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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

is case study describes how a struggling rural region
in Illinois overcame years of socioeconomic decline by
using collaboration and broadband connectivity to help
them compete in the 21st Century global economy.
e approach used in this region, called the VE Journey,
has been employed successfully in a number of other
rural regions throughout the country and the lessons
learned here can be used to achieve similar results
elsewhere.
With the collapse of the coal mining industry, the 20
largely rural counties comprising Southern Illinois (SI)
had experienced decades of declining socioeconomic
conditions. e area suﬀered from a sense of despair
and a divisive mindset that prevented it from
developing innovative solutions that took advantage of
its many unique resources. Silo-vision, limited
broadband connectivity, insuﬃcient visionary leadership
and youth brain drain all combined to make it diﬃcult
to compete in the new global, knowledge-based
economy of the 21st Century, where competitors were
no longer neighboring counties or states but the world
at large. Further, many residents had become cynical
and too willing to accept mediocrity after years of failed
initiatives.
at mindset began to change in 2004, when ViTAL
Economy (VE), an organization that has successfully
employed a unique approach to rural economic
development in many other regions, began an
engagement with Southern Illinois Coal Belt Champion
Communities, Inc., which served portions of three
counties in SI. With VE’s support, the region
recognized how urgent its situation was and began to
look at ways to work collaboratively to address critical
issues, such as limited broadband coverage and
imbalanced healthcare delivery, by leveraging its unique
resources and assets.
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By 2006, regional leaders created what ultimately
became Connect Southern Illinois (Connect SI), an
independent convener that fosters collaborative
initiatives in the 20 southernmost counties of Illinois.
Connect SI is the first regional community economic
development (CED) initiative to unify this 20-county
region around a consistent, measurable CED strategy
with a set of common goals. With a new mindset and
structure in place to support collaboration, in five years
the region has made great strides. It has met its goals to
expand broadband (BB) penetration and usage; improve
healthcare access, delivery, jobs and wages; reduce
chronic disease; promote youth leadership and
retention; and improve tourism and sustainability.
In the first five years, BB coverage in SI increased from
25% to 75% and BB adoption from 12% to 45% of
adults, enabled by $175 million private & public sector
investments in new broadband infrastructure. Over
$100 million in annual healthcare spending lost
annually to neighboring states has been recovered,
which has dramatically improved access to specialty
health services. By working cooperatively, the region
also enhanced its ability to attract private investment,
grant funding, and entrepreneurs. As a result, it has
gone from being an ignored region of the state to a
model of regional collaboration for other areas of
Illinois and beyond. is case study examines the factors
behind this success and the remaining challenges that
continue to be faced by Sl.
Cover Photo Credits: Daniel Schwen

CONNECTING SOUTHERN ILLINOIS: How Collaboration and Broadband Connectivity Are Creating Prosperity and Hope | 07.2012

3

A CLIMATE OF DESPAIR
IN SOUTHERN ILLINOIS

Southern Illinois (SI), composed of twenty counties
with a population of nearly 425,000, is one of the state’s
most diverse geographic regions. From towering cliﬀs to
limestone-rich valleys, forests and soybean, wheat and
corn crops, the region is blessed with many natural
resources. An excellent network of highways, higher
education institutions and healthcare facilities also
serves it.
However, by the turn of the century, fueled in part by
the collapse of coal and other traditional resource
industries, the region had slower population growth, a
higher median age, nearly 40% lower regional wage
rates, and much lower value of exports as a percentage
of the regional economy than the state of Illinois as a
whole. It led the state in 15 out of 18 poverty
indicators. With a small percentage of the state’s
population and wage base, the region tended to be
ignored, if not forgotten, by the rest of Illinois.
Moreover, like many rural economies, SI tended to be
territorial and competitive. Many of its leaders suﬀered
from silo-based thinking that prevented them from
envisioning that they could work together to grow their
resources in the global economy. Instead, institutions,
political jurisdictions and individuals in SI focused on
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competing with each other and perceived that one
person’s loss was another’s gain in an economy of
diminishing resources. ey saw the SI economy as a
zero sum game.
In a [2007] television interview, Dr. Glenn Poshard,
president, Southern Illinois University (SIU), reflected
back on that time: “We have the resources here to do
better. What we haven’t displayed is the ability to have
community - to break down the artificial barriers
dividing us. We were very protective of our own turf.
Until you get the sense that you’re a unified region
moving forward together, these barriers will keep you
from succeeding. at’s the reason all of these separate
things have never come together to improve our
economy and our quality of life. We have that chance
now.”
A number of economic development initiatives had
been tried over the past decades, but had failed to
produce sustainable improvements. As a result, leaders
and residents tended to be cynical about new
development eﬀorts and suspicious of neighboring
counties and states.
What was missing, according to ViTAL Economy (VE)
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President Frank Knott, was a deep sense of urgency
across the region to drive change. VE is a national social
enterprise that has helped transform distressed rural
economies throughout the world. As one of the regional
leaders stated in a 2006 interview, “Until everyone
involved sees and believes that this eﬀort is the most
important initiative that Southern Illinois has ever
undertaken, it will be relegated to a hobby that folks do
in their spare time.”

