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FALLS CITY SWOT ANALYSIS 
 

Strengths/Assets 
 

 Natural beauty (the river, falls, mountains) – 9 mentions 

 Good school system, training potential, and community support – 6 

 Access to Salem, Albany, Corvallis markets, networking – 5 

 Strong sense of community - 4 

 General recreation – 3 

 World Class mountain biking trails - 3 

 Valley of the Giants - 3 

 Young and older people willing to work - 3 

 Spirit of volunteerism – 3 

 Proximity to vast tracts of generally idle forest land - 3 

 Historic Buildings – 2 

 Availability of land—ownership patterns, quantity, undeveloped – 2 

 Local knowledge/interest in gardening and agriculture – 2 

 Aesthetic value – 2 

 The Breadboard - 2 

 Community Center 

 External involvement in amenity development (Black Rock) 

 Close access to OR-W99 

 Low cost of land, low tax rate 

 Capable city staff  

 Engaged city council 

 Library 

 Arts Council 

 Many church based organizations and high participation rate 

 Open to some new ideas (e.g. circus) 

 Religious diversity 

 Active/Creative high school students. 

 Town’s close proximity to larger populated areas of Dallas and Monmouth 

 Small town culture 

 Human capital in the intelligence and drive of individuals within the community 

 Several outdoor-themed businesses such like the BMX park 

 Significant population centers close by presents a market for tourism 

 Close proximity to Spirit Mountain 

 Strong presence of social organizations (churches, non-profits, etc.) 

 Low cost of living 

 Existing community learning classes 

 Good local parks 

 Some new development  

 Mini mart that carries cycling equipment 

 City owned river front property 
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 Potential labor force (unemployed who are seeking work?) 

 Self motivated teachers 

Weaknesses: 

 

 Lack of employment opportunities and few family wage jobs– 7 

 City not on main throughway (not a stop through for tourists) – 6 

 Not all members of community involved with planning/governance – social 
cohesion – 5 

 Many high-achieving students leave the community – 4 

 Lack of social cohesion disables any kind of “big push” mechanism for 

development. – 3 

 Not enough working population - 2 

 Poverty levels lead to a shortage of financial capital throughout the area – 3 

 Community division, fractured community interests (e.g. Save the Falls) - 3 

 Infrastructure (roads, lack of sidewalks, waste water disposal system) – 2 

 Lack of entrepreneurship in the community- Only the bread place caters to 

outsiders- but no complementary business to that – 2 

 Some natural amenities, like the river and the waterfall, are difficult to access- 2 

 Loss of access to/battle over the Falls- 2 

 Intergenerational poverty  

 Division between newcomers and old-timers 

 Lack of enthusiasm to tap into the resources (especially the recreational and 
usage of the infrastructure). 

 Many people work/spend money outside of town 

 Lack of range of opportunity to attract & retain youth 

 Lack of visitor accommodations 

 High teen pregnancy 

 Lack of financial capital, lack of expertise to bring financial capital into the 
community 

 Aging housing stock, not well insulated, expensive heat/electricity 

 Limited educational opportunities- no math teacher, counselor, half a science 
teacher 

 Lack of economic diversity 

 Long commute for workers 

 Distance from major cities 

 Many local leaders not from the community 

 “Adults” not staying back 

 No sense of cultural identity and the majority of the population is homogeneous 
in terms of ethnicity 

 Much of the human capital comes from elsewhere, and spends income 
elsewhere 

 Wealth flows out in the form of taxes and expenses, little flows in 

 Primarily an older, retired, low-income population; generation gap 

 Few resources for senior citizen care 
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 Financial woes related to the library and funding for schoolteachers  

 Fear of change/next steps 

 Lack of coherent development goals 

 Unskilled labor force 

Opportunities: 

 

 Expansion of recreation activities – hiking, mountain biking, fishing etc.  – 5 

 Opportunity for outdoor/indoor market. farmers, artisans, etc.- 3 

 Under-employed workforce – 3 

 Tourism—adventure, sports, etc. - 2 

 Turn Falls City into a weekend destination 

 Develop riverfront into park/beach/picnic area 

 Historical museum and walking tour 

 Increased signage on main roads 

 Build connections with urban centers (library system) 

 Biking tour with other small towns located nearby  

 Bus transport among near locations. 

