, leading to 
a diversification of rural communities.17 This pattern mirrors national trends, as America 
continues to become more racially and ethnically diverse. 

Growing Diversity

Key to stemming an even sharper decline is the inflow of immigrants and the 
diversification of the population. Across many rural communities, inflows of new 
residents have stabilized and, in some places, grown populations and communities. 
In 188 rural counties, increases in the Hispanic population helped keep population 
growth positive.13
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All Americans were hit hard in the Great Recession, but rural America has not shared 
in the employment recovery that has occurred since 2010. While most urban areas 
have long since surpassed pre-recession employment levels, rural employment still has 
not returned to where it was before the recession began.18

Stagnant Wages

The Economics of Rural America

Wages have been stagnant for Americans across the country, but the problem is 
particularly pronounced for rural workers. Since 2007, median income for rural workers 
has averaged 25 percent below that for urban workers, contributing to elevated and 
persistent levels of poverty that continue to affect many communities today.19  

When rural workers are able to achieve higher education, their outcomes improve. In 
fact, rural workers with a bachelor’s degree earn $13,703 more annually, on average, 
than those with only a high school diploma.20 
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Several factors, including changing demographics and the opioid crisis, contribute 
to lower rates of labor force participation, or the share of people working or actively 
seeking work. An aging population has lowered labor force participation in many 
rural communities, since older people are less likely to be in the workforce than prime-
aged workers (ages 25-54). 

Lower Labor Force Participation

They are also less likely to experience job loss or unemployment compared to those 
with only a high school diploma.21 Although rural residents are increasingly more 
educated, lower levels of education compared to urban residents are one factor 
contributing to lower wages. Workers with low educational attainment are more likely 
to have limited career options and higher rates of poverty.22

Rural Americans are also more likely to face poverty than their urban counterparts. 
In 2016, the poverty rate in rural America was 16.9 percent, more than 3 percentage 
points higher than the urban poverty rate.23 That means about one in six rural 
Americans lives below the poverty line, struggling to make ends meet.
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But that’s not the whole story. People in rural communities also participate in the 
labor force at lower rates compared to their urban counterparts at similar ages.24  
While labor force participation rates have seen improvements since the recession, the 
gap has continued to widen for those with only a high school diploma or less.25

In addition to changing demographics, the growing opioid crisis, an increase in 
disability rates, and the severity of the last recession have also pushed the labor force 
participation rate lower in rural America. In fact, the uptick in opioid use has been 
concentrated in people at prime working-age, keeping many out of the labor force. 
Between 1999 and 2015, the rise in opioid prescriptions may account for 20 and 25 
percent of the decline in labor force participation for prime-age men and women, 
respectively.26 One survey found that almost three-fourths of farmers may have been 
directly impacted by the opioid crisis.27

Fewer New Businesses and Entrepreneurs

For several business cycles, recoveries have become increasingly concentrated 
geographically, with fewer and fewer parts of the country sharing in the growth. 
Following the Great Recession, rural counties experienced a slower growth rate in net 
new establishments compared to urban areas.28 

Access to capital is a critical barrier for any young company and a particular 
challenge in rural America. Although innovations occur across the country, venture 
capital is heavily concentrated in a few major cities—more than three quarters of 
venture capital went to companies from San Francisco, New York, Boston, and Los 
Angeles in 2015.29 Ensuring rural inventors have access to capital would better enable 
them to build their ideas into successful businesses that create good jobs in their 
communities.



20 | INVESTING IN RURAL AMERICA

The rural employment landscape is changing, bringing both challenges and 
opportunities to rural America. The way people work in the 21st century economy 
could create new opportunities for those living in rural America. Telecommuting, or 
working remotely over the internet, allows rural workers to pursue opportunities that 
otherwise might be too far of a commute. Between 2005 and 2015, telecommuting in 
America more than doubled, expanding job opportunities for workers while meeting 
the needs of employers.30 

Over the last decade and a half, jobs in traditional sectors of employment, like 
manufacturing, farming, and information, have seen significant declines, with many 
sectors losing ground and industries consolidating around fewer firms. Smaller markets 
lead to higher concentration, which can result in more leverage for employers and 
lower wages for rural workers.31 To turn around this trend, rural America must embrace 
opportunities in new sectors.

Though jobs in manufacturing still pay higher wages than many others, rural 
manufacturing employment was much lower in 2015 than at the start of the 21st 
century.32 Rural jobs still tend to be concentrated in industries in which there are fewer 
and fewer job opportunities. If rural workers were employed in an equally diverse 
set of industries as urban workers, such as information, they would see over 350,000 
additional jobs in 2026.33 

The decline in opportunities in these traditionally rural sectors has necessitated growth 
in others and the creation of new jobs that did not exist. Today, jobs in education and 
health, government, trade, transportation, and utilities make up the largest industries 
in rural America. Jobs in education and health account for a significant portion of the 
growth over the last decade and a half. 

When looking to the future, jobs in education and health services are expected to 
lead, followed by jobs in construction and professional and business services. These 
new sectors present novel opportunities for rural America to create jobs and build 
businesses. While rural economies have historically relied on goods production and 
resource extraction jobs, the landscape is changing. 

Changing Industries
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The following chapters outline the challenges and opportunities ahead for the rural 
economy, looking specifically at the areas of infrastructure, housing, health care, 
education, financial security, public lands and clean energy, and agriculture. They 
put forth general policy ideas for policymakers to consider to ensure that rural 
America is a core part of the conversation on these important priorities.

What’s Ahead
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• Rural families on average earn 25 percent less than their 

urban counterparts. 

• Rural communities and small businesses continue to have less 
access to financial services than other parts of the country. 

• Stronger policies, including paid family leave and improved 
retirement solutions, can help strengthen the financial health 
of rural America. 

Key Takeaways
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Rural financial health depends on an array of activities – not just putting food on 
the table and paying rent – but also having access to retirement savings options, 
affordable child care, paid family leave, and robust pro-family tax policies.

Addressing financial instability in rural communities is a pressing issue. Almost half 
of rural families report that they do not have predictable monthly incomes and 
bills, and more than a quarter report that emergencies make it hard to save most 
months.3 Rural families also have, on average, less wealth and are less likely to rate 
their economic condition as good or excellent than their urban peers.4 Rural residents 
rely on public programs like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
to secure basic needs, and often struggle to be connected to federal resources that 
can help.5 

Rural Economic Security at Risk

The economic security of rural communities is a vital part of the overall 
economic strength of our nation. Rural communities have historically been 
essential drivers of national financial health. Rural residents make meaningful 
contributions not only in manufacturing and farming, but also in education and 

health, trade and transportation, and leisure and hospitality.1 In fact, evidence shows 
that rural areas provide some of the highest rates of upward economic mobility in the 
nation.2   

Rural America has not, however, fully shared in the post-recession recovery, and 
many rural families continue to lag behind in key measures of family financial security. 
With our economy rapidly evolving, rural communities deserve our support and a 
plan to ensure that they remain thriving economic engines for current and future 
generations. 

Family financial security is not an abstract concept. It means families have the tools 
and resources they need to meet basic pocketbook expenses, maintain a baseline 
standard of living, attain economic justice when faced with hardship, and achieve 
economic mobility in the long run. After examining the current state of rural financial 
health, this chapter will detail how these opportunities can be best delivered. 
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From the price at the pump to the rising cost of child care, growing costs make it 
difficult for working families to achieve financial security. Over the last three decades, 
as income inequality has worsened to levels not seen since the Great Depression, 
rural Americans have seen their prospects dim.6 Over the last 10 years, rural median 
income has averaged a staggering 25 percent below the urban median.7 While the 
core consumer price index (CPI), a basket of consumer goods and services including 
items like education and medical care, has steadily increased since 2010, overall 
wage growth has remained flat for decades.8

The growing cost of health care is eating into rural household incomes. Annual 
health care expenses for rural individuals are 18 percent higher than those for urban 
residents.9 Others estimate a two-person urban household spends 13 percent of their 
income on health care expenses, compared to 20 percent for those in rural areas.10 
This is in part due to limited services and a lack of access to near and affordable 
care, along with the growing cost of an aging population in rural communities. The 
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010 (ACA) is helping to address these 
issues, with nearly 1.7 million rural Americans gaining affordable coverage through the 
ACA’s Medicaid expansion.11
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In addition, despite rural households making less than urban households, tax policies 
continue to leave rural communities behind.12 Across the nation, wages have failed 
to offset tax burdens for working families. The recent Republican tax law will only 
exacerbate this trajectory by hiking taxes on working families within 10 years and 
failing to adequately strengthen proven programs like the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC) and Child Tax Credit (CTC).13 Republicans missed an opportunity for meaningful 
tax reform that delivers real and permanent tax relief to rural families and small 
businesses, while busting the budget for special interests in a way that will make it 
nearly impossible to invest in rural America at the level needed.

The benefits of tax policies that prioritize families are especially impactful in rural 
communities, where households with children have seen significant economic 
hardship over the past decade. From 2003 to 2014, the share of rural children living 
in poverty has increased by almost four percentage points to nearly 24 percent.14 If 
rural families are to thrive and retain opportunities for upward mobility, they need tax 
policies that boost their financial health and help them support their children. 

Community Banks Declining in Rural America
Over the last 20 years, the number of local community banks has continued to 
decline. Out of 1,980 rural counties, 625 lack a locally owned community bank, 
approximately 115 are serviced by just one branch, and 35 counties have no bank 
at all.15 From 2008 through 2016, 86 new banking deserts—areas where no banks 
exist within 10 miles—were created in rural communities.16 This decline in part can be 
attributed to bank consolidation, the exit of large institutions from rural communities, 
and changing demographics in rural areas.17 

Whether it’s a regular checking account, personal loan, small business loan, or a 
farm loan, rural Americans need access to financial products. Because community 
banks support a large share of small business lending—holding 43 percent of all small 
business loans—their decline leads to large underbanked populations in rural areas.18 

Trends among credit unions, member-owned cooperatives that provide affordable 
financial services, have led to additional challenges. Over the last five years, the 
number of credit unions has declined by nearly 20 percent.19 Though membership 
levels remain healthy, a declining physical footprint hurts rural communities, where 
the face-to-face relationship lending credit unions provide is especially important.
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The consolidation and decline of physical bank branches has led to the rise of new 
institutions providing loans and other financial products. While online services allow 
consumers to continue to have relationships with financial institutions that no longer 
have a physical presence in a community, they only work if that community has 
access to reliable broadband connectivity. This is something that is lacking in many 
parts of rural America. While products from nontraditional lenders can open up new 
funding streams to those who can access them, they also create other challenges for 
rural communities. 

From 2008 to 2016, 86 new banking 
deserts—areas where no banks exist within 

10 miles—were created in rural 
communities. 

Products like payday and small-dollar loans, for instance, provide underserved 
communities with access to liquidity, but also risk creating new cycles of debt that 
make it nearly impossible for families to establish a firm financial footing. In fact, 
alternative lenders have historically charged annual interest rates around 400 percent 
on a single loan, well above industry standards for credit cards or other consumer 
loans.20 On an average small-dollar loan of $375, borrowers can easily pay $520 in 
fees and be indebted for 5 months out of the year. More than 80 percent of payday 
loans are rolled over or renewed within 14 days.21 The rise of new lenders using 
predatory practices, coupled with the decline in physical bank branches, puts an 
additional strain on rural families.
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Rural Retirement Challenges
America’s aging population has been well-documented.22 And yet, millions of working 
Americans are entering retirement without an adequate nest egg.23 Nearly one-
fifth of rural Americans are 65 or older and may already be experiencing financial 
distress.24 With roughly 55 million Americans lacking retirement plans through their 
employers, the federal government must do its part to provide retirees with strong, 
reliable savings options.25 

Rural families differ from metro families in several key respects: they trail the average 
net worth of their urban counterparts by more than $10,000, are more leveraged 
(i.e., have more debt as a share of their assets), are less likely to hold a retirement 
account, and have less in retirement savings.26 The combination of these factors 
makes rural families more susceptible than their urban peers to financial insecurity 
after leaving the workforce. Less than half of rural families (45 percent) have any 
retirement savings and that share hasn’t really moved in the past two decades.27 Even 
for those rural families that do hold retirement accounts, their holdings amount to 
roughly half (55 percent) of their urban counterparts’.28
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In addition, across the country there has been a dramatic shift from defined benefit 
(i.e., pension) plans to defined contribution accounts. This shift further places the 
burden of retirement onto employees, does not guarantee an individual income for 
life, and is subject to frequent stock market swings.29

Clouding this picture is the fact that Social Security, which plays a significant role in 
ensuring income and economic security into old age, is the target of steep budget 
cuts by Congressional Republicans and the current administration.30 These plans 
would severely undercut financial security in rural America, where per capita Social 
Security payments are, on average, larger and comprise a greater percentage of 
retiree income than in urban areas.31
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Social Security faces long-term threats to its continued existence, with many 
Republican efforts to break our government’s promise to disabled and senior citizens 
by cutting benefits.32 Despite the fact that Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 
and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are supposed to protect our nation’s 
disabled workers and children, Congressional Republicans and the White House 
are preparing to slash the program in the coming fiscal year.33 The president’s 
FY2019 budget would cut $72 billion from disability programs over the next 10 years, 
jeopardizing millions of American workers, children, and families.34  

Republican proposals also cut the Social Security Administration’s budget to address 
budgetary shortfalls. Administrative cuts squeeze the agency’s ability to provide 
necessary services to an aging population. These actions can be disastrous to the 
millions of rural Americans who rely on the program, undermining their economic 
security and stability. 

Moreover, even state efforts to fill the retirement void left by administration missteps 
are being frustrated. Last May, President Trump eliminated a Department of Labor rule 
that would have allowed state governments to develop public-private partnership 
retirement programs for those without work access to a retirement plan.35 Over 10 
million Americans stood to benefit from the rule, and some states, like Oregon and 
Maryland, have already begun establishing successful auto-IRAs for workers to start 
saving for retirement.36  
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Supporting Rural Families

Taking time off to have children or take care of a sick family member can have 
significant long-term financial consequences, including increased credit card debt, 
reduced savings, and even bankruptcy for working families. Over 70 percent of 
workers said they took no or less time off than they needed because they could not 
afford to lose their income.41 Recent Republican proposals, which would allow parents 
to draw down their future Social Security benefits to fund parental leave, would fail to 
address this issue by forcing families to choose between their retirement security and 
taking needed time off for children.42 

America’s families are juggling work and family obligations without family leave 
policies that help workers contribute to the economy. Paid family leave refers to 
partially or fully compensated time away from work for specific and generally 
significant family caregiving needs, such as the arrival of a new child or serious illness 
of a close family member.37 In 2016, only 14 percent of civilian workers enjoyed access 
to paid family leave.38 This is because the United States is the only industrialized nation 
without a national paid leave policy.39 Currently, the Family and Medical Leave Act 
of 1993 allows workers at a company with 50 or more employees to receive up to 12 
weeks of unpaid leave per year. However, few people can afford to go three months 
without being paid.40

Paid family leave is a win-win for 
employees and business: workers are able 

to take care of family members 
without risking financial ruin, businesses 

retain workers and improve productivity. 
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Due to the lack of federal policy, some private companies have taken it upon 
themselves to offer such benefits. However, the availability of paid family leave varies 
greatly amongst industries and companies. While nearly a third of financial services 
employees enjoy access to the benefit, only 5 percent of workers in construction 
industries have access to paid family leave (see chart below). 

Data on paid family leave shows paid leave helps employers, too. Businesses and 
companies retain and recruit employees at much higher rates when they offer 
paid family leave.43 Retaining employees saves money, as it usually costs around 20 
percent of an employee’s salary to find a qualified replacement.44 Paid family leave is 
currently provided in California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and New York, and policies 
will soon be implemented in the District of Columbia.45
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The lack of robust leave policies is particularly troubling in rural communities where 
workers tend to work at smaller businesses and in industries that provide fewer family-
friendly policies. Only 9 percent of workers in small companies with fewer than 100 
employees have access to paid family leave.46 Employer-provided paid leave is 
largely offered to high-income workers, and most workers below the median income 
do not receive pay while on leave.47 Rural Americans are disproportionately impacted 
by these policies, leaving many with limited options. 