“We have the resources here to
do better. What we haven’t
displayed is the ability to have
community…We have that chance
now.”
– Dr. Glenn Poshard

Regional leaders saw that it was time to say ‘enough is
enough.’ With the help of VE’s structured and
replicable process, called the VE Journey, they realized
that the opportunity was theirs to seize.
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SOUTHERN ILLINOIS
DECIDES TO
TAKE ACTION

A. A CONVERGENGE OF INITIATIVES
e move for SI to become a more collaborative and
more successful region did not happen overnight. In
2001, a collection of communities in three SI counties
formed a nonprofit alliance now known as the Southern
Illinois Coal Belt Champion Communities (SICBCC).
SICBCC focused on economic and community
development in the three counties of Williamson, Perry
and Franklin.
In 2003, SICBCC and Illinois Rural Partners sought
VE’s help in realizing their vision of a stronger BBconnected economy for those three counties, and
engaged VE to conduct a study of the three-county area
in 2004. Among other conclusions, the study found
that the area lacked a collaborative mindset and
suﬃcient BB infrastructure to execute a regional
economic development plan. VE outlined a series of
recommendations that would expand support for a VE
Journey, so that a suﬃcient critical mass of regional
leaders could be organized to support such an eﬀort.
Over the next few years, VE conducted a number of
awareness seminars that helped to expand SICBCC’s
vision to include 17 counties in SI. In May 2005, over
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200 leaders came together to envision the value of
forming a collaboratively led, region-wide approach to
transforming the SI regional economy. Other factors
were also converging to set the stage for change. e
region’s business newspaper, the Southern Business
Journal, sponsored a “One Region - One Vision”
initiative that brought together hundreds of the region’s
leaders each year to challenge them to start thinking as a
region. e Southern Region of DCEO (Illinois
Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity)
and SIU also were working to improve collaboration
and investment in the area. e region was ready to
hear Mr. Knott’s message that collaboration among
formerly competing entities, combined with a BB-based
development strategy and funded by a combination of
public and private funds, could help launch the region
into a new era of prosperity.
B. CONNECT SI BECOMES A CRITICAL
NEUTRAL CONVENER
Connect SI was launched in January 2006 with a
$50,000 challenge grant from USDA Rural
Development. VE was selected through a competitive
bid process to facilitate and guide the development of
Connect SI. A collaborative funding goal of $250,000,
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not including state or federal grants, was set by the
founders of Connect SI and VE to demonstrate the
region’s ability to collaborate by putting their own ‘skin
in the game.’ By June 2006, collaborative funding
commitments of over $400,000 had been received,
which was then matched by DCEO through SIU.
Connect SI had now expanded support for its eﬀorts to
over 450 regional leaders.
Dr. Poshard recognized the unique opportunity for
change that was represented by Connect SI. Unlike
other initiatives that had come and gone before,
Connect SI had worked hard to leverage the work of
existing entities, which might otherwise have seen it as
potential competition. President Poshard oﬀered to host
Connect SI under the auspices of the Oﬃce of the
President of SIU and to chair its Board of Advisors.
In a June 2006 interview with the Southern Business
Journal, Dr. Poshard said, “e University is proud to
be taking a leadership role with Connect SI. We
volunteered to do this because it is the most important
economic development project I’ve seen in my lifetime
in Southern Illinois. Connect SI is the very essence of
regional cooperation.”
One of the most important actions the region took,
with VE’s guidance, was using the four existing regional
planning commissions (Greater Egypt, Southern Five,
Southeastern and Greater Wabash) as the natural
geographic and administrative frameworks for
managing Connect SI at the sub-regional level. It
quickly grew into a multi-million dollar, non-profit, 17county initiative and later a 20-county initiative.
Connect SI developed shared tools to support economic
development eﬀorts within the entire region, including
unique economic models of the region and shared data
base and GIS mapping systems accessed through an
online portal. Information about these economic
models and databases are available at
http://www.connectsi.us/tools.htm
Connect SI’s initial focus was the development of a
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CED strategy based on providing all 20 counties with a
widely available BB infrastructure to grow a robust
knowledge economy. Its second focus was on improving
access to quality healthcare that would provide a
suﬃcient quality of life to attract and retain knowledgebased work and workers. It organized two private
sector-led communities of interest (COI) for healthcare
and network providers to oversee these eﬀorts, which
became the foundation of the Connect SI strategy for
regional economic growth.
In March 2006, Rex Duncan, the volunteer president of
Connect SI and an employee of SIU, became Connect
SI’s first full-time executive director. At the time of his
appointment, Mr. Duncan reflected, “Southern
Illinoisans are coming to realize that promoting the
region as a whole is much wiser than promoting a single
town, city or county. We have to work together to be
successful.”
With the region’s new sense of urgency and a neutral
entity to serve as an agent of change, VE believed the
time was right to launch its Readiness Assessment (RA).
e RA is a 360° review of an economic region from
two perspectives: first, internal opinions and
impressions and secondly, a VE outside-in perspective
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based upon years of experience and research in other
rural communities. According to Mr. Knott, “e job of
the RA is to provide leaders with a mirror that reflects
what their constituents are thinking and saying, and
determine if the ingredients for positive change are in
place.”
e RA was conducted from October 2006 to
November 2007. e assessment involved more than
200 interviews with nearly 1000 business, public sector,
labor union, community and nonprofit leaders in SI, as
well as a review of more than 200 studies of the local
economy. Its findings identified that the region had
higher-than-average rates of poverty across most
measures and as a region led the state in per capita
poverty–findings that shocked many in the region.
Additional key challenges and opportunities identified
by the RA were:
Challenges
• Willingness to accept mediocrity and insuﬃcient
collaboration
• Youth brain drain
• Limited BB access and participation in the global
economy
• Continued focus on traditional economic sectors
in decline
• Public policy that inhibited collaborative and
innovative economic strategies
• Over-dependence on government jobs, under 50%
of jobs in the private sector
Opportunities
• Prime location with access to nearly 11M
consumers
• $17.6B economy — equivalent to a major metroarea
• Excellent transportation, healthcare, higher

© Vital Economy, Inc., All Rights Reserved.