 Career training in new areas 

 Agro-tourism 

 Value-added potential for resource products 

 Networks to bring end market close to production 

 Governmental support for entrepreneurship  

 Educational opportunities  

 Cooperative business support services 

 Organic agriculture: community garden, local food movement, Breadboard 
source local products, increase food security in the community, tap into the local 
knowledge and skills of community members 

 Mountain biking mecca: a market analysis needs to be conducted on this 
opportunity. How to market it, how to market the community, and what are the 
needs of riders? 

 Beautify Falls City: concerted effort to make the green space in the community 
more appealing and a center for community activities. Picnic tables, BBQ, 
horseshoes, you name it, survey members of the community and assess what 
local interests are in having more usable park and recreation space.  

 Marketing of recreation activities 

 Focus as a retirement community 

 Capitalizing on the natural amenities of the area.  Through increasing access to 
natural areas such as the river, waterfall, and mountain biking area, this town 
could attract more tourists and engage its local population more effectively in 
these activities 

 With the close proximity to larger cities, Falls City has the opportunity to create 
more intentional collaborations with these areas 

 Expand downtown business area 
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 Empower members of the community to assume leadership roles and rally the 
community towards positive change. 

 Biofuel subsidies for woody biomass can be huge, and Falls City has lots of that 
around 

 MINET Fiber in Independence/Monmouth seeking new subscribers, might 
expand 

 Telecommunications revolution allows amenity migrants to choose workplace 

 Natural resources as tourist attractions and economic stimuli 

 Primarily a retired population—potential for volunteer mobilization 

 Creating continuous river front access 

 Could be marketed as a “destination place”—development of outdoor recreation 
areas, novelty stores, and historic attractions 

 Developing a strong art and regional cultural heritage 

 Capitalize on location: end of the road-destination town 

 High school students become involved and engaged in skills training programs 

 Use some of the vacant church buildings as community structures (i.e. 
library/restaurant/bed and breakfast/farmer’s market/music venues) Monday-
Saturday. 

 Embrace the “Weird”: Find the quirky/unique aspects of Falls City and popularize 
these features as one-of-a-kind characteristics 

 Recruit resources (human, financial, entrepreneurial) from Western Oregon 
University, Willamette University, and Oregon State University 

 The highly active leaders can work with the students and create some 
collaboration with other communities. 

 High School students can take up entrepreneur activities that can tap into the 
recreational assets. 

 There is ample infrastructure: church, school space that can be used for creating 
some kind of “recognition” for the community- like organizing workshops or 
festivals etc. 

 Tap into the state media about the projects that high school students have done: 
fundraise for basketball court; organize horse-riding class etc. 
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Threats: 

 

 Little incentive for people to stay because of job growth elsewhere, particularly in 
larger cities nearby – 4 

 Economic "recovery" is shaky, and benefits accruing elsewhere - downturn is 
possible - 3 

 Lack of economic diversity leaves them vulnerable to fluctuations in tourism – 2 

 Aging population, loss of volunteers – 2 

 Find reliable funding and resources - 2 

 Regulatory impacts to timber and agriculture 

 Permits, insurances costs. 

 Reliance on external incentives & lures, with real long-term costs 

 High cost of production/services 

 Weather – it rains a lot in Oregon, may discourage tourists 

 Overall community decline in rural areas 

 Lack of financial capital in rural areas and inability to procure more 

 Geographic isolation and lack of popularity with communities outside of Falls City 
gives outsiders little incentive to come to the area 

 Falls City is threatened by the prospect of having the school children sent to 
adjoining school districts in Dallas.  . 

 If those individuals utilizing the bike area are not supporting the local economy of 
Falls City, the city is threatened by not gaining anything from this asset. 

 Outside employment opportunities also greatly threaten the area, as the 
economic growth in large, urban areas creates jobs that Falls City residents may 
choose to take, as they are unable to find employment in their local community. 