To ensure that employees can return to work with peace of mind, updated family 
leave policies should be complemented with efforts to expand access to high 
quality child care. Today’s mothers not only spend more time at work than previous 
generations but also carry significant child care responsibilities. Per week, today’s 
mothers spend a full five hours more on child care than mothers in 1965, while nearly 
tripling their time investment at work over the same time horizon.48 Fathers also have 
increased the time they spend on child care, spending nearly three times as much 
time with their children as in 1965.49 

Rural families in particular face a challenging child care landscape. Many rural 
communities qualify as child care deserts, indicating that they have little or no access 
to quality child care.52 In addition, for those communities that do have access, rising 
child care costs are increasingly absorbing a large share of family income. A typical 
working family must spend over 15 percent of their income on child care for an 
infant.53  

Research suggests that rural households have less access to center-based care 
than urban households.54 Lack of center-based child care has real consequences, 
with some data showing that rural-urban achievement gaps in reading are partially 
explained by rural dependence on home-based care. These gaps likely put a dent 
in the earnings potential and financial security of rural America’s next generation of 
workers.



38 | INVESTING IN RURAL AMERICA

Holistic Problem Solving: Two-Generation 
Approach

Child care is a prime area for the implementation of two-generation 
policy solutions. In rural communities, a two-generation approach 
would allow social resources to be more efficiently used. In rural 
communities with limited resources, approaching from a two-
generation perspective can mean the difference between success 
and failure.50 Recent legislation in this area has capitalized on the two-
generation framework. 

The Two-Generation Economic Empowerment Act (S.435) recommends 
convening federal agencies that administer family-focused programs 
to strategically align resources. This bill also encourages cities, 
counties, tribes and other community partners to seam together 
different funding sources, and promotes public-private partnerships 
that successfully deliver two-generation solutions.51  
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Safeguarding Rural Economic Security
Achieving family financial security in rural America requires a suite of policies that lifts 
up residents from childhood to retirement. From more accessible retirement options to 
pro-family tax solutions, new policies can help ensure that rural communities can build 
and retain wealth and remain a vital part of our nation’s economic fabric.

Policy Solutions
• Develop new retirement solutions that empower rural residents 

to save early and often, while still accommodating emergency 
expenses.

• Implement pro-family tax policies that can keep families from 
slipping into poverty and reduce their cost of living. 

• Enact paid family leave solutions at the federal level.

Dynamic Retirement Solutions for Rural Families

Retirement solutions should focus on expanding access to retirement accounts 
through non-employer avenues, strengthening existing retirement options so that they 
better serve rural communities, and ensuring that retirement vehicles are as portable 
as possible. In addition, Social Security’s long-term viability should be shored up. 

Congress should enable states to experiment with their own retirement programs 
and streamline regulation around such efforts. Legislation like the PROSPERS Act (S. 
1035), which offers protection to states that would like to create their own retirement 
options, helps to achieve this goal.55 Moreover, existing retirement options, like 
401(k)s, should be strengthened and reformed to reflect the financial realities of 
working Americans. 
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Retirement options should also reflect today’s economic challenges, which often 
require workers to switch jobs multiple times in a short period or dip into their savings 
for emergency expenses. “Sidecar” accounts without harsh withdrawal penalties are 
one potential solution for workers who need to tap into their retirement savings for 
emergency purposes.56 For employees switching jobs, the federal government should 
work to curb savings “leakage” by making plans more portable, allowing individuals 
to seamlessly roll over plans from one institution to another.57 

Lastly, Congress needs to modernize Social Security, which remains the most reliable 
source of income for retirees. Reforms should focus on expanding benefits and 
ensuring long-term viability and security of the program.  

Tax Policies Tailored for Rural Communities

Efforts to address rural Americans’ financial security must begin long before 
retirement. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Child Tax Credit already 
have significant positive impacts on rural families, helping to keep families from 
slipping into poverty. Congress can help rural communities by expanding these 
proven programs permanently. Rural areas tend to have lower paying jobs and 
higher poverty rates, meaning that the impact of the EITC can be larger in these 
communities.58 The EITC kept an estimated 2 percent of the U.S. population from 
falling into poverty from 2010 to 2014.59

Policies That Empower Families and Children

As discussed earlier, the United States lags the rest of the world in paid family 
leave. Congress should heed calls from both sides of the political spectrum to pass 
legislation that addresses this important issue. Congress should institute a paid family 
leave benefit that ensures that working families are able to take time off without 
going into the red. 

Finally, addressing barriers to affordable and quality child care would help put rural 
families on the right footing. The benefits of high-quality early learning and care 
are well-documented and include increased future earnings and employment for 
children, and opportunities for upward mobility for mothers.60 These benefits should be 
available to all American families, not just those who can afford it.
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Key Takeaways

• While rural students have fewer early childhood education 
and advanced high school course options, their parents 
remain highly involved in their schools and home enrichment.

• Even in the face of funding and teacher recruitment 
challenges, rural districts have found creative solutions to 
educating their children.

• Getting rural communities connected to broadband internet 
creates opportunities for innovative learning techniques and 
better professional development for educators.

• Federal investments can empower rural schools to strengthen 
their middle-skills and college pathways in order to grow a 
talented future workforce in STEM and health. 
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Schools are the foundation of many communities, particularly for small towns and 
rural areas. Not only are they where children prepare for their futures, they are also 
important sources of jobs, community gathering points, and places where strong 
social networks are formed and maintained. The devotion to providing a strong 

school system is an asset for rural communities across the country. 

Yet, like many school districts around the country, rural schools face challenges in preparing 
students for the 21st century economy. Children in rural areas are less likely to be enrolled in 
early education programs than their peers. Rural districts often must work with limited funding 
and resources and have trouble recruiting and retaining teachers. And students have less 
access to and awareness of postsecondary options than their peers across the country.

Despite these challenges, rural students graduate high school at a rate higher than the 
national average.1 The workforce is changing though, requiring more skills, postsecondary 
degrees, and certifications than ever before. To best position rural children and communities 
for success in the future economy, we must provide rural schools and students the support 
and resources they need. 

Rural Children Need More Pre-K
Children who attend high-quality early learning programs perform better in later 
grades, gain further education, have better interpersonal skills, and earn more as 
adults.2 Unfortunately, rural students are less likely than their peers to participate in an 
early education program. While rural pre-K attendance has increased in recent years, 
from 39 percent in 2005 to 42 percent in 2016, it still lags considerably behind urban 
pre-K enrollment (47 percent).3 Lower early learning attendance has long-lasting 
effects for school readiness and beyond.4 

Experiences and interactions that children have through the first decade of life set 
the stage for later school readiness, making opportunities for positive enrichment 
during these years important. This is especially critical for children living in poverty, 
who are at a greater risk for adverse developmental and health outcomes.5 In 2016, 
nearly 27 percent of rural children under the age of five lived in poverty compared 
to just over 20 percent of urban children.6 For these children, high-quality early 
childhood education is a much-needed boost.
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Rural Schools Face Funding Challenges

Several barriers to high-quality early learning and care exist in rural communities. 
Center-based care options, like preschools, Head Start programs, and child care 
centers, are less available in rural areas, where more children are cared for in home 
environments.7 Children who receive early care and education through center-based 
providers had better reading, math, and cognitive scores than their peers who had 
no formal early care and education.8 

Funding educational resources and activities can be challenging for rural school 
districts. Federal funding streams are often inconsistent or insufficient to address 
students’ needs. And rural school systems are often at a disadvantage in providing 
specialized learning opportunities and resources due to low economies of scale. 
There are high fixed costs associated with operating a school, such as the building 
itself and administrative expenses, and rural communities have smaller populations 
from which to generate tax revenues.

How Are Schools Funded?
Sources of funding for schools vary from state to state, but generally 
consist of a mix of federal, state, and local revenues. Local property 
taxes account for just over one-third of school funding, on average, 
while state revenue makes up just under half. The federal government, 
largely through Title I funding, accounts for just 8.5 percent of overall 
spending on public K-12 schools. This federal funding supplements 
state and local funding to serve low-income students.9 
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Federal Funding Inconsistent and Insufficient

Small populations and high rates of poverty in some areas create a limited tax base 
for local revenues. In some rural districts, large tracts of federal lands generate no 
local property tax, exacerbating these funding issues. The Payments in Lieu of Taxes 
(PILT) program provides funding to help these districts by compensating them for lost 
tax revenue. Congressional appropriations for the program have been inconsistent 
and the Trump administration has proposed major cuts to the program, creating more 
uncertainty for schools that rely on those funds.10 

The Secure Rural Schools (SRS) program also helps rural schools bridge funding 
challenges. The program allocates funds to school districts impacted by a decline in 
revenue from timber harvesting on federal land. However, there have been lapses in 
authorization in the past, leaving schools in the dark about whether they can count 
on this program in the future.11

The Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) provides federally funded education to children 
living on tribal lands. After decades of poor performance and underfunding, the 
number of Native American students attending BIE schools has declined, and 
only about 8 percent still do, with most of the remaining students shifting to public 
schools.12 The BIE schools that remain face severe funding challenges. Federal funds 
are often insufficient to cover overhead expenses, causing them to have to use 
instructional funds to meet their costs. There is also a backlog of hundreds of millions 
in repairs for BIE schools.13

Compared to urban and suburban schools, rural schools face additional barriers to 
accessing competitive federal grants. They often lack the resources or expertise to 
generate attractive proposals that compete with larger school districts. While large 
suburban and urban school districts often have experienced staff dedicated to 
writing grant proposals, in smaller rural districts, a superintendent, principal, or other 
administrative staff may be the one filling out the application while still performing 
their other duties. As a result, rural schools miss out on important sources of funding for 
teacher development, better parent engagement, or implementation of innovative 
techniques to promote learning.14 
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Funding Challenges Present Barriers to Specialized Learning 
and Opportunities

Given the low economies of scale, it can also be financially prohibitive for schools 
to use funding on resources that are important but only impact a limited number 
of students. This can hinder their ability to provide specialized teachers and 
counselors, like special education and English Language Learner (ELL) teachers, 
elective coursework in specialized fields, or innovative technological resources. In 
the latest year with data available, 19 percent of rural schools found it very difficult 
or impossible to fill vacant special education positions and 30 percent found it very 
difficult or impossible to fill vacant ELL positions.15 

These problems are more pronounced on tribal lands, where schools often serve 
disproportionately high numbers of students below the poverty line, students with 
disabilities, and ELL students.16 For rural schools with substantial American Indian and 
Alaska Native student populations, nearly half found it very difficult or impossible to fill 
vacant special education positions.17  

An inability to hire ELL specialists is likely hindering more rural students than ever 
before, as rural areas are becoming more diverse. The share of nonwhite rural 
students increased by 5.3 percentage points from 2003 to 2013, driven in part by an 
increase in Hispanic students.18 If rural schools do not have the resources to keep 
up with the changing profile of their student body, then many ELL students will not 
receive the education that they need to thrive.19

Teacher Recruitment and Retention is Particularly 
Challenging

Teachers have one of the greatest impacts on a child’s education. Despite this 
importance, schools across the country are experiencing issues with teacher 
shortages and turnover. Teacher attrition is growing; the number of teachers 
leaving their job or switching schools in a given year rose 41 percent nationwide 
from the 1988-89 to 2008-09 school years.20 Over 40 percent of new teachers leave 
their position within five years, whether to a different school or from the profession 
altogether.21 
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The problem is not evenly distributed, however, as 45 percent of all teacher turnover 
occurred in just 25 percent of public schools. Attrition is particularly severe in high-
need, high-poverty schools and in both urban and rural schools over suburban ones.22   

Some of the main factors that influence whether teachers stay or leave are more 
pronounced in rural America: 

Experience and training: Rural, high-poverty schools tend to have greater numbers 
of new teachers and retain fewer of their new teachers.23 Professional isolation that 
prevents collaborative development and a lack of access to training opportunities 
may also be factors, especially for specialized, high-shortage fields.24 

Compensation: By mid-career, teachers overall earn 30 percent less than people with 
college degrees from other fields, and rural teachers earn 20 percent less than their 
suburban counterparts on average.25 

Community resources: The amenities and services in a community can also 
influence teachers’ choices. Communities with greater access to shopping, better 
socioeconomic health, and lower rents have an easier time keeping their teachers.26 
This may create bias against working in more remote and less-populated areas.
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Certain fields have more severe shortages. For example, similar to many districts 
across the country, rural America experiences particular difficulties filling vacancies 
for math and science teachers, ELL teachers, and special education teachers.27 
Rural school districts struggle to locate high-quality specialized educators who have 
training to work with these populations. As a result, these students often lag even 
further behind their peers, and states struggle to meet the needs of these students.

Rural Students Face Barriers to College
Decisions about which colleges to apply to, what major to select, and how to pay 
attendance costs are complex undertakings for anyone, let alone a teenager. 
Ideally, students have a support system that helps them navigate the process and 
make the decisions that are best for them. Unfortunately, many rural students are 
more likely to be first-generation college attendees and rural schools are less likely to 
have college counselors, making these decisions even more of a leap for these young 
Americans.31 
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STEM Teachers in Rural America
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) fields 
present an opportunity for Americans and the broader economy. 
STEM jobs pay more— $14,000 more than other jobs on average—and 
support industries that drive productivity gains. The STEM workforce is 
growing as well, projected to add another 2.5 million jobs by 2026.28 

Yet, many rural students are at a disadvantage in pursuing these 
opportunities due to a lack of teachers with STEM degrees in their 
schools. Rural classes are more likely than suburban classes to be 
taught by teachers without the appropriate background in the subject 
of their class. STEM classes are some of the most likely to be taught by 
teachers without expertise in the subject.29

The STEM Master Teacher Corps, established in the Every Student 
Succeeds Act of 2015, provides grants for rural areas to help them 
create pipelines for high quality STEM programs. Schools would be able 
to establish programs where top educators could lead professional 
development for their colleagues. While the program has been 
authorized, it has yet to be funded. Funding this important program 
would help build models that school districts across the country could 
replicate.30

Rural students often have less access to higher-level courses than their non-rural 
peers. A full 27 percent of rural high-school seniors do not have access to Advanced 
Placement classes (compared to just 8 and 5 percent of urban and suburban 
seniors).32 This can put rural students behind in preparing for the rigors of college.

Proximity to colleges also likely influences rural students’ decision-making process. 
More than half of students at public four-year colleges attend a school within an 
hour’s driving distance of their home.33 Further, research has shown that opening up 
a new school increases college attendance in local communities, while having less 
of an impact on students in other communities. This suggests that having a school in 
close proximity affects whether or not students attend college.34 Unfortunately, many 
students in geographically isolated rural areas do not have colleges nearby. 
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All of these factors combine to create an environment where rural students have 
fewer resources to help them prepare for the postsecondary and career decision-
making process than their peers in other areas. This results in fewer rural students 
enrolling in college after graduating high school.35 For high-performing, low-income 
students in rural areas, research has shown that many do not apply to selective 
colleges where they could not only get in, but likely would receive generous aid 
packages.36  
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Limited Access to High-Quality Middle-Skill 
Pathways
Traditional four-year colleges are not the only route to a successful career in today’s 
economy. Middle-skills pathways—those that lead to a postsecondary certification or 
degree that is typically completed in a shorter time frame than a bachelor’s degree—
can lead to promising careers in high-growth industries. These jobs are particularly 
important to rural America, where middle-skills jobs employ half of all workers.40 

Minority Serving Institutions
Help Rural Students Shine

To ensure better access to higher education for all students, 
communities across the country established colleges and universities 
dedicated to educating students of color. Minority Serving Institutions 
(MSIs), such as Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and 
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs), are vital to rural areas. These 
institutions improve educational attainment across rural communities. 
They also boost the nation’s economy as a whole by generating high-
quality workers and small business innovators who create more jobs in 
addition to the workforce employed by the institutions themselves.

Historically Black Colleges and Universities: Located predominantly 
in the southeastern United States, there are currently 101 accredited 
HBCUs. Many of these schools serve surrounding rural communities and 
small towns. HBCUs generated nearly $15 billion in economic activity 
and created more than 134,000 jobs in 2014.37 

Tribal Colleges and Universities: Established by tribal governments, 
there are 38 TCUs across more than 75 campuses.38 In 2014, TCU 
graduates contributed more than $2 billion in income as well as 
adding nearly 30,000 jobs to the nation’s economy.39
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The Digital Divide Limits Educational Opportunities

Preparing rural Americans for the workforce will require promoting middle-skills 
pathways in rural communities and specifically in sectors projected to grow, like 
health care and technology. Already, rural hospitals are having trouble filling skilled 
positions, a problem that will worsen as the population ages and demand for health 
care continues to increase.41  

Establishing middle-skills programs in rural America is challenging, though. Economies 
of scale can make it difficult to start programs in specialized areas. In some 
communities, there are no nearby training providers or community colleges with the 
expertise or resources to operate programs. Some also lack a sufficient number of 
employers with the capacity and interest to engage with education and training 
providers in establishing middle-skills training partnerships. This can inhibit students’ 
ability to connect with high-quality, middle-skills pathways.42  

High-speed broadband has revolutionized many areas of life for Americans, 
particularly in education. It opens up professional development opportunities for 
teachers and administrators. Students are able to connect with resources from across 
the globe. And children and adults are able to access online trainings, courses, and 
degree programs. Unfortunately, many rural schools and students still lack access to 
high-speed broadband. 