7

education infrastructure
• National forest and numerous tourist attractions
• Extensive mineral, agricultural, energy and
environmental assets
• Innovative companies/entrepreneurial spirit
e RA concluded that SI had excellent resources (some
of the best VE had seen in its many years of working
with rural regions) that were a good fit with existing
global and national market trends. However, the region
was failing to capitalize on these resources, in large part
because they were weighed down by their mindset that
was creating a “climate of limited opportunity.” VE
calculated that, with a shift in mindset and economic
development eﬀorts to ones more in keeping with 21st
Century realities, the region could increase high-wage
jobs, GDP, and tax revenue, while decreasing poverty
rates.
A critical step in shifting this mindset was the strategic
decision to integrate the management of Connect SI
with ManTraCon Corp, the administrative entity for
the Southern Illinois WIA Board. is initiated a major
shift away from silo thinking and demonstrated by
example Connect SI’s core message of leveraging rather
than duplicating existing limited assets to transform the
SI economy. Under the leadership of Rex Duncan and
Kathy Lively, CEO of ManTraCon, Connect SI became
one of the first regions in the U.S. to connect workforce
and economic development into one collaborative
regional team.
Ms. Lively continually points out that the goals of the
workforce board (WIB) are in alignment with the work
of Connect SI. “Connect SI has benefitted from the
partnerships in place due to WIB involvement and our
regional WIB has benefitted from the economic
development expertise brought to the region through
Connect SI,” she observes. “Good people who love their
region are joining hands throughout the twenty
counties. eir work is supported by research and data,
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creating a powerful combination that is moving
Southern Illinois to a more prosperous future. We’re
committed to continue the combined eﬀorts of the
WIB and Connect SI.”
e RA, which delivered a number of diﬃcult messages,
initially was not well received by some leaders. Yet it
served as a catalyst for developing a sense of urgency for
change and energized some leaders, like Mr. Duncan.
He remarked, “We were determined that we could help
make collaboration happen. VE’s process was perfect to
build collaboration, as it was results-oriented and had
the necessary tools in place.”
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2001 SICBBC formed in three counties
2003 SICBBC learned about VE Journey at
Illinois Rural Partners Conference
2004 SICBBC engaged VE to determine SI
readiness
2005 Southern Business Journal launched One
Region- One Vision
2005 Leaders of 17 SI counties committed to
need for VE Journey
2006 Connect SI launched by SICBCC under
leadership of Rex Duncan

Mr. Knott observed, “When we came in, people were
primed for collaboration but they didn’t have a vehicle
to make it happen. We knew we had to build a people
network, not just put structures in place. e region
also had to learn they could grow the economic pie
rather than fight over a limited pie. Many initiatives hire
a consultant that leaves after giving a report. But you
have to have consistent support over a number of years
to make it work. An outside entity like VE can become
the necessary foil.”

2006 Collaborative funding goals met & SIU
committed to lead Connect SI

C. SOUTHERN ILLINOIS TAKES STEPS TO
SUCCESS

2009 SIONI launched, Healthcare COI received
national attention & grants

Successful transformation of the Southern Illinois
economy was not going to result from adoption of a
traditional economic development strategy. As described
earlier in this case study, significant changes in the
alignment of and collaboration among regional nonprofit and public sector bodies was critical. Just as
important was the transformation of the attitudes and
perceptions of SI citizens, so that they could envision
the real potential of the region. Only then would they
be willing and able to develop the capacity to
collaborate on a measurable, results-oriented and
action-driven VE Journey. Summarized on this page is a
timeline of the necessary steps Southern Illinois leaders
took to get the region to champion Connect SI.
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2007 Healthcare and Network Provider COI
accomplished major goals
2007 Alignment of Connect SI, Regional
Planning Commissions & ManTraCon
2008 Connect SI multi-year vision, strategy &
goals adopted
2008 Lead SI Launched