 Absentee landowners may restrict access to land, restricting use of local natural 
capital 

 Major forest fire in the area could destroy what amenities town has for years to 
come 

 State and federal policies that make infrastructure and planning difficult because 
of inadequate applicability for rural areas. 

 Competition from other small towns nearby for tourism and recreation dollars 

 New industry in neighboring areas 

 Inconsiderate tourists  

 Cultural conservatism 

 High state and national unemployment 

 Education system changes imposed by Salem 
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR FALLS CITY – A New Natural Resource Economy 
 
 
Biomass Utilization 

Of the various options proposed by students as a possible development 
opportunity for the town of Falls City, Oregon, most rely on utilizing the natural 
capital of the surrounding area to generate tourism revenues. Because this area 
has been well covered by others, I hope to focus on a different (and hopefully 
non-competitive) utilization of Falls City's one persistent form of wealth, the 
natural world surrounding it. 
 
Biofuels are being touted at a federal level as a pathway to greater energy 
independence, and one that has the additional benefit of avoiding mass emission 
of carbon dioxide and other pollutants. CO2 is still emitted during the combustion 
of biomass, but its growth period sequesters CO2 from the atmosphere, mostly 
offsetting these later emissions, and the charcoal/ash residue of biomass 
combustion can be more efficient at preventing carbon emissions than allowing 
natural biological matter to decompose in the environment. 
 
Energy is typically recovered from biomass by either converting material to 
alcohol-based biofuel or directly burning biomass in a boiler system to generate 
electricity and/or heat via a turbine. It is one of the oldest forms of concentrated 
energy, and biomass in the form of firewood still provides the primary form of 
heat for around a third of homes in Falls City, which is surrounded by forest lands 
that, with the disruption of natural wildfire cycles, must be managed to keep the 
fuel load under control. This represents a resource that was historically utilized 
by the timber industry to power operations at its mills, and can conceivably 
replace all fossil fuel use at such mills (Puettmann & Lippke, 2012). 
 

For Falls City, a town which apparently must pay for fire prevention even on 
privately owned lands in the fire district, utilization of the biomass that needs to 
be removed to mitigate the risk of wildfires could be a viable opportunity for 
developing a local electricity and/or heating infrastructure that could displace 
externally generated power and heat, such as electricity provided by statewide 
utility companies and firewood gathered in a labor intensive process by local 
residents. Depending on the scale of potential operations, economies of scale, 
and external competition, all of which would govern the demand of energy so 
generated, Falls City might be capable of becoming self-sufficient in one or more 
categories of energy generation, which would keep additional income flows in the 
community and could possibly generate sales to neighboring communities. 
 

A major barrier a development strategy embracing locally abundant biofuels, 
even assuming the sustainable quantity of forest resources in the region are 
sufficient to support the initiative, is the capital cost of acquiring the necessary 
equipment to begin operations. Fortunately the federal government's twin desires 
for greater American energy independence and the revitalization of rural areas 
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could help confront this problem. The US Department of Agriculture provides 
guaranteed fixed interest loans into the tens of millions of dollars that cover up to 
80% of a non-corn based biofuels project, and also offers grants for research into 
projects. This opens up a capital financing route that could give the boost needed 
to start a project. 
  

The basic economics of biomass utilization need to be better explored with 
respect to Falls City's specific characteristics: with federal subsidies available 
and such a plentiful resource naturally abundant near to Falls City, pursuing a 
biofuel development option may be viable. It would create local jobs and also 
keep utility costs local, which may well be preferable to money flowing to external 
companies. As such, it is worth a more detailed look, particularly because a local 
energy infrastructure would not be nearly as dependent on fickle tastes of 
tourists. 

 

Local Foods: Building Community Capacity and Access to Urban Markets 

Agriculture is a staple in the local economy surrounding Falls City. The mixture of 
suitable climate, local knowledge, and access to urban markets provides the 
opportunity to grow quality food, jobs, and increase the capacity of the 
community.  A concerted and focused effort to engage more people in the local 
food network builds on the natural resource base in Falls City and the 
surrounding area.  
 