The E-rate program, run by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), subsidizes 
internet services to eligible schools and libraries. Since the program’s modernization 
in 2014, it has made tremendous progress in connecting schools to fiber internet 
connections. But more than 2,000 schools still lack fiber connections, 77 percent 
of which are located in rural areas and small towns.43 And tribal lands often have 
challenges accessing these resources, due to a lack of awareness of these funds 
and eligibility criteria that eliminate many institutions on tribal lands.44 As long as 
these gaps remain, students and teachers at those schools will be missing valuable 
opportunities.
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Students in rural America are also less likely to have access to high-speed internet in 
their homes. Of the 24 million people that still lack access to high-speed internet, 19 
million live in rural areas. Of the nearly 4 million people living on tribal lands, 1.4 million 
lack access.45 For students in homes without broadband, completing homework 
assignments and accessing cutting-edge educational resources can be challenging. 

This digital divide also limits students’ ability to pursue online degrees and 
certifications after high school. While online programs have mixed evidence thus far, 
they hold promise in providing educational opportunities to those without access to 
traditional postsecondary programs.46 Rural students cannot take advantage of these 
resources if they lack access to internet connections that allow them to download 
course materials, stream videos, and interface with teachers and classmates, though.
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Rural Communities Have Unique Advantages in 
Education
Despite some of the challenges that rural areas face, these communities also 
possess characteristics that make them ideal for academic success. People in rural 
communities tend to be closely connected and interact with each other frequently. 
This includes parents who tend to be heavily involved in their children’s schools.47 
Smaller school districts and student bodies mean smaller class sizes, which results in 
more individual interaction between the teacher and each student.48 

Strong community ties build relationships among teachers, students, and parents, 
allowing teachers to best serve a student with knowledge of their life outside school. 
It can also present opportunities to bring community members into the classroom to 
enrich learning.49 And some statistics point to rural parents stepping in to fill voids that 
an absence of formal early education services may present.50 

Stakeholders Working Together Can Drive 
Educational Improvement

McDowell County in West Virginia is one of the poorest counties in the 
United States. Since the closure of a major coal mine in the 1960s, the 
local economy has stagnated and many residents have left the county 
in pursuit of better opportunities—the population today is roughly one-
sixth of what it was in 1965.51

Led by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), a consortium of 
nonprofits, government agencies, and local leaders have joined forces 
to use education as a catalyst for revitalizing the community and 
improving outcomes for residents by launching teacher recruitment, 
mentoring, college counseling, and other evidence-based programs.52  
Since the inception of the Reconnecting McDowell program, the 
county’s dropout rate has been cut in half, graduation rates have 
increased, and more students are taking college placement exams.53
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Policy Solutions
• Enhance school readiness by increasing early childhood education 

opportunities.

• Streamline funding and resource access for rural school districts. 

• Expand college guidance services and middle-skills pathways.

• Invest in broadband infrastructure for all rural communities to 
connect students, schools, and teachers to the skills needed in the 
21st century economy.

• Expand loan forgiveness, scholarship, and professional development 
programs for teachers to encourage a new generation of talented 
teachers to work in rural America.

• Ensure that schools on tribal lands are not left behind in access to 
funding and resources.

Setting Rural Students Up for Success in the 
Workforce
Ensuring that every student has the opportunity to succeed in the modern economy 
starts with education. To help rural students maximize their educational potential, 
Congress should consider several approaches.

Improve Access to Early Childhood Education

Expanding access to early learning and care requires a holistic plan to make it 
affordable, easily accessible, high-quality, and tailored to meet the needs of modern 
working families.54 The Child Care for Working Families Act (S. 1806) would incentivize 
states to build high-quality early education programs for all low- and moderate-
income families.55 
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An emphasis on programs that cover the entirety of parents’ working hours and 
serve the whole family, such as those supported by the Two-Generation Economic 
Empowerment Act (S. 435), would help both parents and children succeed together.56

Connect Rural Schools with the Resources They Need to 
Help Children Succeed

Opportunities exist for schools to try new approaches to learning or access additional 
funding for new resources, professional development, or innovative learning 
techniques. Unfortunately, rural schools and districts often do not have capacity 
to pursue these resources. To that end, when establishing new competitive grant 
formulas, Congress should give special consideration to rural districts. Often, this 
means specific set-asides for rural schools or providing technical assistance in the 
application process. 

The Perkins Career and Technical Education (CTE) Act of 2006 is an example of 
legislation that takes rural areas into consideration. The law addresses the challenges 
of rural funding by creating an option for states to use up to 10 percent of their 
Perkins CTE dollars to support rural schools through a reserve fund. In 2017, 27 states 
used that reserve to fund rural areas.57  

Providing stability and certainty for the Payments in Lieu of Taxes and Secure Rural 
Schools programs would also allow rural school districts that rely on them to plan 
long term, and will give them access to the resources they need to provide the best 
education to students possible.

Get More Rural Students on the Postsecondary Track

To help rural students navigate postsecondary application and decision-making, 
Congress should provide resources for college and career guidance services in rural 
communities. Counselors help students navigate complex decision and application 
processes. Sending out personalized information packets also has proven to be 
effective in guiding high school students’ application behaviors in the past.58  

Expanding access to middle-skills pipelines, like apprenticeships, should be a priority 
as well. High-growth fields, like computer science and information technology, 
present opportunities to grow apprenticeship programs.
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Expand Access to High-Speed Internet at School and at 
Home

High-speed internet connects rural schools with professional development 
opportunities for teachers and collaborative learning environments for students. 
Broadband in homes and schools (discussed more in the infrastructure chapter of this 
report) can also help connect individuals to middle-skill certification opportunities.

Senate Democrats’ Jobs and Infrastructure Plan for America’s Workers would invest 
in connecting 100 percent of rural communities to high-speed broadband, providing 
students and teachers with the internet they need to succeed in the 21st century 
economy.59

Recruit and Retain Talented Teachers

Congress should take action to improve recruitment and retention of teachers 
through multiple routes. Expanding financial incentives, such as loan forgiveness and 
service scholarship programs, to help compensate teachers who agree to serve in 
high-need schools and fields would encourage more new teachers to move to the 
schools that need them. Enhancing professional development would better prepare 
teachers for the challenges in the classroom, improve teacher retention, and help 
lessen the impact of teacher shortages. And helping communities develop “Grow 
Your Own” programs to train rural residents to teach in their own communities would 
attract new people to the profession.

Improve Supports for Native American Education

Tribal schools need adequate support to ensure that their students are receiving the 
best education possible. Past legislation has sought to establish a competitive grant 
fund to improve educational outcomes on tribal lands, help recruit teachers to these 
schools, streamline oversight, and provide resources for children to learn in both their 
native languages and improve upon their English skills.60 The Tribal Connect Act of 
2017 (S.2205) would improve access to broadband, supporting tribal communities by 
revamping E-rate program eligibility criteria, and improving technical assistance to 
potentially eligible tribal institutions and communities.61
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• Underinvestment in infrastructure has harmed rural 

communities with small populations and limited tax bases.

• Federal infrastructure investment would create good-paying 
jobs and increase economic activity.

• Rural communities need a capital infusion to speed 
broadband deployment.  

• An infrastructure financing authority can help state and local 
governments fund rural infrastructure projects. 

Key Takeaways



66 | INVESTING IN RURAL AMERICA

Rural communities pay an especially high price for the nation’s failing infrastructure. 
Our crumbling infrastructure harms families, small and large businesses, and 
ultimately weakens our economy. Infrastructure connects rural America with the rest 
of the country and ensures that rural residents are able to benefit from economic 

and social opportunities in more urban areas. For farmers and others involved in the growing 
and processing of food, infrastructure enables them to sell their products and reach markets 
around the world. 

Rural communities, including tribal communities, do not enjoy the economies of scale that 
allow for efficient construction and maintenance of infrastructure. Sparsely populated 
areas span great distances and have lower income levels than their more metropolitan 
counterparts. At the same time, rural residents rely more on their transportation networks 
than their urban peers, since they typically have to travel farther to access education, health 
care, and job opportunities. 

Targeted resources are needed to improve rural water systems, connect rural communities 
to high-speed internet, and upgrade roads, bridges, locks and dams. While new federal 
investments are vital, so too are new financial entities that can boost investments in 
rural areas and steer resources to projects with significant public benefits. In addition to 
underpinning economic development, modern infrastructure is critical to fostering vibrant 
communities by helping them retain residents and attract young people.

Meeting Infrastructure Needs of Rural Communities
In the past two decades, increases in energy extraction in rural areas have placed 
new strains on infrastructure. Between 2000 and 2016, U.S. production of liquid fuels, 
including crude oil and natural gas, has increased 46 percent. The production 
of renewable energy, including wind and solar, saw a 51 percent increase. The 
transportation of crude and natural gas absorbed rail capacity previously used to 
move agricultural products. This placed new strains on the infrastructure network, 
including roads and bridges, and raised costs to farmers and consumers.1  

These new strains on rural infrastructure exacerbate years of underinvestment in the 
nation’s infrastructure. Net public non-defense investment at all levels of government 
declined from 1.5 percent of GDP in 1980 to just 0.6 percent in 2015.2 
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More than $2 trillion above current spending levels is needed to restore our nation’s 
infrastructure to good condition by 2025.3   

Rural communities face a variety of infrastructure challenges. Small rural communities 
desperately need investments such as wastewater projects, new roads, and high-
speed broadband that would benefit consumers and businesses. Testifying before 
Congress, rural leaders identified the following areas that require immediate 
infrastructure investment:

• Lane widening and repairs for the highways that connect distant towns and make 
cross-country shipping safer and more efficient.

• Repairs for bridges that have begun to show the signs of age and wear.

• Water infrastructure that meets rural community needs while maintaining 
requirements under clean water laws.

• Conservation funding to preserve natural habitats for hunters and anglers.

• Public transportation that helps the elderly and disabled in rural communities. 

Results of Underinvestment
Years of underinvestment have left rural infrastructure in deteriorating shape. Water 
and broadband infrastructure need upgrades and investment. Water systems, 
especially in smaller communities, are old and require replacement. More than 50 
percent of water systems across the country with health-based violations serve 500 
or fewer people.5 Inland water transit also faces challenges. Most locks on inland 
waterways now exceed their expected lifespans and often fail. Between 2000 and 
2014, the average delay per lock doubled from about an hour to two hours with the 
cost of delays expected to reach $49 billion by 2020.6  
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The absence of a safe water supply has significant health consequences. Often, rural 
communities suffer from contaminants that can come from agriculture, mining, or old 
pipes in need of upgrades. Nitrates and other substances, for example, elevate risks 
of cancer and other diseases. In parts of Alabama, hookworm, which was thought to 
have been eradicated in the United States decades ago, has returned—the result of 
extreme poverty and poor sanitation. In Lowndes County, Alabama, many residents 
do not have access to adequate sewage systems. Instead, they build makeshift 
systems that, when they leak, can contaminate the soil in their community. Anyone 
walking barefoot in the contaminated soil risks exposure to hookworm.7

Inland water transit infrastructure is also suffering from years of insufficient investment. 
Locks and dams allow ships to transport freight on rivers with different water levels, 
and connect rural communities to ports and economic centers. About 14 percent 
of all domestic freight travels on inland waterways including more than 70 percent 
of U.S. agricultural exports.8 But 60 percent of the approximately 240 locks in the 
system are more than 50 years old, exceeding their expected lifespan.9 They often 
fail and cause river delays, constraining the movement of goods to and from rural 
communities.
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In addition to assuring a safe water supply and efficient water transport, it is critical 
that rural America connects to high-speed internet, which would open doors of 
economic and educational opportunity. Across rural America, insufficient broadband 
access is holding back growth. More than 30 percent of rural residents lack 
broadband access, compared to 2 percent for urban residents. Among rural tribal 
residents, the share without broadband access climbs to 66 percent.10  

The lack of broadband has a significant impact on small businesses in rural 
communities as well. Without high-speed internet access or reliable broadband, 
small businesses such as convenience stores, gas stations, and hardware stores 
face problems processing transactions, taking credit card payments, responding to 
customer questions, and running their businesses as efficiently as they could.11 While 
broad recognition exists for the key role broadband can play in education, health 
care, and economic development, government programs and funding targeted at 
delivering this vital telecommunications infrastructure are falling short.

Some rural communities, fed up with waiting for federal action, have pushed 
forward and identified their own solutions. The RS Fiber project, in Renville and Sibley 
Counties, Minnesota, is a powerful example. After seven years of planning, 17 cities 
and 10 townships created a rural cooperative that will build an estimated $45 million 
telecommunications network to ultimately service more than 6,000 households, 
farms, and other businesses. The co-op designed a unique financing scheme to 
support its plans, with participating cities banding together to issue bonds to fund the 
initial phases of the project. RS Fiber has already laid nearly 100 miles of fiber optic 
cable, connecting wireless towers and offering affordable service to hundreds of 
households.12
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Infrastructure Challenges on Tribal Lands
Tribal lands, which are often rural and remote, face unique infrastructure challenges. 
Failing roads and bridges restrict commerce, interfere with emergency response, and 
limit visitors and others who may be interested in doing business in Indian Country.13 
The infrastructure challenges, if not addressed, become a vicious circle where failing 
roads make it more difficult to get broadband access and other important services. 
This constrains growth, reduces the tax base, and results in fewer resources to tackle 
the inadequate infrastructure. 

Unsafe roads also affect elementary and secondary students’ ability to get to school. 
On tribal lands, students have to travel great distances in school buses on gravel 
or dirt roads. This contributes to their much higher rate of chronic absenteeism: 23 
percent (2013-14), compared to the national average of 14 percent for non-Indian 
students.14 
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Water safety on reservations also lags the rest of the United States. The lack of access 
to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in Indian Country poses a significant threat 
to the public health of American Indian and Alaska Native communities. One in 
fifteen American Indian and Alaska Native homes do not have access to safe drinking 
water.15 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, a tribal home is 20 times less likely to 
have safe water or basic sanitation facilities than a non-Native home.16 The Indian 
Health Service’s Sanitary Deficiency Database estimates that tribal water and sewer 
infrastructure backlog hovers around $2.5 billion, and that the total construction 
need is nearly $3.4 billion—an increase of 80 percent in just 10 years, due to aging 
infrastructure.17

Reduced Transportation 
The principal direct benefit of an 
effective transportation system is 
that it reduces transport costs for 
businesses and consumers. Those 
reduced costs, in turn, allow firms 
easier access to new markets, foster 
competition, spur innovation, raise 
productivity, and lead to increases 
in living standards.18 The benefits 
from infrastructure investment 
are particularly pronounced for the manufacturing sector, in which rural areas 
are disproportionately reliant.19 In addition to harming businesses, the failure to 
upgrade the nation’s transportation infrastructure places a significant debt on future 
generations through a backlog of deferred maintenance.20

Benefits of Investing in Infrastructure
There are significant economic benefits from investing in infrastructure, from lower 
transportation costs for businesses and consumers, to the creation of good-paying 
jobs and increased economic growth. In rural areas which are still recovering from 
the recession, the short-term positive economic impacts of infrastructure investments 
are vital. Over the long term, better 
infrastructure will also make rural 
communities more attractive to new 
businesses and residents.
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Investments in infrastructure create 
new jobs in manufacturing and 
construction, sectors that pay good 
wages and were hit especially 
hard during the recent recession. 
Nearly 70 percent of jobs created 
from infrastructure investment are 
in construction, according to one 
analysis, even though construction 
jobs make up less than 5 percent 
of total jobs in the economy.21 The 
6.0 percent annual unemployment 
rate in construction in 2017 remains 
above the overall national rate of 
4.4 percent, suggesting there is more 
room to increase jobs in the sector.22 
Creating jobs that pay good wages – 
the average construction worker makes $30 an hour – would help both the employed 
workers and their communities, as those wages will be reinvested into their local 
economy.23

Good-paying Jobs

Infrastructure investments stimulate activity elsewhere in the economy. A review 
of recent evidence finds that infrastructure investments generate $1.40 to $1.80 
in additional economic activity for every dollar invested.24 The positive effect on 
the economy is especially important in rural communities, many of which are still 
recovering from the recession. In fact, employment in rural communities has not 
returned to its pre-recession levels, while metro area employment surpassed its pre-
recession peak in 2013.25 The Center for American Progress estimates that increasing 
infrastructure spending by a total of $500 billion over 10 years would add 3.6 million 
new jobs, lower the unemployment rate by 1 percentage point, and increase the size 
of the economy by 3 percent.26

Stimulating Economic Activity
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Limitations of Public-Private Partnerships in 
Rural America
To realize the economic benefits detailed on the next page, the nation must prioritize 
infrastructure investment and ensure that rural America receives targeted investment. 
Yet, by relying on public-private partnerships (P3s) to finance infrastructure, the Trump 
administration’s long-awaited infrastructure proposal would fail to meet the needs of 
rural communities. 

