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How small towns are responding to the global
pandemic

June 30 2020, by Leah Kemp
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Before the global pandemic hit, small towns across America were
dealing with struggling economies, aging roads and bridges, and
declining populations.
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The coronavirus added new challenges, like additional demand for
limited hospital beds for an aging population, many of whom have
chronic health conditions.

Fortunately, as I've seen in my work at the Small Town Center at
Mississippi State University, small towns have the advantage of being
more nimble and responsive to crisis than cities, largely because they
have fewer regulations and more opportunities to be creative about
problem-solving.

The pandemic has increased local leaders' attention to their residents'
health—not just in terms of doctors and hospitals but also identifying
new ways to help people get fitter, spend more time outdoors, eat
healthier and boost local economies. Here are some ways people in small
communities are adapting existing plans and creating new ways to keep
their towns active and vibrant.

Paths and parks

Many small towns are now looking to invest in sidewalks and bike paths.
Communities like my own in Starkville, Mississippi, have done some
work already, but are seeing an enormous increase in interest in walking
and cycling, for both recreation and commuting.

There is plenty of evidence that extensive networks of bike paths and
sidewalks create healthier communities. They offer more recreation
space for people looking for activities that are outdoors and close to their
homes.

But more than that, these routes are useful for people who need to visit
local businesses or medical offices but are no longer willing or able to
take a bus or get a ride from a friend, neighbor or ride service.
Mississippi State University is installing additional bike racks around
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campus, to help people get to work and class without using public transit,
which may be limited because of social distancing requirements.

With gyms closed and vacation travel more limited, residents and their
communities are also placing new value on parks and open spaces.
Unfortunately, many small towns do not have ample parks and green
spaces for recreation. Nor do many rural towns have sidewalks.

Food options

Many people around the country are limiting their trips to grocery stores,
and are exploring buying directly from local farmers for the first time.
The farmers make more money by cutting out the middleman, and
consumers can get fresh local produce at affordable prices.

Small towns are also seeing more of the urban phenomenon of food
trucks and carts. Those businesses can be cheap to start—making them
well suited for small towns with fewer potential customers.

In urban areas, food trucks often set up in designated areas, but in small
towns, I'm seeing that the food trucks travel to customers' neighborhoods
or businesses—much like ice cream trucks make the rounds. They are
also using digital technology to reach customers in new ways. In
Starkville, Mississippi, for instance, people can use Facebook to request
that the Mom and Pop breakfast-and-lunch truck visit their
neighborhood.

Starkville also has several food carts that set up outside a local factory to
offer workers easy lunch options.

Boosting tourism
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Small-town industries and manufacturing businesses are mostly gone,
leaving the communities looking for ways to diversify their economies.
Some places have invested in cultural tourism, which encourages
travelers to visit particular communities and learn about their local
culture.

Many forms of tourism are suffering from social distancing and other
travel limitations, but in-state visitors are still welcome across the
country. Some states are welcoming tourists from other states without
asking them to self-quarantine.

Since 2015, the Quitman County Economic Development Foundation,
the Marks Historical Society and local officials in Marks, Mississippi,
have been working to grow the town's tourism base. Marks isthe home of
a cultural trail honoring the starting point of Martin Luther King Jr."s
historic 1968 Poor People's Campaign.

It's a self-guided tour for cars, bicycles and pedestrians that includes
both local historical sites and local restaurants and businesses. It's an
example of how communities can promote history and the local
economy while encouraging biking and walking in an obesity-ridden
region. The trail has improved the local economy, benefits that can
continue despite the pandemic because it's a form of tourism that easily
allows social distancing.

Shopping

Like communities of all sizes, small towns are looking at the physical
layouts of their public spaces and businesses. Some are too small to
accommodate many visitors while still observing social distancing. For
instance, one small-town coffee shop in Starkville has opened a walk-up
window to serve patrons who can remain outside in a well-spaced line.
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Many towns are expanding restaurants' sidewalk seating areas for
outdoor dining, even taking over parking spaces on nearby streets or
closing roads entirely — something cities are doing as well. My center is
involved in developing one of these new "streateries" which can not only
accommodate social distancing measures but make downtown businesses
more visible to community members and passersby. As opposed to urban
streateries, our design is specifically geared to small towns with limited
budgets and quick assembly using volunteers with minimal expertise.

In these efforts, small towns are continuing to adapt to adversity. To do
so, they may take lessons from elsewhere—even large cities, like
Singapore's idea to have fun by creating art as a way to mark proper
social distancing in public spaces—while adapting them to local needs.
Some of these temporary adjustments to meet short-term problems may
even turn into longer-term ways to address the needs of small towns and
the people who live in them.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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