A number of the residents in Falls City have expertise and knowledge on 
gardening and small-scale agriculture. Tapping into this local knowledge and 
engaging people in the community in this opportunity, including the school, will 
encourage more social cohesion and build capacity. The city can capitalize on 
this opportunity by pursuing investors interested in cooperative agriculture and by 
engaging young people in the local food network through the development of a 
community garden. 
 
Growing local food is part of the new natural resource economy. Creating green 
jobs through organic agriculture is a viable and important part of sustainably 
using the natural resources and assets available in a community. Developing 
relationships with urban purchasers and tapping into robust, accessible markets 
is an exciting opportunity for the community of Falls City. The proximity of 
Portland, Salem, Corvallis, and Eugene make organic agriculture a potentially 
perfect fit for this struggling rural town.  
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Tourism 
 
Biking tour with other small towns located nearby 
 

Falls City is located in a beautiful area of the Willamette Valley with rolling hills, 
fields, country roads and panoramic roads. I enjoyed the drive to Falls City 
almost as much as I enjoyed being in Falls City. I also noticed that Falls City is 
located near many other small rural towns. These features of Falls City’s location 
make it an excellent candidate for being part of a biking tour. Biking tours are 
popular in California, where tourists bike between small towns for wine tasting, 
visiting outdoor markets, etc.: 
 
http://www.udctours.com/bike-tours/california/region/wine-country-tours.html 
 
http://pathlesspedaled.com/2011/08/economics-of-bike-touring/ 
 
These towns could draw biking tours because of historical sites, farmers/artisan 
markets, bed and breakfasts, breweries/distilleries, etc. This would build the 
community’s cultural/human/ physical capital while also providing an impetus to 
preserve natural capital. 

 
Agro-tourism/Tourism  

There is a niche in and near locations to Falls City for local fresh or/and organic 
produced products. The location of Falls City has water and land resources for 
the production of high value products. Commercialization in outside markets can 
also be a possibility but also there can be space for attracting visitor from other 
locations. This can be achieved by the use of good advertising and installing a 
weekend farmer’s market. Visitor will not only enjoy a farmers’ market from local 
fresh produced products, but they can enjoy the surrounding by hiking, mountain 
biking and viewing the Falls.  
 
It can be possible to get access to governmental incentives for organic producers 
and entrepreneurship, as well technical advice from Oregon State University 
Organic Club. The town will need to be engaged to receiving tourists, have 
willingness to provide services and give a warm welcome as well engaging in 
keeping the town embellished so it remains attractive to visitors. 

 
 

Natural Capital/Recreation Activities 

Recreational activities are one area of opportunity that needs to be considered as 
an anchor for Falls City, Oregon. While many rural areas are in decline, those 
that have been experiencing growth have focused on expanding tourism and 
recreational opportunities. The new natural resource economy highlights several 
focuses for struggling rural communities to use to potentially increase economic 
development. Falls City can claim several of these focuses as strengths of the 

http://www.udctours.com/bike-tours/california/region/wine-country-tours.html
http://pathlesspedaled.com/2011/08/economics-of-bike-touring/
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community – aesthetic value and an abundance of recreational opportunities. 
These strengths, however, are underutilized and are not marketed in an effective 
way. By focusing more on natural capital (more specifically, the ecosystem 
services found in and around Falls City), economic development and a 
revitalization of the community may be possible.   
 

Specific objects the community can focus on are: a potential rebranding of the 
community that is more recreation centered; marketing of the mountain biking 
trails in the surrounding area; enhancing of the mountain biking trails (is it 
possible to have them reach the city?); and marketing/branding of Falls City as a 
tourism destination/hotspot. By properly utilizing the natural capital of the area, 
the community will also maximize several areas of opportunity while limiting 
some of its weaknesses. It should also be noted that the area is aesthetically 
pleasing, is surrounded by streams and has a waterfall within the city limits. 
There is also a world class mountain biking trail within miles of Falls City. People 
tend to value the aesthetics of an area and the opportunities to recreate in such 
areas. Falls City should spend time and resources on the enhancement of biking 
trails, fishing opportunities, hiking, and nature viewing.  
 