P3s are likely to fund projects in more densely populated urban areas where there 
are more drivers to pay a toll on a heavily trafficked road or bridge. Rural areas 
cannot offer the economies of scale to deliver the revenue streams that private 
investors demand. The fixed costs of a project cannot be spread easily over sparse 
populations with low traffic volume, making it more difficult to deliver the rates of 
return demanded by private equity. In addition, the longer distances between rural 
communities add to the construction and maintenance costs of roads and other 
infrastructure.27  

Water infrastructure would also lose in a package centered on private investment. 
There is little opportunity for profit in providing safe water to sparsely populated, 
low-income areas. Therefore, it’s unlikely that the private sector will step in to fill the 
growing need. Where the private sector has taken over rural water systems, the results 
have been mixed, with consumers often paying more. Some communities, including 
Missoula, Montana and Cameron, Texas, have had to take back control of their 
water systems from private investors after private operators failed to deliver promised 
services and lower costs.28 



Clean Energy Investments Lead to Jobs
The economy’s transition to renewable energy presents a significant economic 
opportunity for rural areas with abundant supplies of natural resources, including 
wind and solar. To take full advantage of this opportunity requires new infrastructure 
investments that will enable the efficient transmission of energy from rural areas to 
other parts of the country.

Rural Advantage in Clean Energy Production

There are many types of clean energy competing to power the economy of the 
future, and several of them are well-suited for rural areas. Wind power, for instance, 
requires large open spaces to construct and place turbines. While solar panels can be 
installed on-top of 
existing structures, 
rising demand for 
solar energy will 
likely lead to more 
solar panel farms or 
towers that require 
plenty of open 
space to construct. 
Geothermal and 
hydroelectric 
power are also 
more likely to find 
suitable locations 
in rural areas. Biomass energy production will be most efficient if located near the 
sources of plant material that it uses, such as forests and farms in rural communities.29

Clean Energy Creates Jobs

Nationally, clean energy jobs are growing rapidly. In 2016, employment in wind 
increased by nearly 32 percent, and employment in solar increased by nearly 25 
percent, compared to an overall increase in employment of 1.6 percent.30 Virtually all 
wind projects are in rural areas, with the investments benefiting rural communities.31  

In total, 3.4 million Americans work in the clean economy.32 Completely transitioning 
to clean energy could create approximately 2 million more jobs on net, according to 
one estimate.33  



Renewable Projects Benefit Local Communities

The benefits of renewable energy to local communities go beyond job creation. Rural 
landowners benefit from leasing land for wind turbines or other renewable electricity 
generation. In 2016, landowners received about $245 million in land lease payments.34 
Schools in rural areas have also been able to generate revenue by leasing land for 
wind farms.35 And local governments benefit from higher tax revenue generated by 
the projects.36

A recent example is the Sagamore Wind Project, a new wind farm in rural New 
Mexico. The project will ultimately invest $865 million and generate power for nearly 
200,000 homes.37 In addition to creating hundreds of jobs and lowering energy costs 
for consumers, the project will generate $43 million in state tax revenue and $82 
million in funding for local schools.38

Republican Actions Risk Clean Energy Jobs

Despite the economic benefits of clean energy investments, the Trump administration 
has been openly hostile to the industry. One action that stands out is imposing a tariff 
on imported solar cells. While this tariff will likely help a few domestic manufacturers, 
in the end it will hurt the overall solar industry by raising the cost of solar panels. This 
will lead to less demand, and therefore fewer jobs in installation, distribution, sales, 
and manufacturing of complementary products. Some estimates put the job losses in 
the tens of thousands, far outpacing the benefits to domestic manufacturers.39

Preparing for Clean Energy Jobs of Future

Instead of undermining clean energy, Congress and the administration should invest 
in the infrastructure and skills development necessary to ensure that America is the 
global leader in clean energy production. Transmission infrastructure is necessary 
to ensure that energy produced in rural areas can be exported to their urban and 
suburban neighbors. Adapting workforce training and education systems to respond 
to changing demand in the energy sector will also be key to ensuring that members 
of rural communities fill the good-paying jobs created in this sector.  

Local economies currently supported by traditional energy sources deserve special 
consideration. Mines and oil fields are a large part of these communities’ economies. 
As these mines and oil fields reach the end of their life cycles, local residents are the 
ones who lose the most. Clean energy can help ease this transition, with intentional 
investments in these communities that help create new job and business opportunities 
in the emerging sector that by definition never run out.
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Policy Solutions
• Maintain vital programs, like Essential Air Service, that rural 

communities count on for key services.

• A multi-pronged effort is needed to expand broadband access – 
including a one-time infusion of capital as well as targeted efforts to 
boost access on tribal lands and increase utilization by farmers.

• The federal government must invest to upgrade rural water and 
sewer systems and enable the efficient transport of renewable 
energy produced in rural areas.

• A newly created infrastructure financing authority can help meet 
the infrastructure needs of rural America.

Building Modern Infrastructure in Rural 
America
Efforts to improve rural infrastructure should be part of broader, transformational 
investments in 21st century infrastructure – from broadband networks to smart grids, to 
updated waters systems and modernized schools. These investments are needed to 
reverse years of underinvestment and prepare the United States to compete in the 
global economy. Rebuilding rural America’s infrastructure will boost productivity, add 
jobs, bolster competitiveness, and strengthen the economy.40 

Continuing Essential Air Service

Eliminating the Essential Air Service (EAS) program that supports commercial air 
service to small rural communities would have significant negative economic impacts 
in these communities. Yet, the Trump administration proposed eliminating funding for 
the program in its FY 2018 budget.41 
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The program ensures that small communities that had air service prior to deregulation 
of the airline industry in 1978 continue to have a basic level of service, usually two 
daily round trips. About 60 communities in Alaska and 115 communities in the lower 
48 states are provided air service, with daily flights to a large- or medium-hub airport. 
Without the program, rural airports would likely shut down, communities would be cut 
off from flights, and residents would be required to drive sometimes hundreds of miles 
to the nearest airport.42 Air service is not only a matter of convenience to residents, it 
is vital to economic development and attracting businesses to a community.

Connecting Rural America to Broadband

It is important that the federal government do more to expand broadband access 
in rural communities and tribal lands. More effectively tapping existing funds, like the 
Universal Service Fund and the Rural Utilities Service, would boost rural broadband 
rates. The Tribal Connect Act (S.2205), for example, increases tribal access to the 
Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) schools and libraries universal support 
program, known as E-rate. The bill changes eligibility requirements that hinder tribal 
participation.47 In addition, the Precision Agriculture Connectivity Act (S.2343) targets 
the broadband needs of farmers and ranchers across the country, helping them utilize 
broadband to build their businesses.48  

More broadly, rural America needs an infusion of capital to enable a one-time 
acceleration of rural broadband deployment and close the digital divide. Overall, an 
investment of $40 billion is needed to provide universal high-speed internet to the 34 
million Americans, including 19 million in rural America, who currently lack access.49

Investing in Rail Services

Rail helps to connect rural communities with larger cities and the rest of the nation. 
In recent decades, many rail lines have been abandoned, limiting rural access and 
increasing the reliance on trucking for freight movement.43 Investments are needed 
to ensure that we meet the needs of rural residents and address the maintenance 
backlog on Amtrak’s National Network.44 Yet, the Trump administration’s budgets 
have proposed cutting Amtrak funding by half and eliminating federal funding for 
Amtrak’s long-distance routes, such as the Southwest Chief, which stops in several 
rural communities.45 Amtrak must also meet its commitments to support the long-
distance routes.46
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Addressing Backlogs and Funding Shortfalls

In other areas, such as rural water projects and maintenance of locks on inland 
waterways, program backlogs and limited funding are interfering with progress. For 
example, USDA’s Water and Waste Disposal Loan and Grant Program, which serves 
communities with less than 10,000 people, now has a $2.5 billion backlog and 995 
pending applications. More resources and a modernized review process can mitigate 
some of these issues.51  

More than half of the nation’s locks and dams exceed their expected lifespan. 
Funding the nearly $9 billion backlog of inland waterway projects would enable more 
reliable and efficient transport of agricultural and other goods produced in rural 
areas.52 

Senate Democrats propose investing $115 billion to modernize the nation’s water 
and sewer systems, with money targeted to disadvantaged communities and tribal 
lands.53 By contrast, in his FY 2018 budget, President Trump proposed eliminating the 
Water and Waste Disposal Loan and Grant Program, and in his FY 2019 blueprint, he 
eliminated the grants but kept the loans.54 The administration also did away with the 
Rural Development Undersecretary position at USDA, a key Senate-confirmed position 
overseeing $216 billion in rural programs and 5,000 employees, and proposed zeroing 
out the Rural Economic Development Loan and Grant Program in its FY 2019 budget.55

Investing in Transmission of Renewable Energy

Rural areas are home to abundant sources of wind and sun. These resources produce 
clean, renewable energy and provide significant economic opportunities for many 
rural communities. In fact, solar panel installers and wind turbine service technicians 
are projected to be the two fastest growing occupations in the United States over the 
next 10 years, with many of these jobs in rural communities.56 Ninety-nine percent of 
wind projects are in rural areas.57

In the Jobs and Infrastructure Plan for America’s Workers, Senate Democrats 
included funding to provide universal broadband access.50 By contrast, the Trump 
administration’s infrastructure proposal provides no funds dedicated specifically to 
broadband deployment.
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Locating wind turbines on a farm or ranch can provide supplemental income that 
helps to sustain families and communities. However, the difficulties associated with 
transmitting the energy from remote areas to high demand urban centers and regions 
with fewer renewable resources hinders this growth.  

More efficient transmission requires investment in new capacity as well as streamlining 
project review across federal jurisdictions. The latter would ensure that transmission 
projects are reviewed in a timely manner, and that the projects are in the public 
interest.58 An analysis by the Department of Energy has shown that additional 
investment in transmission infrastructure could dramatically increase the share of 
electricity provided by wind, which would benefit many rural economies.59   

Creating an Infrastructure Financing Authority

Existing federal infrastructure financing strategies have proven insufficient to meet 
the nation’s infrastructure needs and those of rural America. Rural communities 
would benefit from an independent infrastructure financing authority that promotes 
investments in rural areas. The Building and Renewing Infrastructure for Development 
and Growth in Employment Act (S.1168), for example, creates an Infrastructure 
Financing Authority that would support infrastructure projects with clear public 
benefits and assist states and rural communities both in developing projects and in 
securing outside funding.60 Rural projects would receive a dedicated share of the 
funding. Additionally, the bill establishes an Office of Technical and Rural Assistance, 
which would provide technical assistance to state and local entities in developing 
and financing rural projects.  

A new financing authority would enable rural communities with diverse needs to 
access flexible resources. It would require an initial public investment, but would 
become self-sustaining over time. Through its operations, it would develop broad 
expertise to manage and coordinate infrastructure investments across states. Loans 
made after a thorough analysis to evaluate the public benefit would leverage 
funds from state and local government or the private sector, with no more than 
half of funding on any project coming from the financing authority.61 Tapping these 
resources can supplement the direct federal investment that is vital to meeting rural 
communities’ infrastructure needs.
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• Protected lands are integral to the lives and cultures of rural 

Americans.

• Outdoor recreation adds $374 billion a year to the U.S. 
economy and supports more than 4 million jobs.

• National monuments generate tens of billions of dollars a 
year in spending by visitors.

• Congress must protect rural lands and promote healthy and 
diverse local economies. 

Key Takeaways 
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Protected lands are an integral part of rural Americans’ lives and economic engines 
for the communities around them. Protected lands drive economic development 
by encouraging outdoor recreation, attracting visitors, supporting local jobs and 
businesses, conservation, and ranching. They also encourage investment in local 

communities.

The federal government has immense power to further the goal of good stewardship of our 
natural heritage through the establishment and maintenance of federally protected public 
lands. Access to public lands brings concrete economic impacts to the rural communities 
near them. Additionally, proximity to public lands has the potential to raise income for 
individuals working in nearby communities.

To capitalize on the benefits that public lands provide, Congress must push back against 
Republicans’ efforts to reduce the size of and sell off federally protected lands. Further, rural 
communities must be enabled to use public lands in ways that drive economic growth while 
also maintaining their natural character for future generations.

Outdoor Recreation Spurs Economic Activity
Outdoor recreation, whether on federal public lands, state parks, or private 
recreation preserves, drives economic activity in rural communities. The industry 
generated $374 billion in spending in 2016, which represents a nearly 4 percent 
growth from the previous year. This includes spending in retail sales, accommodation 
and food services, manufacturing, and other sectors. More than 4 million Americans 
work in the outdoor recreation industry. Rural areas, especially those located near 
public lands, parks, and national monuments, are major players in this industry.1

Outdoor Recreation Drives Population Growth

Between 2000 and the Great Recession, rural counties with higher levels of recreation 
activity saw faster population growth than other rural counties, suggesting that 
outdoor recreation may play a key role in attracting new residents to rural areas.2 
Total employment in recreation-intense rural counties has recovered more than in 
other rural counties, although it is still below its pre-recession peak.3



JOINT ECONOMIC COMMITTEE DEMOCRATS | 83 

Access to outdoor recreation on protected public lands may increase income in 
communities nearby, further attracting new families to rural communities. In rural 
counties with 100,000 acres of protected public lands (relative to those with none), 
income per person is on average $4,360 higher.4 

Wildlife-related outdoor activities—including hunting, fishing, and wildlife watching—
drove more than $150 billion in economic activity in 2016, as 40 percent of the over-
16-year-old population participated in one or more of these activities. This spending 
is driven by both residents of the areas as well as visitors. It includes spending on 
equipment, travel, licenses, fees, memberships, and other activities.5 In addition to 
the commercial benefits generated by these activities, many rural families practice 
subsistence hunting and fishing. Wild game is a significant part of families’ diets in 
many rural communities.

Wildlife-related Recreation Generates Spending
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Conservation Easements Create Opportunities

Conservation easements present opportunities for private landowners to receive tax 
benefits in exchange for limiting future development on that land. These agreements 
allow landowners to retain ownership of land, while at the same ensuring that the 
land is protected for future generations.6 Landowners who grant conservation 
easements may be free to use their land for hunting, fishing, or other outdoor 
recreation activities, and often for agricultural purposes as well. Recent legislation 
provided landowners long-term certainty by making the conservation easement tax 
benefits permanent.7 These privately owned places can bring outdoor recreation to 
their communities.
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National Monuments and Parks Support Local 
Communities
Public lands draw millions of visitors who support local jobs and businesses and boost 
revenues for surrounding communities. In 2017, 331 million people visited national 
parks, spent an estimated $18.2 billion in local gateway communities, supported 
306,000 jobs, and added $35.8 billion to the national economy.8 In communities across 
the country, jobs supported by public lands are helping working people to build 
families and conserve our country’s natural splendor.

Rural economies in particular benefit from proximity to public lands. Republican 
efforts to cut or privatize our national parks and public lands would jeopardize our 
natural resources and harm nearby communities. For example, the administration 
reduced the size of the Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Escalante national 
monuments in Utah late last year. This act represents the largest reduction of public 
land protections in United States history.9 Reducing protections for these monuments 
will hurt the communities surrounding them, and send a signal to other rural areas that 
protecting natural lands is not a priority of the current administration.
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Communities near protected public lands often use their proximity as an economic 
foundation. These lands bring in visitors from across the country and world to enjoy 
activities like hunting, hiking, skiing, camping, and driving off-road vehicles. In 2012, 
people using federal public lands for outdoor recreation spent $51 billion in nearby 
local economies, supporting 880,000 jobs.10 Visitors spend money on activities directly 
related to outdoor recreation, like buying ski lift tickets or paying entrance fees to 
parks, and as well as at hotels, restaurants, and other local businesses.11 

Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks in southern New Mexico provides an example of how 
national monument designation can drive economic growth. Designated in 2014, the 
monument attracts visitors looking for picturesque landscapes or looking to explore 
historical sites. Visitor traffic between 2015 and 2016 doubled, likely partly driven by 
the designation.12 Employment in the surrounding communities is on the rise, driven 
by gains in the service sector over the last several years. And this economic growth is 
leading to growth in personal income.13

Public Lands Drive Tourism and Jobs in Rural Areas
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National park designations may have even greater economic impacts. National parks 
typically have more visitors and higher levels of spending than national monuments. A 
recent study estimated the economic effects of redesignating White Sands National 
Monument, a rare sand dune field made of gypsum crystals, as a national park. They 
found that it would increase consumer spending by more than $6 million and create 
about 100 jobs.14

Public Lands Integral to Rural Lives
Public lands are more than just an economic driver for local 
communities, they are also an important part of the daily lives and 
cultures of rural families across the country. 