2008 Lead SI Launched
2009 $30 million in BB investments completed
2010 Connect SI launched First Sustainability
Expo
2010 Connect SI region receives $100 million in
ARRA BB investments – Clearwave
2010 Communications and Shawnee
Communications
2011 Escape Locally.com launched & Learning
Lab grants announced
2011 $65 million in additional BB investments by
Frontier Communications and Wabash Telephone
Cooperative
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Terry Bruce, president of Eastern Illinois Community
College System, commented, “VE showed regional
leaders how consistency and continuity of focus by a
core group of leaders looking at the future could enable
us to accomplish significant measurable goals.”
Leaders at the regional and COI levels were able to
adopt proven processes and tools provided by VE to
create a variety of asset-based development strategies,
which enabled the accomplishment of the key
milestones outlined above. e VE Journey promoted
capacity building of regional and local leaders and the
development of the region’s digital readiness in a climate
of collaboration, innovation and entrepreneurship
across all aspects of the SI economy. Woody orne, VP
of Community Aﬀairs for Southern Illinois Healthcare,
stated, “Connect SI has made a critical diﬀerence in
building, furthering and hardwiring collaborative
relationships across the region, which enable us to make
decisions never before possible.”
Most of Connect SI’s key accomplishments are the
result of its focus around the COIs listed below, which
built an improved foundation for broader economic
growth:
• Healthcare COI (hospitals, community health
clinics and specialty clinics)
• Regional COIs (regional community and
economic developers)
• Network Provider COI (regional network
providers)
“Midwest pragmatism led us to focus on what we could
actually get done,” observed Mr. Duncan. ‘We needed
to pick and choose from our initial strategic goals to
determine what could be done given financial and time
constraints. Some of our initial goals may have
overreached, but by accomplishing a number of these
stretch goals, we’ve successfully become a catalyst for
change.”
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BECOMING A REGIONAL
GATEWAY TO
AMERICA’S HEARTLAND
What the Southern Illinois Region
Achieved in Five Years

In the five short years since Connect SI set its initial
goals, the SI region has achieved much. While the
eﬀorts of many individuals and entities were necessary
to achieve these successes, Connect SI has served its
intended role as a collaborative and neutral convener of
groups in the region. e key areas of success include
achievements in BB, healthcare, and quality of life
(youth leadership development, sustainable agriculture
and tourism). Highlights of these early successes follow.
A. BROADBAND ACCOMPLISHMENTS
e Connect SI Network Provider (NP) COI
accomplished its 2011 goals by transitioning the region’s
BB providers from being chiefly self-focused on
becoming competitors that worked together to grow the
market. ey were committed to working with their
regional customers to build a digital-ready economy
where business growth did not depend only on stealing
market share from their competitors. e results are
clear and measurable:
• BB coverage expanded from 25% to 75% of the
region
• Customer adoption of BB services increased from
12% to 45%
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• e private sector invested over $75 million in BB
infrastructure by 2011
• Fifty-ree plus central oﬃces were upgraded to
BB service
• Twenty plus towns received new BB cable or fixed
wireless investments
• $100 million of ARRA BB investments were
awarded to regional providers
• Connect SI became a leader in digital-enabled
healthcare networks
• Digital-ready Connect SI began attracting digital
economy businesses
e NP COI grew into a team of providers that, while
still competing, committed to unprecedented levels of
cooperation and infrastructure investment in the
redevelopment of Southern Illinois.
VE helped SI regional leaders understand the critical
role that being connected to the global economy plays
in rural economic development. It helped Connect SI
and the many network providers identify the true
demand for BB and then collaborate to meet that
demand. As of late 2011, over 20 network providers
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service? Connect SI’s role is to tell people that
broadband is a necessity that’s as basic as electricity was
back when I was a boy.”
As a result of the NP COI’s eﬀorts and other initiatives,
the region achieved Connect SI’s ambitious goals and
continued to expand high speed BB. Household
coverage increased from 25% in 2006 to 75% in 2011,
while the BB adoption rate increased from 12% to 45%
in that same time - on target with Connect SI’s goals for
2012. Much of these gains were achieved without
federal dollars.
participated in the NP COI.
In order to achieve BB success, providers had to have an
improved method for determining true demand and
consumers had to be educated about the critical
importance of BB for surviving in the global, connected
economy. Mr. Duncan noted, “Many people were
desperate for BB access and asked us how they could get
it. at evolved into our ‘I Want My BB’ (IWMBB)
program, where citizens and businesses can
communicate directly with the network providers. e
information goes into an online database linked to GIS
maps (http://iwantmybroadband.com/connectsi/) that
the providers can use to map requests. It provides a rich
illustration of the true aggregated (rather than
individual customer) demand picture.”

Cary Minnis, executive director, Greater Egypt
Planning Commission, credits Connect SI as playing a
critical role. “Without Connect SI, Clearwave
Communications would not have invested the way they
did,” he remarked.
“One of the most important changes that happened
with Connect SI’s help was the Clearwave $90 million

e second part of this program involved a joint NP
COI and Connect SI eﬀort to educate SI citizens and
businesses about the value of using BB to change the
way the region lives, works, learns, plays, governs and
competes. is knowledge enhances the demand for
services, which leads to greater investment from the
network providers.

fiber network that is going in the ground,” concurred
Bryce Cramer, a founder of Connect SI and manager,
District Oﬃce and Member Services, Egyptian Electric.
“When that’s connected, it will make broadband even
more aﬀordable and accessible.”

Alan Eddington, board member, Village of Cobden,
observed, “I compare the need for broadband to the
availability of electricity 75 years ago - why isn’t it just
taken for granted that we have reliable, fast internet

Further, the BB investment led to renewed business
investment in the area. Deno Perdiou, ATT director of
regulatory and external aﬀairs, IL, was involved with the
NP COI from the beginning. He said, “Connect SI
made two key contributions. One, it was a planned
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economic development eﬀort that recognized the
economic strengths and potential of the region. Two, it
helped leaders recognize that broadband can be a key
tool to develop business opportunities. Connect SI
wasn’t trying to beat the network providers over the
head–they gave us an opportunity to discuss broadband
issues together.”
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4) Improve SI healthcare access
Underlying these goals was the need to keep more
patient spending on healthcare in the region, both to
enhance revenues and to improve healthcare delivery.
e impact of accomplishing these goals is reflected in
the graphic below:

B. HEALTHCARE ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Improving healthcare is a second critical component of
socioeconomic development in any area, especially in
rural economies where the population tends to be
poorer, sicker and older than in urban and suburban
areas. Healthcare, which is the single largest segment of
the U.S. economy, is critical to attract new companies
and provides high wage jobs for local workers. However,
in SI, healthcare entities were focused on competing
with each other, not addressing issues as a system that
would improve health and prevent an outmigration of
patients.
e Healthcare (HC) COI identified a number of
major health issues that were holding back economic
development and a better life in SI, including a nursing
shortage, a county-based, territorial healthcare
transportation system and a high rate of chronic diseases
such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes. ey then
set goals and established action plans to address these
issues.
“We used outcomes methodology to focus on three
areas we felt would most improve the region’s health
status,” said Woody orne, a key participant in the
HC COI and VP of community aﬀairs, Southern
Illinois Hospital (SIH), the largest health system in the
area. e areas they focused on were:
1) Improve the SI healthcare workforce
2) Improve SI healthcare IT and health information
exchange
3) Improve SI health outcomes
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In order to garner support for these goals and related
strategies and action plans, it was critical that the region
understand the impact of healthcare on the regional
economy. Connect SI invested in a healthcare economic
model, which for the first time enabled healthcare
providers at all levels of the healthcare value chain to
understand the dimensions and metrics of their
industry. is information was also critical for policy
and decision makers in local and state government, who
heretofore viewed healthcare as a social service rather
than a growth sector of the regional economy. e
healthcare economic model documented the following:
• SI healthcare employed over 22,000 people
• Healthcare was the third largest employer in the
region
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• 25% of patient admissions, 33% of patient days
and 37% of charges were leaving the region - a
significant economic loss that contributed to
reduced access to healthcare services
• 74% of payments to SI hospitals came from
Medicare or Medicaid
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vacancies.”
In late 2011, the Southern Illinois Delta Regional
Simulation and Learning Lab at John A. Logan College
(JALC) was awarded a $519,924 USDA Rural Utilities
grant through the Connect SI Foundation. e lab is an
initiative led by SIH through a health collaboration

• e industry faced a shortage of 7,000+ skilled
workers in the next five years
e HC COI was organized to address these economic
and healthcare issues. In just five years, the SI region
made great strides towards its goals, with key successes
as noted below.
1) Healthcare Training: SIONI and Regional
Simulation Lab
SIONI (Southern Illinois Online Nursing Instruction)
was launched in 2009 with a threefold mission:
1. To increase the number of qualified RNs who
remained to work in the area
2. To provide an online method to educate nurses
3. To help community colleges share resources such
as instructors and equipment
As Ms. Lively, who became the second executive
director of Connect SI, explained, “SIONI is a perfect
example of how a collaborative environment can
provide an opportunity to craft solutions. It oﬀers a
hybrid online curriculum from more than six training
institutions so that LPNs can get high-speed Internet
access at home to complete their RN degree. In a short
time, we’ve had more than 30 graduates.”
Carol Belt, former director of Nursing at Shawnee
College and SIONI program director, said, “e RA
identified over 7500 job openings in SI that were
clogged by the lack of nursing teachers. Connect SI
brought colleges together to create more nursing
instructors by creating more online master’s degree
programs. at enables us to train more nurses and fill
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facilitated by Connect SI. As a result of this award,
mannequins, beds, computers and scenarios are being
added to nurse training programs to ensure students at
each participating college have access to an up-to-date
simulation-training lab. is enables about 4.500 SI
students to learn and practice advanced techniques for
critical patient interventions either on-site or online.
Photo Credits: Carolina K. Smith, M.D.

2) Healthcare Information Exchange (HIE)
To improve care by sharing important patient data
among providers, the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act (ARRA) legislation in 2009
mandated the creation of HIEs. In March of 2009,
healthcare providers throughout Southern Illinois, in
partnership with Connect SI, initiated a planning
process for a regional HIE system in the 31
southernmost counties of Illinois. is resulted in the
creation of the Health Information Exchange of
Southern Illinois (HIESI).
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HIESI utilizes full-functioning electronic health record
systems that take advantage of shared information to
improve the quality of healthcare for residents
throughout SI. Connect SI was chosen to lead the way
in SI because of its success in advancing investments in
BB infrastructure and its role as a respected,
collaborative convener of regional leaders. To learn more
about HIESI, visit

http://www.connectsi.us/healthcare_hie.htm.
As Mr. Minnis explained, “We’ve had a lot success
bringing people together to work on issues in a true
‘spider web of collaboration.’ Connect SI led the HIE
planning eﬀort as a neutral party.” Competing
healthcare interests throughout the 30-county area
viewed Connect SI Foundation as the neutral convener
that could drive SI to an HIE solution.
“We decided it was too expensive to build a stand-alone
HIE,” explained Ms. Lively. “As a result of our work,
SIH created their own network and signed a contract
with the Illinois Critical Access Hospital Network
(ICAHN) of hospitals and behavioral health providers.
“We’ve brought hospitals and medical facilities that
traditionally competed to the same table,” Mr. Cramer
commented.” Our big challenge is to keep people in SI,
not compete with the facility next door.”
3) Healthy SI: Reducing Chronic Disease
“Our region is characterized by high rates of chronic
disease,” noted Mr. orne. “We organized our public
health departments into a network called Healthy SI
that works with many health providers to address
chronic disease in the region.” e primary goal of
Healthy SI is to work together to create and improve
existing cardiovascular disease prevention programs in
the lower sixteen counties of Illinois, whose residents
have a 40% higher rate of death from coronary disease
than the rest of the state.
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Mr. orne continued, “We’re spreading our eﬀorts to
childcare centers and churches, and freezing locally
grown fruits and vegetables for kids. As a result of these
eﬀorts, we’re getting attention and a substantial piece of
the $5M Community Transformation Grant.”