Focusing on natural capital would also drive rural wealth creation in Falls City in 
a sustainable way. Past efforts utilized timber and logging as the primary 
economic driver and left the community a shell of its former self. Human capital is 
underutilized and there are few employment opportunities for local residents. 
Utilizing the surrounding ecosystem services would open a new economic 
channel for Falls City. Recreational activities would boost tourism, while also 
increasing tax revenue and creating jobs. Investing in ecosystem services, then, 
could also be viewed as investing in human capital. By shifting the focus away 
from natural resource extraction to ecosystem services will provide the 
community with greater stability in the form of greater employment opportunities, 
increased levels of income, improved economic diversity, and a reinvestment into 
the community.  
 
However, because Falls City has a strong sense of community, any changes to 
the existing infrastructure and community atmosphere needs to be handled with 
great care. Town meetings should be used as a forum to fully explain the benefits 
and to provide citizens with a forum to voice their concerns. Citizens need to be 
educated on the risks of doing nothing and how Falls City will follow a path 
towards resiliency. At this stage the options for Falls City are limited and the most 
logical path would be to develop a plan to increase the visibility of recreational 
activities in and around the community.  

 
Focus on Natural Amenities 

In many parts of Oregon, the timber industry has greatly declined due to 
governmental regulations, including Falls City.  As a part of natural capital, this 
has caused drastic changes in the economic structure of this community.  
Instead of continuing to use natural amenities for logging purposes, as has been 
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the practices of the past, a new frame work is needed to diversify rural 
community assets and move towards a more sustainable future (Weber & Chen, 
2012).   
 
For Falls City, this means investing in natural amenities such as eco-tourism of 
mountain biking, watershed restoration, and possible alternative energy from 
water sources.  Although I highlighted many weaknesses in lack of certain types 
of capital in Falls City, the New Natural Resource Economy framework highlights 
how by focusing on one area of wealth creation (natural capital), other areas of 
economic development can be strengthened (Hibbard & Lurie, 2011).   
 
In Falls City, I believe that by focusing on highlighting natural amenities, this area 
can grow in many areas of wealth creation.  If the community can create more 
access to the public to the river, then parks, festivals, and other attractions could 
be created.  This area could also become a great place for water sports such as 
kayaking, rafting, and paddle boarding.  Although the waterfall is accessible 
currently, there is little around the falls that make it a destination.  By placing 
amenities such as picnic tables, benches, and signage around this area, it may 
become more appealing to both tourists and locals.  The mountain bike area is 
known to be one of the best in the state and the nation, yet in my research, it did 
not seem very well utilized, despite these positive attributes.   
 
In improving the visibility and use of this area, it is important to engage the local 
community.  Often, youth and community members are financially hindered from 
participating in mountain biking opportunities.  By combining the strength of 
volunteerism in the area, local people could be engaged in maintaining the bike 
facilities and possibly being able to use bike equipment.  This could then lead to 
increased human and social capital.  Through proper marketing and intentional 
efforts to keep those individuals who use the bike area in Falls City, economic 
and social contributions can be gained.  In such a beautiful natural area, Falls 
City has the potential to utilize watershed areas and create wildlife habitats for 
the local animals.  This can be incorporated into marketing items about the 
environmental sustainability, as well as the history of the community.  These 
efforts to improve areas of natural capital will involve buy-in from the entire 
community and a strong future vision, but by improving natural capital, other 
areas of sustainability may also undergo positive change. 

 

Fruita, Colorado: Taking Advantage of the Natural Area 

It is often helpful to look at other cities who are taking positive measures to 
improve the sustainability of their community.  Fruita, Colorado, although it is 
larger than Falls City, has capitalized on many of the assets described in the 
earlier paragraph.  Fruita, a town of about 12,000 people sits in the Western 
Slope of Colorado next to the larger city of Grand Junction, Colorado.  Fruita 
gains most of their economic development through the promotion of their 
mountain biking areas, proximity to the Colorado National Monument, hiking 
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trails, and rafting.  The Fat Tire Festival is a three-day event that includes 
mountain biking races, live music, and a beer garden. 
 