In places as disparate as the Mountain West and New England, access 
to public lands means access to winter heating fuel for local families. 
Families often head into the woods to collect enough wood for the 
winter, especially for families that rely primarily on wood stoves for 
heating. From 2014-2015 in Vermont, 38 percent of households burned 
wood for at least some space heating.15 New England and the Mid-
Atlantic saw at least a 50 percent jump in households that relied on 
wood as the main heating source from 2005-2012.16

For many rural residents, hunting and fishing on public lands is an 
important part of feeding their families. Game from public lands can 
stock pantries year round, and may reduce the amount of commercial 
meat that a family buys. In places where the nearest supermarket may 
be an hour’s drive away and family income tends to be lower, access 
to game meat on public lands helps rural families keep costs low while 
sustaining time-honored traditions. For instance, in Alaska, wild food 
harvesting accounts for a quarter of rural residents’ caloric intake, and 
had an estimated replacement value of between $137 million and 
$275 million in 2014.17
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Public lands are a cherished aspect of American heritage, and a key contributor to 
local economies. With their stunning views and unmatched recreational opportunities, 
national parks and other protected public lands attract visitors, support jobs, and 
drive economic growth in communities across the country. Congress must focus on 
helping rural areas capitalize on these opportunities, rather than erode protections as 
the administration is doing.

Protecting Rural Lands for Future Generations

Policy Solutions
• Resist the Trump administration’s attacks on protected lands by 

preserving protections and funding for existing public lands.

• Improve access to federal lands for outdoor recreation by passing 
the Bipartisan Sportsmen’s Act.

• Integrate public lands into clean energy strategies and open up 
federal lands for clean energy projects.

• Engage local communities when making decisions that impact the 
public lands around them.

Resist Administration Attacks on Public Lands

The Trump administration is waging an all-out attack on protected lands—
proposing to shrink national monuments and open up wildlife refuges to irreversible 
development. The president’s budget goes further, proposing to cut important 
funding from the Department of Interior, such as cutting 90 percent of the funding 
for the Land and Water Conservation Fund and completely eliminating the National 
Wildlife Refuge Fund.18 This puts lands that are vital to rural communities, both 
culturally and economically, at risk. 
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Congress should be thinking long term, rather than looking for short-term payoffs 
that have disastrous consequences. Early actions in this administration focused on 
rescinding national monument designation to dozens of previously protected public 
spaces. These rescissions included the drastic drawdown of both the Bears Ears and 
Grand Staircase-Escalante national monuments. This action will put in peril some of 
the most important protections in the Four Corners region. National monuments should 
be protected to ensure these places are available for generations to come. And 
Congress must fully fund the agencies that protect and maintain public lands.

Limited access to some federal lands hinders outdoor recreation in these areas. The 
Sportsmen’s Act (S. 733) is a bipartisan bill that expands and enhances sportsmen’s 
access by making federal lands throughout the United States “open unless closed” 
for fishing, hunting, recreational shooting, and other outdoor activities and provides 
a process for gaining access to inaccessible “landlocked” public lands. The bill 
both prioritizes rural economic needs and protects our public lands for future 
generations. The Sportsmen’s Act (S. 733) is a concrete step toward encouraging 
growth in America’s thriving outdoor recreation economy. Congress recognized the 
importance of the legislation when it passed some of its provisions in the Consolidated 
Appropriations Act for 2018; passing the remainder would be a step forward for rural 
economies.

Pass the Bipartisan Sportsmen’s Act

Clean energy presents an opportunity to commercially develop public lands without 
undermining the underlying health of the environment. The Public Land Renewable 
Energy Development Act (S. 282) is a bipartisan bill that aims to open up clean 
energy opportunities for rural communities on public lands. The proposed legislation 
would require the Department of the Interior to establish priority areas on public land 
for geothermal, solar, and wind energy projects. The bill would also establish the 
Renewable Energy Resource Conservation Fund to make funds available to restore 
and protect fish and wildlife affected by the development of geothermal, solar, or 
wind energy on public lands.

Open Public Lands Up to Clean Energy
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Local communities are the ones that will most directly benefit from, or be harmed by, 
how the lands around them are used. Unfortunately, the Trump administration and 
Congressional Republicans have moved to close out land planning processes from 
local participation. In early 2017, Republicans used the Congressional Review Act to 
repeal the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) Planning 2.0 rule, which modernized 
how they engage local stakeholders.19 Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke also ended BLM’s 
Master Leasing Plans, which develops regional processes for dealing with situations 
where oil and gas drilling interests overlap with lands traditionally used for outdoor 
recreation.20

Congress and the administration must engage with and listen to local stakeholders, 
not shut them out. Reinstating BLM’s Planning 2.0 rule and the Master Leasing Plan 
process would be a good place to start. 

Engage Local Communities

 © MelvinL/Adobe stock | Location: Organ Mountains, New Mexico
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• Rural residents enjoy higher homeownership rates than their 

urban counterparts, yet there are fewer adequate and 
affordable homes and rentals available.

• Community banks can fill the mortgage access gap caused 
by big banks closing many of their rural branches.

• Local industries should invest in housing revitalization to 
attract and retain a highly-skilled workforce.

• Older rural Americans deserve to age in place and receive 
the home and health care support they have earned over 
their lifetime.

Key Takeaways
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Housing is the foundation of the rural community. Beyond providing shelter, high-
quality and affordable homes allow residents to put down roots, raise families, and 
participate in the local economy. For the broader community, housing serves as 
an engine of economic growth. A robust housing market provides a steady tax 

revenue base to fund schools and other essential public services. Abundant, well-maintained 
housing also attracts new business investment to the area, providing opportunities for local 
job creation.

While towns across the country struggle with a lack of affordable and adequate housing, 
rural America faces unique challenges on this front. High development costs, an aging 
housing stock, and limited credit access for financing home purchases or renovations all put 
pressure on rural residents. The condition of many older homes and the lack of senior living 
facilities present additional challenges that fall heavily on elderly residents.

Investment in both the construction of new housing and the rehabilitation of existing stock 
are critical to fostering the economic vitality of rural America. 

Easier access to credit, especially in tribal communities, and incentives for private 
development of affordable homes would make progress toward achieving these objectives. 
By partnering with local businesses and non-profits, policymakers can help ensure that rural 
communities remain lands of opportunity for long-time residents and newcomers. 

Current State of Rural Housing
Historically, rural residents have been more likely to own their homes—and own them 
without a mortgage—than residents in urban areas.1 In 2013, more than 70 percent 
of housing units in rural areas were owned.2 High ownership rates in part reflect the 
relative lower cost of property in rural areas, which makes it easier for more people 
to buy homes.3 Rural residents are also older and more likely to be married, two 
characteristics that are associated with higher rates of homeownership.4  

While rural homeownership remains high, decades of underinvestment in construction 
and maintenance have significantly reduced the supply of available housing.5 At the 
beginning of 2018, roughly 20 percent of rural housing units were vacant. The vast 
majority of these units were off the market, however, leaving less than 3 percent of 
existing housing units available for purchase or rent.6
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The shortage of available housing threatens the rural economy. Without more 
units, residents are unable to move to homes that better suit their changing life 
circumstances. Local businesses and farms may also be discouraged from expanding 
operations if they do not believe there is sufficient housing to attract new workers. 
Carlsbad, New Mexico, for example, is on the cusp of an economic boom; to keep 
pace with this workforce growth, an estimated 7,000 additional housing units are 
needed above currently planned expansions by 2020.7 To improve living conditions for 
residents and accommodate new families, workers, and businesses, federal and local 
governments must prioritize the availability of affordable, good-quality housing across 
rural America.

Housing Challenges in Rural America
As with other infrastructure, rural housing construction does not enjoy economies 
of scale that would allow for less costly and more efficient development. High 
development costs deter industry investments in building new, and rehabilitating 
old, homes.8 At the same time, restricted access to credit in rural areas means fewer 
residents are able to obtain the financing they need to purchase or renovate a 
home. Meeting rural America’s housing needs will require addressing these supply 
and demand challenges.
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Substandard Housing Quality

Despite high rates of rural homeownership, many homes require major repairs, 
weatherproofing, and upgrading to maintain their value. In particular, manufactured 
homes—which are prevalent in rural communities—are less durable than traditional 
site-built units and more likely to need structural repairs when not properly anchored 
or expanded.9 Poor housing conditions are associated with increased rates of resident 
illness and disease, particularly for children.10

While substandard housing is pervasive, government efforts to address housing 
quality should be mindful of inequities within rural communities. Minority residents, 
for example, are three times more likely than non-minorities to live in substandard 
housing.11 Elderly residents are more likely to live in older homes but less likely to have 
the resources to make necessary repairs.12 Many rural communities also lack senior 
living facilities with the requisite medical staff to accommodate their growing elderly 
populations.13  

Housing Hurdles in Indian Country

Housing challenges are especially acute in rural tribal communities. Inadequate 
housing risks exacerbating inequalities in education, income, and health between 
Native Americans and non-natives. Unfortunately, federal programs have not 
succeeded in closing the housing gap. 

Overcrowding remains a significant problem in homes on tribal lands, affecting 
16 percent of households.16 Many homes are also in desperate need of basic 
infrastructure repairs. About 6 percent of Indian Country homes do not have fully 
functional plumbing, nearly four times the national average.17

Roughly 68,000 new housing units are needed to remedy overcrowding and 
replace a physically deficient stock. In addition, the legal status of tribal lands 
impedes homeownership in Indian Country. Many rural tribal households are 
unable to obtain mortgages because the land, which is held in trust by the federal 
government, cannot be used as collateral.18 Without more flexible mortgage lending 
arrangements, tribal residents are at a disadvantage in reaping the benefits of 
homeownership at the same rate as the rest of the rural community.
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Manufactured Homes
Often called mobile homes, manufactured homes are an important source of 
housing for millions of rural residents. Roughly two-thirds of all manufactured homes 
in the U.S. are located in rural communities.14 Manufactured housing tends to 
be less durable due to improper anchoring or unsupported structural additions, 
though construction materials have improved over the last 40 years as a result of 
federal safety regulations.15

About 60 percent of manufactured homeowners also own the land on which 
the house sits. Others own their home but lease the land. Some manufactured 
home owners have their homes titled as personal property, like a vehicle, while 
other owners have their homes deeded as real estate like other homes. The 
financing structure of manufactured homes presents some concerns for consumer 
protections that are less common in urban housing. 

To take one example, residents that finance their manufactured home as personal 
property, rather than real estate, are subject to loans with higher interest rates and 
fewer consumer protections. As high-interest loans typically take longer to pay off, 
these residents will build less equity in their manufactured homes. The financing 
packages targeted to manufactured home buyers thus threaten to undermine 
the value of homeownership as a means to build equity. Older residents on fixed 
incomes are especially at risk.
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Prospective homeowners in rural markets have less access to mortgage credit for 
purchasing homes. Over the last decade, many major banks shuttered their rural 
branches, leaving smaller banks as the primary source of retail financial services in 
rural America. Community banks and credit unions originated 31 percent of rural 
mortgages in 2016.23 

Rural communities remain vulnerable to tight credit conditions as bank consolidation 
continues. Since the end of the housing crisis in 2008, rural mortgage applications are 
more likely to be denied than urban applications.24 The gap between rural and urban 
denial rates, moreover, is often greatest in states that are more rural. If rural families 
are unable to secure mortgage financing, all but the wealthiest cash buyers will be 
priced out of the rural market.

Fewer Rental Options
Rental units are less common in rural areas, comprising 28 percent of all rural housing 
in 2010 compared to 35 percent nationally.19 Compared to renters nationwide, renters 
in rural America are also much less likely to live in multi-unit apartment buildings.20 
The concentration of rural renters in single-family homes, combined with sparse 
investment in multi-unit structures, puts additional pressure on the supply and cost of 
housing. 

Rural renters are more likely to experience financial hardship than both rural 
homeowners and urban renters. Almost half of rural renters are cost burdened, 
meaning they spend more than 30 percent of their monthly income on rent.21 Of these 
cost burdened households, more than half spend over 50 percent of their monthly 
income on rent.22 Providing rural renters with more options for affordable living spaces, 
such as multi-unit apartments, may alleviate rent burdens and open up the supply of 
single-unit homes.

Limited Access to Mortgage Credit



JOINT ECONOMIC COMMITTEE DEMOCRATS | 99 



100 | INVESTING IN RURAL AMERICA

Federal Housing Assistance in Jeopardy
Several U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) programs are dedicated to tackling the housing challenges that 
rural Americans face. These programs pursue a variety of strategies to bolster the 
demand and supply for affordable housing options in rural communities. 

The USDA’s Multi-Family Guaranteed Loan Program (Section 538), for example, 
incentivizes lenders to finance new or rehabilitated affordable housing construction 
in rural areas through federal loan guarantees. By contrast, the Direct Loan Program 
(Section 502) offers low-income rural residents mortgage repayment assistance. For 
rural renters in need, the Rental Assistance Program (Section 521) provides subsidies 
to cap rent payments as a percentage of monthly income. The HOME Investment 
Partnerships Program at HUD encourages non-profits and local governments to 
partner on housing solutions.

In the coming years, however, many of the affordable rural properties underwritten 
by federal programs will be in jeopardy. As real estate companies’ loans mature, their 
low-income tenants will lose eligibility for rental assistance subsidies, leaving them 
vulnerable to rising rents.25 New rural rental construction is also likely to slow now that 
the USDA has shifted resources from financing new rental properties to rehabilitating 
older units.26 Rehabilitation alone will not be sufficient to support rural renters, 
however. Maintaining the current stock of USDA rural rental property over the next 20 
years will cost more than $5 billion.27  

Affordable, high-quality housing is an essential component of any strategy that 
aims to modernize the rural economy and preserve rural communities. With a robust 
housing market, rural America can improve living standards for all its residents and 
draw new people and industry into its lands. Policymakers should work with local 
partners to expand federal housing programs, increase residents’ access to financial 
products, and improve the quality of rural housing stock.

Laying the Foundation for Good Housing Policy
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Policy Solutions
• Boost non-profit groups’ capacity to access federal capital.

• Invest in critical improvements to Indian Country housing conditions.

• Increase community bank presence for better mortgage access.

• Encourage local businesses to invest in housing stock revitalization.

• Ensure that aging rural residents can remain in their communities.

Non-profits play an essential role in supporting the development of affordable housing 
across rural America. In addition to coordinating local investments, non-profits 
educate residents about available assistance programs and tools. Providing these 
organizations with financial assistance to expand their work bolsters existing efforts 
and targets resources toward actors on the ground with insights into local housing 
challenges.

Government should increase funding for USDA and HUD programs that encourage 
partnerships with non-profits. Helping non-profits access federal capital and engage 
with federal programs can bolster development efforts in rural areas and better 
inform government policy.

Empowering Non-Profit Organizations
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The federal government should support new efforts to improve housing development 
in Indian Country. The high rates of overcrowding and physically deficient housing 
among tribal households make clear that federal assistance has fallen short of 
meeting housing needs. Additional federal resources should be targeted toward 
financing critical home repairs, including plumbing and electricity, and supporting 
construction of new units. Policymakers should also support new development 
programs that better engage tribal communities in community development efforts. 

Rural communities increasingly rely on community banks and credit unions to provide 
basic financial services, as well as mortgage lending. These small banks are able 
to build personal relationships with their customers and offer the flexibility that rural 
communities need.28 Bank consolidation, however, threatens to limit the availability 
and quality of financial services for rural residents. 