“Connect SI has brought
everyone together, where before,
people were working in silos.”
– Bob Mees, president, JALC

e region also participated in the national Coordinated
Approach to Children’s Health (CATCH) program,
which includes educating children in 53 elementary
schools about the causes of obesity and improving
school nutrition and physical education programs. Early
accomplishments included significant increases in the
amount of moderate to vigorous activity during
elementary school physical education classes
4) Healthcare –Rural Medicine Transportation
Network
Prior to Connect SI, healthcare transportation was
limited, highly fragmented and competitive. e
problems in this sector were reinforced by ambulance
taxing districts that were unrelated to public safety or
municipal districts. Each ambulance had to stop at its
district line and transfer a patient to the next district’s
emergency transport system. As Connect SI was
launched, the SIU Center for Rural Health was awarded
a major grant to establish a Rural Medical
Transportation Network (RMTN) to develop
articulation strategies and agreements among
ambulance districts and hospitals. As a result, patients
now receive uninterrupted transport to emergency
healthcare across ambulance district lines.
Kim Sanders, director, SIU Center for Rural Health,
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said, “Counties are assisting each other and increasing
access to resources. Some of the more rural counties
have increased their number of rigs and trained staﬀ.
We’re also strengthening the EMS infrastructure,
including a series of training sessions for more than 350
EMS students in central and southern Illinois.”

revenue. is creates more jobs and improves quality of
life.” Mr. orne concurred, noting, “e outmigration
of cardiology and oncology referrals has decreased about
20%. As a result, high quality specialists have been
recruited and more patients are staying in Southern
Illinois.”

Other initiatives are underway, including improving
non-emergency transport to lessen the inappropriate use
of emergency transport. According to Rex Duncan, now
the president of the Connect SI Foundation, “e
collaborative environment developed by Connect SI
certainly created a strong model across the region,
which improved the opportunity for success of the
RMTN”.

C. LIFESTYLE ACCOMPLISHMENTS:
Leadership, Sustainable Living and Tourism

5) Reducing Patient Exodus
e RA discovered that a large percentage of patients
needing specialized medical care were being referred out
of the region into neighboring areas and states. e
Healthcare COI, assisted by the VE research team,
developed a detailed analysis of annual healthcare
spending by residents of the 20-county region. ey
found that approximately 20% of $4 billion in annual
expenditures were being captured by neighboring states.
Mr. Knott noted, “As a result of the HC COI’s eﬀorts,
SI has recaptured about 25% of cardiology and
oncology dollars and about $100M in annual healthcare
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Connect SI was also involved in a variety of other
initiatives to begin tackling issues identified by the
Readiness Assessment, including preventing youth brain
drain and taking advantage of the region’s tremendous
natural resources. Notable among these early
accomplishments were developing a youth leadership
program; using BB to help promote wineries, Beds &
Breakfasts and local forests and parks; and supporting
an annual Sustainable Living Expo.
1. Youth Leadership–LEAD SI
During its extensive interview process, VE found that SI
youth did not believe suﬃcient opportunities were
available in the region, but hoped to be able to live,
work, and raise their families locally.
Ron Barger, a native southern Illinoisan and now a
successful attorney in Texas, decided it was time to do
something about this problem. In 2008, he and two
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other high school classmates helped launch Lead SI, a
youth engagement strategy designed to foster a deeper
appreciation of the region by engaging them in peer
networking and teaching them important collaborative
leadership and community development skills.
Lead SI was designed to ensure a sustainable supply of
homegrown young leaders who understand the
challenges of leadership and who have the regional
interpersonal and institutional knowledge from which
to leverage growth and prosperity. e LEAD SI class of
2012 consisted of 36 young leaders from throughout
the 20-county Connect SI region. Now five years after
the first Lead SI class, over 150 talented young southern
Illinoisans have successfully completed the Lead SI
Institute.
Future leaders attend a three-day institute on the
Southern Illinois University Carbondale campus, ey
then embark on a yearlong journey of events focused on
social networking, leadership development and
appreciation of the unique assets of SI. To learn more
about LEAD SI, visit
http://www.connectsi.us/leadsi.htm
Mr. Barger said, “Leadership is the most rare capability
we have and we need to cultivate it. Connect SI
provided the resources and gave us the foundation.
ere are many good people here–we just have to
capture and nurture that leadership talent.”
Lead SI has garnered awareness from other youth
leadership programs. Consistent with the Connect SI
theme of collaboration, the Foundation has gathered
program leaders and managers of over a dozen other
youth leadership programs with the goal of forming a
new Youth Leadership Community of Interest (COI).
Still in the formative states, this COI will operate with
the idea of identifying and integrating best practices and
seeking ways to constructively avoid duplications of eﬀorts.
2. Tourism
With the help of Connect SI, the region is now
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launching numerous activities to enhance tourism that
take advantage of its rich natural resources. “Connect SI
is supporting scholarships to businesses reliant on
broadband for e-commerce,” Ms. Lively noted. “And
we’re supporting Escape Locally, an online site that
helps tourists find lodging and recreational activities and
local merchants sell their wares.”
Connect SI invested $10,000 in Escape Locally, an SI
entrepreneurial venture designed to connect people and
organizations to great authentic local travel experiences
through an on-line web portal service.
(https://escapelocally.com/index.php/about) Jim
Zimmerman, the entrepreneur behind Escape Locally,
noted, “e asset mapping and other actions taken by
Connect SI influenced the design of our site. For
example, if a visitor needs wheelchair and Internet
access in a B&B that can take credit cards, our site can
direct them to places that match their criteria.
Merchants love it and people come to SI or buy things
they otherwise would not have.”
In another initiative linking BB with tourism, Connect
SI has been working with wireless providers to expand
BB access into wine country, where 29 wineries and
many B&Bs are within a one-hour drive. “We’ve had a
number of starts and stops, but it is now happening,”
said Steven Mitchell, coordinator for the Network
Provider COI.
Mr. Eddington stated, “In Cobden, we’re at the heart of
the Shawnee Hills Wine Trail with 13 wineries now.
Before, we had minimal, wired Internet service. ree
communities are working together to get approval to
use a water tower at the state park that will help us go
wireless.”
3. Sustainable Living
Connect SI, in conjunction with University of Illinois
Extension, Illinois Farm Bureau, and the local Food
Works, convened a Local Food Development System
initiative for the region. e purpose of this system is to
advance and expand local food production as an
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rich energy assets and explored economic opportunities
to expand the area’s energy economy. ese sessions also
focus on how the region uses energy to create a more
sustainable economy for SI families and communities.
Since the initiation of these symposia, the region has
seen a resurgence of employment and economic growth
in the energy economy.