They also capitalize on the historical story of Mike the Headless Chicken, who 
was a chicken that lived for 18 months after its head was cut off.  They even 
have a festival to celebrate this feat that involves local dances, carnivals, and 
craft booths.  In addition, Fruita is near Colorado’s dinosaur country and the 
Museum of Western Colorado’s Dinosaur Journey.  Although most of the actual 
dinosaur bones are many miles away from Fruita, this museum attracts many 
tourists.  Downtown Fruita features local coffee shops, organic produce stores, 
and well-known pizza and bakery restaurants.  The local Hot Tomato is very 
similar to the Bread Board. 
 
The suggestion here is not that Falls City become like Fruita, but this is one 
example of a community that has turned their natural environment and historical 
stories into economic opportunities.  More information can be found at 
www.gofruita.org or www.fruita.org.  

 
Outdoor Recreation 

I think there is a lot of potential in developing Falls City as an outdoorsman 
attraction spot. There are a lot of natural resources that provide opportunities for 
outdoor recreation.  In terms of external threats, bringing tourists in could bring a 
lot of economic development; however, it could also put a lot of extra stress on 
the community and the natural resources. There would need to be preservation 
and maintenance policies in place to ensure the upkeep and continued 
availability of the natural resources. Using the new natural resource economy 
framework, diversifying these natural resources to provide “consumption” rather 
than “production” could be important in creating more sustainable economic 
growth. A strength of the community is a strong presence of social organization, 
which could provide a foundation for volunteer mobilization. 

 

Destination Tourism 

In terms of developing visitor services and industry, the location of Falls City is 
ideal for a destination town. Capitalizing on the nature surrounding the town, 
Falls City needs to continue to develop mountain biking opportunities (including 
creating affordable dining and accommodation for bikers). It should also think 
about starting a Falls City triathlon or marathon coupled with a weekend arts 
festival to draw folks to stay overnight. This would necessitate the development 
of a small campground and bed and breakfast for out-of-towners as well as 
finding local bands that could play at the Bread Board for a dinnertime 
entertainment. Because Falls City is situated near towns with a large college-
aged population, developing recreation opportunities that are affordable and 
active is very important.  

http://www.gofruita.org/
http://www.fruita.org/
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Outdoor Recreation 

Outdoor recreations seems like a great opportunity because of the cross linkages 
between activities and amenities. In particular I think of camping facilities and 
supplies. The biggest threat to these activities that I foresee is land use, access 
and regulations. I am unclear how private lands are intermixed with state and 
federal land and what restrictions apply to each. I could foresee an effort to 
access a certain area, and then land use regulation change, preventing profitable 
activities. 
 
Drawing on the contextual framework outlined by Reimer (2006), I would argue 
that Falls City is well situated to grow an outdoor recreation industry given its 
relative location in the Willamette Valley. It is in close proximity to Salem and 
Corvallis and not out of reach for weekend trips from Portland or Eugene. It lies 
close enough to Dallas and Monmouth for potential institutional collaboration. 

 

Outreach and Networking 

The strategies in this section are interrelated and can be generally summarized 
as outreach and networking with organizations that have an interest in the 
opportunities that Falls City offers. 
Strategy Framework: 

1. Develop basic overview of Falls City opportunities; Valley of the Giants, 

Blackrock Trails, Local Waterfalls, Breadboard, annual events (circus, 

music, etc.) 

2. Identify regional outlets for advertisement.  This needs to be broad and 

across scales, from biking/hiking shops to the BRMBA to state tourism 

agencies. 

This is directly off the traveloregon.com website: 

“Falls City is a great little town. It’s got that off-the-beaten track, locals-only, 
undiscovered territory kind of charm. And since it’s so hush-hush, we currently 
don’t have any stories or activities for this little gem. We can tell you about towns 
nearby, but as for Falls City, we’re counting on you to go exploring and report 
back.” 