Policymakers should support community banks in rural areas and broaden their ability 
to provide mortgage credit to rural residents. Efforts can build upon the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau’s rule, issued in 2015, which allows lenders greater leeway 
to make loans in rural areas.29

Improving Housing Conditions in Indian Country

Increasing Community Bank Mortgage Activity

Investing in Local Housing Solutions

In coordination with community partners, the federal government can provide 
financial incentives to stimulate local real estate development. These inducements 
can help alleviate the high development costs in rural communities, increasing 
housing supply and spurring new job creation.

State and local governments are also developing programmatic solutions and 
financial incentives to support local affordable housing. Cities across New Mexico, 
for instance, have established housing specifically for teachers, often called 
teacherages, to entice quality educators to their school systems.30 Rural communities 
would benefit from more deployment of these kinds of innovative and community-
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The rapid aging of the rural population presents unique challenges for housing policy. 
The lack of senior living facilities and limited housing stock in rural areas means 
residents have few options to remain in their community as they grow older. To 
support elderly residents today and prepare for the growth of the elderly population 
in the near future, more should be done to ensure rural development takes into 
account elderly housing needs.

Helping the elderly in rural areas would require new single-unit and multi-unit housing 
construction, as well as senior living facilities for older residents who are better served 
by living arrangements that provide round-the-clock medical care. Government 
should also work with rural non-profit organizations to help provide access to federal 
capital through programs like HUD’s Supportive Housing for the Elderly.31

Helping Older Rural Americans Age in Place

 © Don Landwehrle/Adobe stock
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• America’s rural communities have long faced challenges 

with access to affordable health care. 

• The Affordable Care Act and Medicaid expansion are 
improving access to care in rural America and helping to 
keep rural hospitals and other providers afloat. Yet, the 
Trump administration and Congressional Republicans are 
attempting to reverse this progress.

• Congress should take steps to further expand Medicaid, 
protect Medicare, invest in our health care workforce, 
and modernize health care delivery through emerging 
technologies.

Key Takeaways 
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Rural Americans face many barriers to accessing the health care that they 
need. Despite progress from the Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act of 2010 (ACA), rural residents continue to face financial, logistical, 
and structural challenges to accessing care, which are exacerbated by 

recent developments such as the opioid epidemic and longer-term demographic 
trends. Health professional shortages and hospital closures have also contributed to 
difficulties accessing care and strained local economies. 

Improving health care for rural America will require building on existing programs 
as well as new innovative solutions. It is vital to protect and expand programs that 
provide access to care, such as Medicaid and Medicare, and invest in developing 
the health care workforce. We also must adapt to the changing needs of the 21st 
century, including the rise of baby boomers, the opioid epidemic, and the possibilities 
for emerging technologies.

Challenges in Accessing Care
Rural residents face key demographic and logistical challenges, including complex 
health needs and financial constraints, and have to travel greater distances for care. 
These challenges multiply when the local hospital closes, leaving workers without jobs 
and residents without care.

Population Health

Rural Americans traditionally have difficulties accessing needed care and have 
greater health needs due to an older population and health disparities.1 These 
challenges are further exacerbated by the fact that rural communities have higher 
poverty rates than urban residents. In 2016, the rural poverty rate was 16.9 percent 
compared to 13.6 percent in urban areas.2 

Progress has been made since the passage of the ACA. The share of rural residents 
who are unable to afford necessary care dropped by 5.9 percentage points between 
2012 and 2015.3 However, rural residents are still more likely than urban ones to be 
uninsured. In 2016, the uninsured rate for nonelderly rural Americans was 12 percent, 
compared to 10 percent for their urban counterparts.4
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Disconnected from Care

Rural communities experience various types of disconnect from the care they need, 
including cost and transportation barriers, and especially for specialized care such as 
maternity care and opioids addiction treatment.

Cost Barriers: Since the enactment of the ACA, national health care costs grew 
more slowly than predicted. During the period of 2014 to 2019, Centers on Medicare 
& Medicaid Services (CMS) estimates that spending will be $2.9 trillion less than 
predicted prior to the passage of the ACA.5 Some of this progress translates to lower 
costs for consumers, but there is still far to go to ensure that all Americans have 
access to affordable, high-quality health care.

Rural residents often face large financial barriers to accessing health care, in part 
due to high poverty and uninsured rates. Over a quarter of rural uninsured residents 
forgo or delay care because of cost.6
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One such cost barrier is the rising prices for prescription drugs. Since rural Americans 
are more likely to be uninsured, they are more likely to lack prescription drug 
coverage. Furthermore, of the 119 sole community pharmacies that closed between 
2006 and 2010, a quarter were located in rural communities with no other health 
professionals or clinical providers nearby.7 

Opioids: Although the opioid crisis has transformed into a national epidemic, rural 
areas continue to experience particular difficulties accessing treatment due to 
transportation barriers and shortages in mental health and substance use disorder 
service providers. The opioid epidemic has a ripple effect throughout families and 
communities. One study found that from 2004 to 2013, the rate of rural-born infants 
displaying opioid withdrawal symptoms grew by more than six times, nearly twice that 
of urban-born infants.8 More work is needed to address disparities in rural Americans’ 
access to care, especially given its important nexus to addressing the epidemic.

Transportation: Rural residents typically have to travel long distances for care, 
particularly for specialized services, and have limited public transportation options 
to get there.9 People with less access to transportation are more likely to miss 
appointments or forgo treatment, leading to delayed care and worse health 
outcomes.10 Also, rural residents are more likely to have chronic conditions requiring 
ongoing visits to hospitals.11 Hospital closures have forced rural Americans to travel 
longer and farther for care. During emergencies, patient mortality increases by 1 
percent for every additional 6.2 miles that an ambulance must travel.12

Maternity Care: Even if hospitals are able to keep their doors open, obstetric units 
are often the first to go. From 2004 to 2014, 9 percent of rural counties lost all hospital 
obstetric services, leaving over half of counties without services. If a rural hospital 
closes its obstetric unit, women are forced to travel longer distances, endangering 
themselves and their children. Over half of rural women, compared to 7 percent of 
urban women, already travel more than 30 minutes to reach their nearest hospital 
obstetric services.13 Women who travel 20 or more minutes to give birth have a 17 
percent increased risk of infant mortality.14
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Medicaid and Rural America

Medicaid is Central to Rural Health Care

Medicaid is a key component of the rural health care delivery system. It provides 
quality health care to millions of rural Americans, supports rural providers, and bolsters 
local economies. Through proposed drastic funding cuts, needless restrictions, and 
rollbacks of the program, Republicans in Congress and the administration have 
attempted to undermine Medicaid on multiple fronts.

The Medicaid program guarantees access to health care for over 72 million 
beneficiaries today and makes up more than 10 percent of net revenue in rural 
hospitals.15 Nearly one in four nonelderly rural Americans depend on Medicaid for 
health insurance.16 For example, research shows that Medicaid pays for 51 percent 
of births in rural areas, compared to 45 percent nationally.17 Not only does Medicaid 
pay for critical maternity care, it helps hospitals keep their obstetric units open longer, 
when they might otherwise be the first to go. 

Medicaid is key to 
accessing care for 
rural communities 
of color, as they 
often face higher 
poverty rates and 
health disparities.18 
The program 
is particularly 
important to the 
American Indian 
and Alaska Native, 
Native Hawaiian and 
Pacific Islander, and 
black communities, 
which have roughly one in three individuals enrolled in Medicaid.19 
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Medicaid Powers Community Health Centers
Federally qualified health centers provide comprehensive and cost-
effective primary health care to 27 million patients in underserved 
communities nationwide.20 Over 30 percent of health center sites, 
totaling 3,505 around the country, are in rural America.  While nearly 
one-fourth of health center patients are uninsured, roughly half are 
insured by Medicaid.21 In addition to grants from the federal Health 
Center Program, which make up nearly 22 percent of funding, 
Medicaid is the largest source of funding for community health 
centers.22 Nationally, health centers employ nearly 208,000 people, 
generate $45.6 billion in economic activity, and save our health care 
system $24 billion.23
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Medicaid Expansion a Boon for Rural Communities

The ACA provided states the option to expand their Medicaid programs to cover all 
people up to 138 percent of the poverty line, or $34,638 for a family of four in 2018.24  
Medicaid expansion has proved to be a tremendous boon for both urban and rural 
states that chose to expand. Today, nearly 1.7 million rural Americans have gained 
coverage through Medicaid expansion.25 If all states elected to expand Medicaid, 
nearly 4.5 million additional uninsured people could gain access to care nationwide.26

 
Not only has Medicaid expansion improved insurance coverage in rural areas, it 
has also helped provide financial security to rural hospitals and supported local 
economies. Since the enactment of the ACA, rural hospitals in Medicaid expansion 
states had higher operating margins and fewer rural hospital closures than in non-
expansion states.27 Also, after the ACA, uncompensated care costs as a share of 
hospital operating budgets fell by about half in expansion states.28 
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Let Medicaid Do Its Job

Despite its importance to rural America, the current administration has repeatedly 
attempted to gut Medicaid and greenlighted states’ ability to impose restrictions 
that would effectively kick 
rural Americans off their 
health care. One such 
attempt is to implement 
work requirements. Similar 
to urban populations, 
however, over 90 percent of 
rural Americans are either 
working, ill or disabled, going 
to school, or taking care of 
home or family.29

Burdensome work 
requirements proposed by 
the Trump administration 
would keep rural residents 
from accessing needed 
care and stable employment. Research shows that Medicaid expansion makes it 
easier for employed workers to keep working and for unemployed enrollees to look for 
work.30 Other proposed waiver provisions, such as eliminating payments that enable 
enrollees who lack reliable transportation to get to their appointments, could have a 
particularly negative effect on rural residents.31

As we look to the future of the rural 
economy, ensuring that remaining states 

expand Medicaid is a top priority.
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Medicare is critical to rural communities which have, on average, older populations 
than urban communities. Medicaid and Medicare together make up 61 percent of 
rural hospital revenues.32 Cuts to Medicare would endanger rural hospitals by cutting 
provider payments or by decreasing the number of patients who can afford services. 
There is room to strengthen the Medicare program to bring it in line with the needs of 
American families and the workforce.

Medicare and Rural America

Any attempts to undermine Medicaid would also gut a lifeline for those struggling 
with opioid addiction. Medicaid is the strongest tool for fighting the opioid epidemic. 
It is the largest payer for behavioral health and substance use disorder services in 
the country, covering a quarter of all medication-assisted treatment for people with 
opioid addiction.
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Improve Long-term Care

Rural America will bear a greater share of health costs as baby boomers age. 
Already, rural Medicaid recipients are more likely than their urban counterparts to 
be in nursing homes.33 Medicaid is currently the largest payer of long-term care. 
While Medicare is critical to those with long-term care needs, who disproportionately 
depend on it to pay for expensive medical expenses, Medicare only covers nursing 
homes in limited circumstances. 

Family caregivers already spend nearly $7,000 a year, on average, on costs related to 
caregiving, and a quarter of those costs are for medical expenses.34 Approximately a 
quarter of adults age 50 and older provide basic personal care to an aging parent.35 
Without Medicare, seniors, people with disabilities, and their caregivers would face 
higher costs. 
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In 2015, Congress passed the Medicare Access and CHIP Reauthorization Act 
(MACRA), which repealed the Sustainable Growth Rate and restructured the way 
Medicare pays physicians and other health providers.36 These reforms have the 
potential to provide higher quality, more efficient care by moving our payment 
structures towards value-based models. However, additional work is needed to ensure 
that the new payment system takes into account the challenges rural providers face, 
including a high-risk population, geographical isolation, and low patient volumes.

Change How We Pay for Care

Develop a 21st Century Workforce

Health care jobs are critical to rural communities, and the need for these jobs will only 
continue to grow. Health care and social assistance jobs will account for over a third 
of the nation’s projected job growth by 2026, adding nearly 4 million jobs.37 Making 
smart investments in America’s health care will address severe health professional 
shortages in communities across rural America—whether it is in health care providers, 
executive leadership, or a wide range of middle-skill jobs.
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Rural America Needs Its Hospitals

Rural hospitals are often engines of economic growth and anchors of the community 
in rural areas. More than 40 percent of rural counties in the U.S. rely on hospitals for 
more than 10 percent of their jobs. These are critical middle-class jobs: On average, 
rural hospital employees make $47,000, 43 percent higher than other workers in those 
counties.38 

When hospitals in rural communities close, the residents often lose more than just 
access to health care. They also lose a major employer and source of economic 
growth. If all 673 at-risk hospitals were to close, 137,000 rural residents would lose their 
jobs, and the national economy would lose $277 billion over 10 years.39 One study 
estimated that losing the sole hospital in a community increases the unemployment 
rate by 1.6 percentage points and reduces per-capita income by $703.40 
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Despite the critical health needs in rural America, there are roughly half as many 
physicians in rural counties as a share of population compared to the national 
average.41 Nearly nine in ten rural counties contain areas or populations that 
lack access to primary care services.42 Primary care physician shortages in rural 
areas affect up to 24 million people, with similar shortages in dental and mental 
health. Overall, rural communities face shortages today of over 4,000 primary care 
physicians, 3,500 dentists, and 1,700 mental health professionals.43  

Rural residents have difficulty accessing mental health services. While prevalence 
rates for mental health disorders and substance use disorders are similar in rural and 
urban settings, rural Americans have far fewer treatment services available.44 In fact, 
more than 89 million rural and partially rural residents lack access to a mental health 
professional, and 82 percent of rural residents live in a county that does not have a 
detox provider.45

Health Professional Shortages
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At a time when the opioid epidemic continues to devastate rural America, over 
21 million Americans live in rural counties where no doctor is certified to prescribe 
buprenorphine, the main drug used in medication-assisted treatment for opioid 
addiction.46 Rural residents also often have to travel longer distances to access 
inpatient substance use disorder care, which drastically reduces the likelihood that 
they complete treatment.47 

Rural Americans also lack access to dental services due to long distances to care and 
a lack of providers.48 Some also have difficulty affording care, as only about one-third 
of dentists nationwide accept public insurance.49 Over 20 million rural residents live in 
areas with shortages of dental professionals and an additional 3,500 dentists would be 
needed to fill those gaps.50 

The need for health care jobs is not restricted to physicians, but extends to a 
wide range of health professionals. For example, in response to physician staffing 
shortages, rural emergency departments often use various combinations of staff, 
such as physician assistants and nurse practioners.51 Such demand for health care 
jobs will continue to grow, as health care support occupations, such as home health 
aides and medical assistants, are projected to grow by over 20 percent by 2026.52 In 
response to the long-term care needs of an aging population, the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics projects that there will be 431,000 additional jobs needed for home health 
aides and 778,000 additional jobs for personal care aides by 2026, the third and fourth 
fastest-growing occupations, respectively.53 

There are existing programs working to fill this void in rural America. The National 
Health Service Corps bridges some of this gap by providing scholarships or helping 
students pay for medical school loans in exchange for serving in shortage areas. This 
program has currently placed over 8,000 health professionals in hospitals, clinics, and 
other providers across America, including over 3,600 in rural communities.

Federal Programs Address Shortages



JOINT ECONOMIC COMMITTEE DEMOCRATS | 119 

Additionally, the Teaching Health Center Graduate Medical Education (THCGME) 
program supports primary care residencies in community-based settings such as 
community health centers, rural health clinics, and tribal health centers, with a 
focus on rural and underserved areas. As a result, primary care residents have the 
opportunity to train in the community-based settings that need them the most.  
Currently, THCGME supports 732 residents in 57 primary care residency programs.  
Nearly a quarter of residents come from rural backgrounds and more than 80 percent 
of all residents train in medically underserved or rural communities.54  

“Grow Your Own” programs that focus on building a talent pipeline among rural 
residents have also shown promise. Providing opportunities for rural students to pursue 
health care job opportunities both makes it more likely that physicians will work long 
term in rural America, and enhances educational and job opportunities for the local 
community.55 
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Quality Hospital Executive Leadership

Rural America also has difficulty attracting and retaining quality hospital leadership.  
Hospital leadership can make a big difference in the fate of a rural hospital—
from managing the hospital workforce and finances, to creating partnerships with 
educational institutions, other hospitals, and the community. Leadership can influence 
whether a rural hospital is able to overcome many of the challenges discussed, or 
whether it joins the many hospitals that have closed. 

Barriers to attracting and retaining hospital executives include the limited resources 
of many rural hospitals, impacting compensation. In 2012, the average non-profit 
hospital CEO compensation for critical access hospitals (CAHs) was approximately 37 
percent of the national average.56 Moreover, in a survey of Kansas hospitals, where 90 
percent of respondents were rural hospitals, over half of CEOs reported that they had 
been with their organization for three years or less.57 No federal funding analogous 
to the National Health Service Corps currently exists to promote a pipeline of rural 
hospital leadership.