economic driver for the region. is ties into
improvement of health outcomes for SI citizens and
advances the Livable Community goals of Connect SI.
In October 2011, Connect SI facilitated a Sustainable
Living Expo at the University of Illinois Dixon Springs
Agriculture Center that drew roughly 1600 participants,
up significantly from its inaugural year in 2010.
Stephanie Brown, Connect SI agriculture liaison and
event coordinator, commented, “e expo is designed
to appeal to the masses, not just those who consider
themselves green. We try to meet people where they are,
with a broad definition of sustainable living that
encompasses everything from solar power to organic
vegetables to selling timber in a way that is ecologically
sound. In the process, people become exposed to
diﬀerent lifestyles.”
4. Connecting With e Future of Energy Series
Each year, Connect SI co-sponsors four major energy
symposia to advance the region’s energy economy. e
region has significant energy resources that include
carbon-based fuels such as gas, oil and coal, as well as
renewable energy assets such as bio-fuels, wind, solar,
etc. Topics have included Wind Power, Energy
Sustainability, Bio-fuels, Coal Mining, Energy Saving
Techniques for Local Governments and New National
Energy Initiatives. Each symposium is led by academic
and private sector experts from the region, who have
educated thousands of Connect SI citizens about their
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CRITICAL SUCCESS
FACTORS

Area leaders identified a number of factors that were
critical to the successes in Southern Illinois. ese
included:
• A state of readiness and sense of urgency

stunned because we thought that existed in the inner
cities, not here. Another issue that went oﬀ in people’s
heads like a gong was learning about the significant
outmigration of educated young people. It created a
sense of urgency.”

• Good data collection and dissemination
• Leadership with the vision and willingness to
break down silos and foster collaboration
• Establishment of a coordinating entity that is
respected and neutral
• Usage of BB to leverage business/economic growth
and compete globally
• Improved health outcomes to provide a healthier
community and workforce
Mr. Knott commented, “VE never superimposes
something on a region. e region itself needs to define
how it wants to be organized.”
“We think and act much more collaboratively than we
have before,” Mr. Duncan pointed out. “We do it
because we see the success in it. One of the keys was
identifying urgent socioeconomic issues. VE identified
that SI counties led the state in poverty rates. We were
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Rusty Wanstreet, area director for USDA rural
development, added, “Collaboration was the key thing
that got things going. We’ve seen big gains in leadership
and even transportation. Without Connect SI, people
wouldn’t have worked together and achieved the gains
we have.”
Terry Bruce, president of Illinois Eastern Community
College System, noted, “Connect SI established a core
of leaders that try to define the future and determine
how they can change the infrastructure to adapt.
Connect SI taught us the value of consistency and
cooperating.”
“e community leaders program has grown to where
300 community leaders will sit in the same room
without throwing darts at each other,” explained Mr.
Cramer. “It has changed the whole attitude and
environment of this region.”
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Collaboration has the added benefit of attracting
government dollars. Mr. Knott observed, “Connect SI
provided the requisite regional collaborative entity for
federal grants and has a critical role as an enabling
resource.”