- This should read something like: 

“Falls City is a great little town. It has that mix of small town charm and world 
class recreation that make it an Oregon gem.  With access to the biggest old-
growth trees in the Oregon Coast Range, the namesake “falls” and expertly 
developed and maintained single-track mountain biking trails with a host of 
technical features there is something for everyone. No trip to falls city would be 
complete without a stop at The Breadboard for some local brick-oven pizza.” 
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3. There needs to be a published guide to the Valley of the Giants.  Calling 

the BLM for driving directions is archaic in an age of instant access digital 

information.  

a. Turn on a GPS, track the road out to the grove, post it on Google 

earth or any number of sites for easy access by the public with high 

quality photos and a general description and guide to the grove. 

4. Make a campaign out of “Save the Falls.” Falls City can’t afford to lose its 

natural capital since that is its greatest asset and either through mediation 

with the land owners or a grass roots campaign. Some sort of agreement 

for public access to the Falls and the pool below them needs to be 

reached. 

5. A concerted effort to partner with the BRMBA needs to be made.  Falls 

City is basically the place you need to drive through on their website, and 

the place where you can order in a pizza on the way out.  The city should 

offer to help organize weekend long events with the association. 

6. The Bread Board would be a perfect venue to host events and publicize 

them.  It has essentially priced out the locals for the food but with free 

shows it could offer the environment and opportunity for locals and visitors 

to be catered to and to intermingle. People are driving from the cities to 

eat here and with a little extra effort they might be willing to stay for an 

evening. 

Falls City is an interesting case for examining rural wealth creation.  By all 
appearances it is ripe for capitalizing on middle class America’s fascination with 
amenity rich communities and bucolic American towns and yet it has found itself 
stagnating.  Characterized by its unemployment, declining budget and an 
approach to community management that seems more engaged in triage then 
opportunity development, it has not successfully capitalized on what appear to be 
its strongest assets.  Falls City must evolve if it is going to survive and flourish as 
a community. The New Natural Resource Economy presented by Hibbard and 
Lurie (2011) provides an ideal model with which to frame the opportunities that 
Falls City should aim to capitalize on.  
 
The biggest gap between the current situation and Falls City’s ability to capitalize 
on these opportunities appears to be a lack of outreach on the part of the 
community.  With world class mountain bike trails, the biggest trees in Oregon’s 
coast range, and a river with clean rock for climbing as well as a fairly popular 
and relatively safe swimming hole, the community has access to an incredible 
diversity and quality of outdoor amenities for the casual to technical outdoor 
enthusiast.  Many communities have an equally impressive collection of 
amenities, but Falls City is located within day-trip range of the three largest 
population centers in the state; Portland, Salem and Eugene. They also have a 
considerable amount of established infrastructure with roads accessing the 
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Valley of the Giants on the BLM land, and a very active association developing 
and maintaining the Blackrock trails.   
 
All of this goes to waste without an established social and institutional network.  
Falls City needs to makes its presence known within the Willamette Valley.  
There is already a population that seeks out the types of opportunities available 
in Falls City, but if they don’t know they exist they aren’t going to make the effort 
to find them in an “end of the road” town. The most valuable effort the city could 
make at this point would be to partner with organization within these population 
centers to promote the available opportunities in or near the community.  This 
would require little additional infrastructure yet would create opportunities for 
value added businesses such as restaurants, crafts, and other novelty stores that 
could hold visitors during visits in the community and give them an opportunity to 
stimulate the local economy. 
 
Realistically, there are numerous challenges to being able to successfully 
develop these opportunities.  Generational poverty has created a sense of 
momentum behind many welfare programs that would be hard to break. 
Education is in flux but appears to be declining as community leaders search for 
new sources of revenue to maintain the public schools and create opportunities 
that produce competitive students but also encourage them to invest their talents 
locally.  And without a cohesive vision and community buy in on that vision, it is 
unlikely that the community will be able to muster the capital, both human and 
financial, to reasonably afford the risk inherent in attempting to reorganize capital 
in a new and more dynamic system.   Still, I think that all the right pieces are in 
place for Falls City to make the change and the biggest challenge at this point is 
in reaching out to find the partners that will make the subsequent steps possible. 