Embrace Emerging Technologies
In modernizing health care for the 21st century in rural America, expanding health 
care delivery technologies, such as telehealth and remote patient monitoring (RPM), 
is a step in the right direction. Telehealth provides health care services remotely by 
connecting providers to patients via phone or video.58 Remote patient monitoring 
technology allows providers to monitor patient health data while patients are at 
home.59 These technologies can improve access to and quality of care by alleviating 
transportation challenges and provider shortages in rural America.

Technology Enhances Rural Health Care

Telehealth and RPM services bring care closer to patients who would otherwise 
have to travel long distances, reducing transportation challenges. Remote patient 
monitoring helps monitor patients, especially older ones, with chronic diseases and 
ensure continued recovery without the burden of multiple hospital visits.60
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Telehealth services connect patients and providers via phone or video and can 
deliver the same quality of care as in-person services. The convenience this offers 
makes for an increasingly popular option among rural residents, many of whom lack 
access to traditional health care services. Among family physicians, telehealth users 
are already nearly twice as likely to be located in a rural area than an urban one.61  

Additionally, these technologies mitigate the challenges associated with health 
care provider shortages in rural areas, especially for specialty care. For example, 
expanded access to telehealth would benefit communities where mental health and 
substance use disorder services are scarce, wait times are long, and stigma remains 
high.62 In 2014, 68 percent of providers who reported using telehealth services referred 
a patient to specialty care.63  

Health care delivery technologies have improved access to and quality of care 
for many across rural America, including the one in four American veterans living 
in rural areas.64 According to a 2014 Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) study, 
hospital admissions decreased by 35 percent under an at-home monitoring service 
for veterans who have health problems like diabetes and chronic heart failure.65 
Additionally, many veterans prefer to receive this kind of care. In a survey of veterans 
who recently underwent general surgery, nearly seven in ten preferred to conduct 
follow-ups via telehealth services rather than in-person visits.66

Expanding these services is both cost-effective and benefits local communities. They 
can lead to cost savings from foregone wages as well as increased revenues for local 
pharmacies and labs.67 A 2015 estimate showed expanding Medicare coverage for 
telehealth and RPM services could save the federal government $1.8 billion over ten 
years.68 Additionally, it has the potential to help recruit and retain more providers by 
supplying a virtual network of professional peers aimed to reduce rural isolation and 
burnout.69
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Telehealth in Action
The University of New Mexico (UNM) Health System offers telehealth 
services to rural residents in the state by connecting patients to 
providers via video technology. In addition, teleconsultations 
are available to rural hospitals for emergency rooms, neurology, 
telepsychiatry, and pediatric care, among others.70 UNM’s use of 
telehealth services to better provide health care in rural areas, known 
as Project ECHO, is used as a model to integrate telehealth into other 
health systems across the country.71  

State of Telehealth & Remote Patient Monitoring Policy

Currently, telehealth services are covered to a limited extent by Medicaid, Medicare, 
commercial insurers, and the VA. Because states define and regulate telehealth 
differently, there is high variability in Medicaid coverage of telehealth services across 
states.73 Medicare’s definition is narrow, but coverage and reimbursement policies 
have become less restrictive due to recent legislative changes.74 Though progress 
has been made, more work is needed to ensure appropriate telehealth services are 
covered and definitons are unified. 

Although RPM often falls under the broad umbrella of telehealth services, CMS defines 
it differently.75 Remote patient monitoring does not involve direct communication 
between a patient and a provider, and therefore is not considered to be a telehealth 
service under the current definition.76 Recently, though, CMS expanded its coverage 
of RPM under Medicare.77 Nevertheless, more action is needed to reach full coverage 
of RPM under Medicare and Medicaid.

21st Century Care Needs Better Broadband

Rural Americans have much to gain from accessing 21st century health care 
technologies. Yet, limited access to broadband and wireless services remains 
a barrier. Currently, approximately 69 percent of rural residents have access to 
broadband internet.78



JOINT ECONOMIC COMMITTEE DEMOCRATS | 123 

Bringing Rural Health Care Into the 21st Century
To address these challenges, Congress should strengthen Medicaid and Medicare, 
which are lifelines to rural patients and providers. It should invest in emerging 
technologies, such as telehealth and RPM, to improve quality and increase access to 
care. Lastly, Congress must ensure that rural America is ready for the health care jobs 
of the future—by attracting and retaining health professionals and training workers to 
fill the range of health care professions.

Investment in broadband infrastructure is essential to connecting rural Americans to 
health care services that otherwise may be too costly or too difficult to access.

Policy Solutions
• Protect Medicaid against cuts and rollbacks and expand the 

program to continue progress made from the ACA.

• Strengthen and improve Medicare to better serve the needs of rural 
communities.

• Develop a 21st century workforce by increasing recruitment and 
retention efforts for the whole spectrum of health professionals.

• Embrace emerging technologies by investing in broadband and 
expanding payment options. 

• Lower the cost of care by adapting value-based care to fit rural 
realities, lowering prescription drug prices, and increasing coverage 
options. 
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Protect Gains Made Through ACA and Medicaid

Instead of attacking Medicaid and the ACA, Congressional Republicans must work 
with Democrats to improve the ACA. Affirmatively encouraging states to expand 
Medicaid would alone provide access to care to over 4 million eligible Americans 
and pursuing additional ways to expand health coverage would help ensure 
every American has the peace of mind that their health needs will be cared for.79  
Additionally, legislators should consider increasing Medicaid payments for mental 
health and substance use disorder services to help increase access in rural areas, 
such as those hit hard by the opioid epidemic.80 

Strengthen and Improve Medicare

Congress should modernize Medicare to meet the needs of seniors in the 21st century.  
For all seniors, and particularly rural seniors, that includes addressing the rising 
demand for long-term care, extending coverage to dental care, and helping to ease 
the burden of increasing prescription drug costs. Value-based payment reforms and 
other innovative solutions will work best for rural residents when they are tailored to 
the diverse needs across communities.

Develop a 21st Century Workforce
To develop the a 21st century health care workforce, Congress must expand programs 
that make it possible to pursue a medical career in underserved rural areas, such 
as the National Health Service Corps, Teaching Health Center Graduate Medical 
Education, and the Area Health Education Centers Program.81 Pairing these programs 
with policies that encourage the development of community amenities and increase 
of connectedness will increase their effectiveness in attracting and retaining quality 
talent, from physicians to hospital CEOs.82 Lawmakers must also invest in middle-skills 
pathways, such as registered apprenticeship programs, to meet the needs for the full 
range of health care jobs and raise wages of lower-paying jobs.83

Embrace Emerging Technologies

To ensure that rural America has the foundation to implement health care delivery 
technologies, Congress should draw on Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
funding to boost investment in broadband infrastructure in rural communities. 
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Lower the Cost of Care

Congress should build upon the progress from the ACA and continue to lower costs 
for consumers and for our overall health care system. To do so, it is important to adapt 
payment systems and value-based care reforms to the realities in rural America, 
such as the impact of rural staffing challenges on accountable care organization 
policies. Congress should also take a serious look at policies to lower the high cost 
of prescription drugs. Finally, bringing down costs in areas with a lack of competition 
will require greater focus on ways to increase insurer competition or cover more 
Americans through expanding Medicare or Medicaid.

Additionally, by passing the CONNECT for Health Act of 2017 (S.1016/H.R.2556), 
lawmakers would significantly expand access to telehealth services under Medicare.
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• The farming population is aging and the next generation of 

farmers is having difficulty finding affordable land and the 
resources to get started in farming.

• On-site renewable energy technologies have the potential 
to decrease farm expenses and create a steady stream of 
farm income.

• Agricultural exports strengthen the rural economy.

• Farms are consolidating: The number of farms in the U.S. is 
declining while the farms that remain are growing larger.

• The median farm operates at a loss, forcing many farming 
households to rely on off-farm income to support their 
livelihoods.

Key Takeaways 
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America is a global leader in agricultural production, helping to supply the world 
with nutritious and affordable food. Our nation’s preeminence in this domain is a 
result of hard work from our farmers and rural communities. Beyond providing a 
safe and sustainable food supply, farmers are stewards of the land, stimulate rural 

economic development, and create jobs both in and out of agriculture. Farming continues 
to be among the most productive, technologically sophisticated, and innovative industries in 
the American economy. 

Nevertheless, farming faces significant challenges in the years ahead. The population of 
farmers is aging rapidly. Farm consolidation, high startup costs, and limited land availability 
have made it more difficult for young and beginning farmers to enter the industry. And farm 
profits are following a downward trajectory, just as changes in trade policy threatens to 
disrupt U.S. agricultural exports.

To keep farming as a viable career option, state and federal lawmakers should invest in 
the next generation of farmers to ensure they have opportunities to acquire land, obtain 
capital, and access global markets. Revitalizing the nation’s farmland is key to preserving the 
economic viability of rural communities and maintaining America’s leadership in agricultural 
production.

Making a Living in Agriculture
Farm finances vary widely according to geography, the size of the farm, and what is 
being produced. While the median income for farm households exceeds the median 
for all U.S. households, the price of land, equipment, and other expenses makes for 
slim profit margins, particularly for small and beginner farms. Small farms in the U.S. 
rely heavily on off-farm income to fund farm operations and support their households.

The average age of a farmer in 1978 was 50 years old. As of 2012, the average age 
was 58, much higher than the median age of 42 among the national workforce.1 Only 
6 percent of farmers in 2012 were under the age of 35, while one-third was over the 
age of 64.2 Between 2007 and 2012, the number of new farmers fell by 20 percent.3  

Improving the Outlook for Beginning Farmers
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The high startup costs of farming and the limited availability of land are obstacles 
to growing a younger farming workforce.4 The average value of farmland in the 
U.S. in 2017 was more than $3,000 per acre.5 The number of farm properties on the 
market are also projected to remain low due to the high rate of intra-family farmland 
transfers.6  

Despite these trends, bright spots are emerging. The number of young farmers grew 
by 2.2 percent between 2007 and 2012—only the second increase in the last century. 
In states like California, Nebraska, and South Dakota, the number of young farmers 
jumped by 20 percent or more.7 

These young farmers are more likely to work on small farms of less than 50 acres, grow 
organic produce, and be involved in local food systems like Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA) programs and farmers’ markets.8 Though it is too early to tell 
whether this signals a revival of young farming, recent trends suggest young people 
may be willing to farm if barriers to entry are low.

There are also indications that new farmers may be more diverse. While the total 
number of farms in the U.S. declined by 4 percent between 2007 and 2012, the 
number led by Hispanic operators increased by 21 percent. Farms run by other ethnic 
minorities increased by 11 percent.9 Women are also slowly increasing their numbers. 
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In 2012, 14 percent of farms were principally operated by women, a nearly threefold 
increase from 1978.10 

Existing programs such as USDA’s Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development 
Program, Outreach and Assistance for Socially Disadvantaged and Veteran Farmers 
and Ranchers Program, and Conservation Reserve Program’s Transition Incentives 
Program all provide support to help build the next generation of farmers and 
ranchers. These programs, however, will need to be reauthorized this year.11 Further, 
funding through the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative provides competitive 
research, education, and extension grants to address priority agriculture and rural 
issues. These issues include training the next generation of farmers and ranchers, 
mitigating impacts of climate change, addressing water conservation, enhancing 
agriculture production and nutrition, and improving rural economies.12     

Veterans: New Generation of Farmers
Started by a combat veteran, the Desert Forge Foundation (DFF), a 
non-profit in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is working to engage retired 
service members in local agriculture. While the economic outlook for 
veterans has improved since the Great Recession, many still struggle 
to translate their military skills into stable and meaningful civilian 
work.13 The DFF employs veterans on working farms and fosters the 
development of agricultural skills that can be used to start their own 
farms or businesses.14  

The DFF was awarded a $25,000 grant from the city of Albuquerque 
in recognition of their commitment to building a new generation of 
farmers.15 The organization also obtained funding from the USDA to 
develop a three-year, tuition-free, accredited program that teaches 
veterans the business of farming and prepares them to launch their 
own farming operations.
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Going Local in Agriculture

Many farms, especially small ones, are utilizing a direct-to-consumer sales model 
in which they sell directly to local customers or retailers rather than third-party 
distributors.16 Small farmers utilizing direct-to-consumer models are more likely to 
remain in business than those marketing through traditional channels.17 Direct sales 
totaled $8.7 billion in 2015, with sales to customers via farmers’ markets and on-farm 
stores accounting for 35 percent.18 The number of registered farmers’ markets in the 
U.S. increased 98 percent over the last decade, reflecting growing consumer demand 
for local food.19 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) arrangements, where consumers buy a share 
of a local farm and are delivered a portion of the farm’s production directly, are 
another direct sales model that farms have adopted. Between 2002 and 2012, the 
number of CSA arrangements increased by 24 percent.20 

The USDA’s Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP) supports the growth in direct 
sales channels and other initiatives to increase farms’ engagement with local 
customers.

Since its enactment in the 2008 farm bill, the FMPP has awarded 879 grants totaling 
over $58 million to expand access to establish farmers’ markets, CSA enterprises, 
roadside stands, and agritourism.21
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The program was expanded in 2014 to include the Local Food Promotion Program, 
which targets food hubs and value chain expansion for farmers wishing to expand 
sales into businesses like hospitals, restaurants or schools.22

Organic Farming’s Promise
The rise of organic farming presents new opportunities for small and 
midsize farms across rural America. Today, organic farming in the 
U.S. is a nearly $50 billion industry, with almost 25,000 certified farms 
and businesses in operation—nearly quadruple the number in 2002.23 
With organic products drawing higher prices in the market than 
conventionally grown crops, transitioning land to organic farming can 
allow smaller farms to earn more without having to expand.24 For small 
and midsize farms at risk of being put out of business or absorbed by 
larger operations, organic farming may hold the key to keeping them 
viable.

Organic farming can also stimulate economic development in 
rural areas. Areas with high densities of organic agricultural activity 
attract workers and investments in local infrastructure. Counties with 
significant organic activity have seen poverty rates decline by 1.3 
percentage points—nearly on par with the poverty reducing power of 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).25 These high-
density areas with organic agriculture are also associated with median 
income increases of over $2,000 each year, benefits not seen in areas 
with high levels of conventional farming activity.26 

Expanding organic operations in the U.S. can help attract the new 
generation of young farmers needed to maintain the productivity and 
profitability of the agricultural sector. Young farmers are more likely to 
be involved in organic production, but organic farmland represents 
less than 1 percent of total farm acreage in the U.S today, even as 
organic products account for more than 5 percent of all food sales.27 
More organic farmland would provide greater opportunities for young 
people—especially those concerned about climate change and 
environmental impact—to enter and remain in the industry. 
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Reliance on Off-Farm Income

Roughly 90 percent of all farm household income is earned through off-farm 
activities.28 This reflects the prevalence of small farm households, which are especially 
reliant on earnings from off-farm sources and employment. For small “intermediate” 
farms—in which the head of household’s primary occupation is operating the farm—
about 95 percent of income comes from off-farm sources. The share is even higher, 99 
percent, for small “residence” farms that have a head of household who is retired or 
primarily employed off the farm.29 Heads of small farm households working outside the 
farm are most commonly employed in the management and service sectors.30 
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In contrast to small farms, commercial farms—which have more than $350,000 in 
annual sales and, as a group, account for more than 75 percent of U.S. agricultural 
production—earn the bulk of their household income from farm activities.31 
Commercial farm households’ median income was more than triple the national 
median in 2016. For commercial farm households operating the largest farms (over $1 
million in sales), their median income was more than six times the national median.32 
Though commercial farm households earn more than small farm households, their 
incomes are more vulnerable to unstable swings in agricultural prices.33

The USDA expects farm sector profits to fall to $59.5 billion in 2018, the lowest level 
in real terms since 2002.34 The decrease is due to projected declines in cash receipts 
and government farm payments, combined with increased fuel, interest, and hired 
labor expenses. Median farm household income is projected to fall by 0.8 percent 
from 2017 in inflation-adjusted terms.35

Farmers live off the land and have long recognized the role clean energy can play in 
supporting their livelihoods and those of generations to follow. In addition to reducing 
energy costs and protecting the local environment, renewable energy can provide a 
stable source of income for farms willing to lease their land to energy companies. As 
new renewable technologies are deployed, farms across rural America will have more 
options for making productive use of their land.