“We think and act much more
collaboratively than we have
before. We do it because we see
the success in it.”
– Rex Duncan

Ron Duncan, former dean, Shawnee Community
College, and Connect SI liaison (no relation to Rex
Duncan), concurred. “State entities want to see that
receiving agencies have a track record of collaboration
and have thought through what they are trying to
accomplish.”
“Connect SI has been on the forefront for multisectorial entities to come together,” added Mr. orne.
“e government is looking for that in its RFPs.”
Jody Johnson, county extension director, University of
Illinois Extension, reflected on the region’s growing
clout. “We now pool resources and network beyond the
traditional boundaries. We’ve earned the respect of state
agencies, which now pick up the phone to ask for our
ideas for putting their dollars to work. To have that type
of respect from a state agency, when you’re competing
with Chicago, is tremendous.”
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CONTINUED
CHALLENGES

While much has been accomplished in the SI region,
challenges and significant work remain. Mary Ellen
Bechtel, executive director of Jeﬀerson County
Development Corporation, noted, “It’s diﬃcult
geographically to get everyone to buy in because it takes
an hour for many people to get to a meeting. We still
need greater regional eﬀorts.”
Maintaining the proper balance between public and
private funding is an ongoing challenge. Mr. Perdiou
observed, “We have to be careful about too much
dependence on government funds, which can lead to
less focus on network providers. We have to remain
committed to the principles that got Connect SI oﬀ the
ground.”
Mr. Zimmerman agreed that additional eﬀorts to foster
private capital investment are important. “I’d like to
develop an angel investor network that could provide
the necessary capital to accelerate growth,” he said.
“ere are models for creating a business
incubator/research park that we could use.”
“Potential development is still leaving because of a lack
of access to capital,” added Mr. Wanstreet. “Plus, cities
need to continue to invest in outdoor coﬀee shops,
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plants, etc. to create a livable ambience.”
While noting that much has been accomplished in BB
penetration, Mr. Johnson stated, “People still need
education about using broadband for e-commerce. I’d
like to see us do e-commerce entrepreneurship camps.”
“Our work is not yet done by any stretch of the
imagination,” Ms. Brown observed. “We still fight the
myopic vision of some people and we still have a fierce
competitiveness. However, local foods is one way to
bridge the gap–it’s such a visceral thing to grow and eat
local food.”
Terry Bruce added, “ere are always going to be new
problems. e big diﬀerence is that with Connect SI,
there’s someone to evaluate what needs to be done and
determine what we’re capable of doing.”
Ron Duncan reflected, “Fostered by Frank Knott’s
insistence that it can and should be done, we began
working collaboratively. We see possibilities we didn’t
see before. It takes sustained eﬀort over time to make it
work. It hasn’t been easy, but from my point of view, it
has been well worth the eﬀort, time and tears.”
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Colleen Callahan, Illinois Director for Rural
Development, USDA, said, “Rural Development
strongly believes that regional collaboration is one of the
most eﬀective means to build a prosperous rural
economy. We believe in the concept strongly enough to
finance collaborative eﬀorts that hold the potential for

“There are always going to be
new problems. The big difference
is that with Connect SI, there’s
someone to evaluate what needs
to be done and determine what
we’re capable of doing.”
– Terry Bruce

developing regional solutions. We have invested in
Connect SI, and we are pleased to see how it is fast
becoming a model for other regions for gathering area
assets and capitalizing on the economies of scale in
infrastructure, public services and facilities.”
Connect SI has created the foundation for expanded
economic growth by improving investments in and
access to healthcare and BB. It also created the
collaborative leadership environment critical for moving
a regional economy forward. e challenge facing
regional leaders is to understand that, while the
foundation for success has been built, Connect SI still
has much to accomplish. ey need to forge ahead to
accomplish Connect SI’s economic growth goals.

© Vital Economy, Inc., All Rights Reserved.

21

CONNECTING SOUTHERN ILLINOIS: How Collaboration and Broadband Connectivity Are Creating Prosperity and Hope | 07.2012

22

CONCLUSION:
COLLABORATION AND
CONNECTIVITY WORK

Many rural areas have been slow to shift to newer
knowledge-based economies and to recognize how
critical BB connectivity is to competing globally. In
Southern Illinois, where youth brain drain, declining
socioeconomic conditions, despair and fierce rivalries
sapped energies and prevented progress, VE helped
leaders understand the value of connectivity and
collaboration to grow economic opportunities for all.
To shift decades of dysfunctional approaches, it was
critical to train leaders to break down competitive
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barriers and silos, supported by a neutral convening
entity, Connect SI. With a new sense of urgency and
renewed optimism, leaders benchmarked key metrics,
established measurable goals and emphasized action.
In just five years, the region vastly improved its global
connectivity and achieved tangible results in healthcare,
tourism and youth leadership development. With work
yet to be done, Southern Illinois is well on its way to
thrive, rather than merely survive, in the global 21st
Century.
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ABOUT ViTAL ECONOMY

In 1992, Frank Knott founded ViTAL Economy (VE).
His goal was to create a virtual resource team comprised
of successful business, government, education and nonprofit entrepreneurs that could provide best-practice
expertise to underperforming and remote regional
economies. at team is called the VE Alliance.
Since 1992, VE has worked with regional economies
throughout the United States, Canada and Australia to
develop, implement and finance transformative, assetbased community economic development (CED)
initiatives. ese initiatives have achieved tangible and
measurable triple-bottom line results that include:
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• Adding more than $3 billion in annual sustainable
economic impact
• Creating thousands of new, high-wage jobs
• Building hundreds of entrepreneurial firms
For more information, contact ViTAL Economy at
410-321-1484 or info@vitaleconomy.com.
To visit Connect SI’s website, visit
http://www.connectsi.us/index.htm.