 

Additional Opportunities  

Bus services 

There is a great proportion of the population that commutes to work. One idea is 
to provide a service that facilitates the transportation among towns and major 
cities, provides jobs and ensures a better work quality when people need to drive 
less. It can be a cooperative owned business, where the routes are traced 
according the necessities of the community that need to commute. A first step 
would be to identify local and outside funding sources. 

 

Educational Outreach 

There is a high level of participation in the high school among the young 
population in town that may see few opportunities to continue a career. A 
network to provide funding to assist with technical schools, community college or 
state college should be encourage by the networking among professors, 
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instructors, students and scholarship agencies. This will keep alive the desire of 
looking for a more stable source of income. Participation between the Oregon 
Education System and the town should be initiated.  

 

Community Enrichment Classes 

In terms of developing in-town skills and capacity, Barbara is onto something with 
her community enrichment courses that train community members in certain 
artisan classes. Developing these further could lead to a possible local artisan 
industry, which has potential to snowball into weekend festivals and regional 
specialty products and services as well as possible artisan retreats. Training local 
community members via apprenticeship programs is a way to equip citizens in 
specialty trades that will allow them to fill niche markets.  The high school also 
needs to continue to create opportunities for students via their streamside 
restoration projects and their building projects (restrooms) that empower students 
to learn valuable skills in the sciences.  
 

Spirit Mountain Community Fund Support for Educational Volunteers 
 

The attachment uses the “wealth creation” framework developed at the USDA 
Economic Research Service to outline how a grant from the Spirit Mountain 
Community Fund could support an after-school program in Falls City.  
 
This framework is explained in the publication by John Pender, , 
and Richard Reeder. Rural Wealth Creation: Concepts, Strategies and 
Measures. ERR-131, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research 
Service. March 2012. Available online: http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-
economic-research-report/err131.aspx#.UbCbKOAyQaU  

 
 
 
  

http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economic-research-report/err131.aspx#.UbCbKOAyQaU
http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economic-research-report/err131.aspx#.UbCbKOAyQaU
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Conceptual Framework for Rural Wealth Creation in Falls City, OR 

Expanding the Capacity of The Volunteer Work Force in Education 

by drawing on the Spirit Mountain Community Fund (SMCF) 

 

 
Economic/Institutional/Policy Context 

 “The fabric of volunteerism overlays itself in different material ways [throughout Falls City, OR]” 
(Amber Mathiesen) 

 The school serves as the center of town 

 Volunteerism is necessary for youth because there are only small pool of people that can meet in 
town during the day-time, week-day, after school 

 SMCF available to Polk County for funding governmental agencies, non-profit small grant ($5K for 
budgets under $250K) or large grant (for budgets over $250K) 

 

Local Actors 
 Two parent groups at school 

 Mayor (runs afterschool 
program) 

 Library sustained in part by 
volunteer workforce 

 

Actor’s Decisions 
 No school on Fridays 

 Fund a special education 
teacher full-time to respond 
to higher-than avg ratio of 
special needs students 

 After school program for 
students 

 Apply to SMCF for after school 
program 

 

Outcomes 
 SOCIAL  decrease effect  of generational 

poverty in community by focused support of 
youth in school, measurable outcomes can 
include number of youth that participate in 
after school program, number of community 
projects undertaken,  survey of post-secondary 
plans 

 ECONOMIC  develop infrastructure of After 
School Program to include more community 
members by using SMCF to fund training for 
volunteers in schools regarding place-based 
learning; develop communication network, etc 

 ENVIRONMENTAL  Utilize place-based learning 
within after-school program to have students 
take ownership over small community projects 

 

Local Wealth 
 Human & Cultural Capital  

Volunteerism is a valued 
community characteristic 
instilled at a young age in 
community group 
(example:youth fund 
raised to build outdoor 
basketball court for 
community) 

 Financial Capital SMCF 
may be available to Falls 
City After School Program 

 