Farmers are turning to renewable energy sources in response to rising diesel and 
natural gas prices.36 From 2007 to 2012, the number of farms producing renewable 
energy or electricity for on-site use more than doubled to nearly 58,000. An additional 
17,000 farms were involved in leasing wind rights or producing ethanol or biodiesel.37 

On-site renewable energy systems are becoming more popular as farms see greater 
opportunities for clean energy to reduce farm energy expenses and increase income. 

Solar: Solar panels were the most common renewable energy source used on farms in 
2012, accounting for 63 percent of all on-site renewable energy systems.38 Farms are 
also installing solar panels for commercial purposes.

Agriculture and Renewable Energy

Using Renewable Energy on the Farm
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A growing demand for solar, combined with low and volatile commodity prices, 
have made solar panels more profitable than farming crops in many communities. 
In some areas, solar companies are offering up to $2,000 per acre, per year to lease 
farmland—considerably more than the local per acre lease price for crops.39 In rural 
Illinois, for instance, one farmer is leasing a parcel to a solar company for $800 an 
acre per year, compared to the $250 per acre he receives from farmers leasing his 
land to grow corn and soybeans.40

Wind: Nearly 16 percent of farms with renewable energy producing systems in 2012 
relied on wind energy to reduce their energy expenses.41 As with solar, leasing land 
to wind companies has become increasingly profitable. In 2015, rural landowners 
earned $222 million in lease agreements with wind farms. About 70 percent of this 
amount went to rural landowners living in low-income counties.42 By 2030, annual 
lease payments to rural landowners are projected to grow to $650 million, with an 
additional $1.8 billion in annual property tax revenue for rural communities.43

Biofuels: Biofuels, which are produced from agricultural crops, present another 
opportunity for farms to capitalize on renewable energy. Ethanol and biodiesel are 
most commonly made from two crops abundant on American farmland: corn and 
soybeans. But in a threat to these producers, the administration announced it is 
considering revoking the Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS), which mandates all fuel 
must maintain a certain level of renewables. The RFS accounts for 38 percent of the 
U.S. corn crop, currently valued at around $21 billion.44
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In addition to selling agricultural products domestically, U.S. farmers rely on sales to 
foreign countries. In 2017, U.S. agricultural exports totaled nearly $141 billion, with 
roughly two-thirds of sales going to East Asia, Canada, and Mexico. Agricultural 
exports support farm and non-farm sector jobs in the U.S. In 2016, for example, exports 
required over 1 million full-time jobs (70 percent of which were outside of farming) 
and added $307 billion to the U.S. economy.45 

Despite U.S. agriculture’s reliance on global trade, and with farm sector profits 
already expected to fall this year, the current administration is entertaining policies 
that could spark a trade war with China. This could put nearly $50 billion in American-
made products, including pork and soybeans, in jeopardy.46 The administration 
also threatened to walk away from the North American Free Trade Agreement, 
which supported $38 billion in agriculture exports in 2016.47 These policy shifts could 
have significant implications for the rural economy as a whole, and for farming 
communities in particular.

Agriculture Exports Fuel the Economy
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The success of American farms depends upon the important contributions of farm 
laborers. Given the vastness of our farmlands, high yields, and agricultural diversity, 
thousands of farm workers are needed each year to harvest our crops. Many 
agricultural operations rely on temporary immigrant labor. In 2017, more than 160,000 
H-2A visas were issued for temporary agricultural workers, an increase of nearly 120 
percent from four years earlier.48 Nonetheless, the H-2A program only provides less 
than 4 percent of the hired workers needed and farmers across the country are still 
struggling to find farm labor.49

Hired farm laborers, both citizens and non-citizens, are some of the most economically 
disadvantaged workers in the country. In 2017, farm laborers earned a median wage 
of $11.41 per hour and average annual pay of $23,730.50 Among all farmer laborers 
in 2016, 75 percent were male and nearly 45 percent had less than a high school 
diploma.51 

Many of these farm workers face difficulty finding safe and affordable housing. Farm 
workers often live in crowded, unsanitary conditions that lack basic utilities and are 
far away from grocery stores and health care facilities.52 The federal government 
maintains a farm labor housing program to finance the construction of 600 housing 
units each year on average, but this falls far short of demand.53 

Farm Labor Bolsters the Rural Economy



The Farm Bill
Since the 1930s, Congress has authorized a comprehensive, multi-year bill—often 
referred to as the “farm bill”—that covers a wide array of agricultural, food, 
conservation, and rural development programs. The current farm bill expires on 
September 30, 2018, which is why farmers, families, and rural communities are 
looking for the certainty of a renewed comprehensive five-year farm bill. The Senate 
Agriculture Committee recently passed a bipartisan 2018 reauthorization out of 
committee that gives farmers, families, and rural communities the certainty they need 
to plan for the future. Below are some highlights from that proposal. 
 
Commodity Programs and Crop Insurance

Farming can be a risky business. Commodity and crop insurance programs provide risk 
management tools to farmers when prices decline or when bad weather or natural 
disasters damage crops.54 The bipartisan bill preserves and strenghtens these needed 
tools for agriculture producers. 

Rural Economic Development

Several farm bill programs support small towns and rural communities. The farm bill 
supports job creation and opportunities in rural America ensuring that families can 
enjoy a high quality life no matter where they live. These policies include investments 
in rural infrastructure such as high speed internet access, loans to small businesses and 
rural entrepreneurs, and establishment of regional planning authorities to coordinate 
development strategies.55

 
Conservation of Land and Water Resources

The farm bill is the largest source of federal funding for conservation on private 
lands.56 It provides financial assistance and technical outreach and training to 
farmers who agree to follow best management practices and support improved 
water quality, reduced soil erosion, and the creation of wildlife habitat, in particular 
for endangered and threatened species.57 The legislation also guides management 
of our National Forests—including programs to restore unhealthy forest stands, and 
establishing permanent protection for other national forest acres under the National 
Wilderness Preservation System.58

 



Improving Access for Exports

The agriculture economy relies on its ability to export. The bill supports exporting in 
a number of ways through major programs such as the Market Access Program. The 
bill also supports international food assistance through the Food for Peace program, 
which provides emergency and nonemergency food aid abroad.59  

Supporting Energy Programs

The bill authorizes a number of programs which encourage the development of farm 
and community renewable energy systems, such as solar and wind, through grants 
and loan guarantees. The bill also authorizes provisions covering the production and 
processing of biofuels and biofuel feedstocks along with education and research 
programs.60 
 
Food Security for Families

As of March 2018, 40 million individuals received food assistance through SNAP.61 
In FY 2016, 78 percent of SNAP households included a child, senior or person with 
disabilities.62 Although roughly 80 percent of spending for the 2014 farm bill was 
focused on food assistance for low-income families, SNAP spending continues to 
decline as the economy improves.63 By 2028, nearly 9 million fewer people are 
expected to be enrolled in SNAP.64  
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Technological advances over the last several decades have dramatically increased 
farm productivity, allowing farms to produce crops more efficiently. For example, the 
combine machine allows a farmer to cut and separate a row of grain once, rather 
than requiring multiple pieces of equipment and farm laborers. Better pest control 
technologies also reduce the amount of labor needed to manage acreage. 

One consequence of greater productivity has been the consolidation of agricultural 
land into ever-larger farming operations. As technology made it easier to cover more 
acreage with less labor and capital, farms grew in size. Small commercial and midsize 
farms, squeezed by slim profit margins, face pressure to grow in order to capture 
economies of scale and increase income.65

A Century of Consolidation

According to the USDA, there were roughly 2 million farms in 2016.66 While the number 
of farms has fallen significantly from its peak in 1935, the total amount of land farmed 
has only decreased slightly, reflecting the increase in farm size over time. Between 
1935 and 2017, the average farm grew from 155 acres to 444 acres.67
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The USDA defines a farm as any piece of land that could normally produce at least 
$1,000 in a given year.68 Roughly 90 percent of all farms in the U.S. are small (less than 
$350,000 in annual gross income), but together they account for less than 25 percent 
of total production value—nearly half the production share they accounted for in 
1991.69  

Shift Towards Large Farm Production

By contrast, the share of production by large farms (those producing $1 million or 
more in annual gross income) increased nearly 20 percentage points since 1991. 
Large family and non-family farms account for more than half of all agricultural 
production in the U.S. today, despite comprising roughly 4 percent of all farms.70  
Very large farms ($5 million or more in annual gross income) have seen especially 
significant growth, nearly doubling their share of production over this period.71 

The changes in farm production track with the decline in the number of smaller farms. 
Between 1992 and 2012 alone, the country lost more than 250,000 small commercial 
and midsize farms. During that same period, however, large farms consolidated their 
acreage and the number of large farms increased by 35,000.72
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Livestock production has seen a similar shift toward large operations in some of its 
major sectors, including dairy and poultry. In 1987, the median size of a milk cow 
herd was 80 cows. By 2012, that number jumped more than tenfold to 900 cows. Over 
the same period, the median size of an egg-laying chicken flock grew by nearly 700 
percent.73

Consolidation within the seed and chemical markets has also transformed agricultural 
production. As with farming, scientific innovations have led to fewer firms that supply 
agricultural inputs. Most notably, the introduction of genetic engineering increased 
the demand for sophisticated seed varieties and enhanced the market power of 
companies that patented the technology.74

More concentrated seed and chemical markets can spur companies to invest more 
in research and development for crop strains that produce higher, more robust 
yields. At the same time, a lack of competition in these markets has increased prices 
for important farm inputs.75 U.S. seed prices more than doubled relative to prices 
received for harvested crops between 1994 and 2010 and in recent years have 
increased as much as 30 percent annually.76  

Consolidation Outside Farming
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Policy Solutions
• Pass a bipartisan, five-year farm bill with policies that give farmers, 

families, and rural communities opportunities to succeed.

• Expand export opportunities and provide certainty in trade policy so 
farmers know what to expect in the marketplace.

• Expand initiatives that support and encourage the next generation 
of farmers, including education, training, and access to capital and 
land.

• Support education as a way to improve farming and ranching 
livelihoods and encourage a new generation of agriculture 
producers. 

• Use tax policy to support the ability of small and midsize farms to 
earn a living in agriculture.

• Boost funding for safe and affordable agricultural worker housing.

The heart of the rural economy lies in its farmland. Farms support job creation, 
stimulate rural economic development, and enhance local energy security. To ensure 
the long-term prosperity of the rural economy, Congress should prioritize investments 
that will attract the next generation of farmers.

Growing the Agriculture Economy of the Future
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Congress must pass a five-year, bipartisan farm bill that provides opportunities for 
success for our nation’s farmers, families, small towns, and rural communities. The 
bipartisan farm bill passed by the Senate Agriculture Committee affords certainty 
for America’s agriculture producers and consumers. The legislation supports nutrition 
programs for our families, offers opportunities for the local food economy, supports 
conservation efforts and lower energy bills, and helps grow small businesses across 
small towns and rural communities.

Pass a Bipartisan Farm Bill

Policymakers should support state-level agricultural viability programs that provide 
beginning farmers with startup capital, assistance with business plan development, 
and education regarding conservation efforts and crop diversification strategies.66

Promoting Farm Business Education

Given the agricultural economy’s reliance on trade, especially with our North 
American neighbors and with East Asia, it is important that we have predictable trade 
policies in place, rather than the uncertainty created by the current administration’s 
threats regarding NAFTA, the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement, and tariffs on 
China. Export promotion programs that help farmers find and develop new global 
markets for their goods must be expanded. 

Expand Export Opportunities and Provide Certainty Around 
Trade and Exports

With a rapidly aging population of farmers, policy needs to incentivize and support 
a new generation of farmers. Congress should build on and extend programs that 
attract first-generation farmers and focus on better state and national coordination. 
These programs include education, training and outreach available to beginning, 
veteran, and socially disadvantaged farmers and local, urban, and organic 
agriculture. New policy ought to incentivize development of technologies to help 
beginning farmers get started and stay in farming. These measures ensure beginning 
and socially disadvantaged farmers have adequate access to land and capital so 
they may begin their farming careers without taking on unsustainable debt. 

Building the Next Generation
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Congress has a duty to implement tax policies that provide equitable benefits to 
small and midsize farms that are struggling to earn stable farm incomes. According 
to USDA’s own estimates, the Republican law passed in 2017 will do little to help small 
and midsize farmers.77 Further, Congress and states should provide farmers with more 
incentives to deploy renewable energy systems on their land and take advantage 
of opportunities to earn income through partnerships with clean energy companies. 
Encouraging local agriculture efforts like farmers’ markets and sustainable farming 
practices like organics can also provide benefits for small and midsize producers.

Support Those Making a Living off the Land

Further, states and the federal government should support research—through 
programs such as the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative—at public and land-
grant universities. University research can provide valuable regional and national 
insight into farming and ranching best practices, innovative technologies, and help 
develop an understanding of how a changing climate is impacting the future of 
farming.

Hired agriculture workers are among the most vital, yet economically disadvantaged, 
populations in the country. Congress and state governments must work together to 
ensure farm workers receive a living wage and have greater access to affordable 
housing. As a first step, Congress should decline the administration’s FY 2019 budget 
request, which eliminates funding for farm labor housing construction.

Increase Affordable Housing for Farm Workers
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CONCLUSION
As shown throughout this report, rural communities are critical to our national 
economy and have vast cultural and natural resources. But the recession hit harder 
and lasted longer across large swathes of rural America. Rural communities and small 
towns face particular challenges in accessing economic gains and opportunities, 
and regaining upward mobility. But many opportunities for innovation and growth 
lie ahead, and it’s important that we focus on helping these communities thrive. To 
support the strengthening and revitalization of rural economies, Congress must take a 
multi-pronged approach to cultivate and grow jobs in rural America. 

New investments in education and human capital are a critical starting point. As 
Congress looks to invest in education for all, it has an opportunity to help rural 
Americans succeed in the changing workforce by investing and strengthening 
education—from early learning and care through higher education. This includes 
bolstering rural teacher recruitment and rural school funding, as well as expanding 
middle-skills pathways to help build the skills needed to succeed in today’s economy. 

To grow rural economies, human capital investments must also include new training 
that helps workers build the skills businesses need. Demand-driven education 
and training are key components of programs tailored to fit the needs of specific 
businesses in each community. For example, expanding “grow-your-own” programs, 
which enhance opportunities for local students while meeting the demand for health 
care professionals in rural areas, is a smart investment. Training and investments in 
new emerging technologies, such as clean energy, advanced manufacturing, and 
technology already show promise. Continued support for these investments can grow 
new, high-paying jobs in rural communities. 

Congress should also invest in expanding entrepreneurship and firm creation in rural 
communities. New businesses are vital to rural economies and play an integral part 
in building dynamic regional economies that attract and retain residents. Sparking 
entrepreneurship can be achieved, in part, by increasing access to capital and other 
financial resources for rural and small-city entrepreneurs. Through federal grants to 
local business incubators and expanded support for programs, Congress can improve 
access to the capital that is vital to entrepreneurship and firm creation in rural areas.
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With today’s changing global economy, Congress should identify ways to help state 
and local economies diversify their industry bases to benefit from new high-growth 
sectors. By focusing on local assets as a means of generating new competitive 
advantages, such as cultural or recreational amenities, rural communities can start to 
support a more diverse economy. Many rural communities are already leaders in the 
clean energy economy, but Congress can do more to encourage rural areas to use 
their natural resources. Rural communities that embrace and lead in solar, wind, and 
other renewables will not only be able to share in the jobs created during the clean 
energy transition, but also be primed to attract energy-intensive manufacturing and 
production facilities.

For those who want to make a living in rural communities working the land, we must 
create a new generation of farmers and ranchers. We must ensure that the next 
generation in our agriculture economy is able to secure land and financing to start or 
continue a farm or ranching operation and have the education to succeed in a field 
that is becoming ever more reliant on new technologies and a changing climate. 
We must similarly have policies and supports in place that give small and mid-size 
operations, which are becoming more reliant on off-farm income, a chance to survive 
swings in prices and an ever consolidating market. 

Finally, Congress needs to invest in rural infrastructure that will attract new employers 
and employees, and support those that wish to live in rural communities. Efforts to 
improve rural infrastructure should be part of broader investments—from broadband 
networks and new roads and bridges, to updated waters systems and modernized 
schools— to create attractive ecosystems that set up rural communities for long-
term success. Future investments should also focus on helping rural residents stay 
connected to the changing 21st century economy, including ensuring employees 
have access to flourishing industries located outside their community. Broadband 
networks can enable rural residents to remain in the communities they love while 
working remotely for important industries and sectors headquartered hundreds of 
miles away.

The ideas and proposals in this report are not meant to be exhaustive. But acting on 
the policies detailed in these pages would have a significant, positive impact on rural 
economies across the country. Let’s get started.
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