
  A Renewed NWI 



NWI’s urban and rural centers are places people want to come to and live in, 
and our environment is safe and healthy.
The Renewed NWI vision statement focuses primarily on land use and infrastructure state of 
good repair, and the associated impacts and benefits to the communities and people of NWI. 
To be effective, the vision must weave together key aspects of all other elements of the plan. 
Concepts involving urban growth, development, conservation, and strategic infrastructure 
planning, when properly guided, create an investment framework that builds communities and 
strengthens regional economies.

How “A Renewed NWI” Evolved:
NWI’s 2040 Plan highly emphasized focused revitalization and investment in the region’s 
urban core areas, which is critical to long-term regional social and economic stability. The 
2040 Plan also recognized that the improved economic health of the region’s communities 
included focused growth and infill development. The protection of natural and agricultural 
areas through green infrastructure was also emphasized. Urban revitalization and 
main centers address long-term land use planning by directing population growth into 
established urbanized areas, where development pressures on “greenfields,” or open 
lands, can be alleviated.

During the development process for the NWI 2050 Plan, public feedback suggested 
the vision be renamed to “renewed” rather than the previous term “revitalized.” This 
new name reflects accomplishments to date in revitalizing communities, with a 
focus towards renewing all urban and rural centers. As in the 2040 Plan, the NWI 
2050 Plan continues to champion growth in existing communities, and to revitalize 
the region’s main centers with livable urban, suburban, and rural strategies as a 
tool for protecting and preserving the region’s unique landscapes. 

Why is “A Renewed NWI” Important?
A Renewed NWI reflects a region that transforms abandoned buildings 
and brownfields to create community centers that inspire residents to 

remain in the region and that help attract new residents and businesses. 
Culture can be included here as a catalyst for social transformation, 

where great architecture remains preserved as a testament to the region’s 
history.  A Renewed NWI envisions a future where residents can live without 

a constant fear of crime and can prosper in places free from environmental 
risk. The NWI 2050 Plan focuses implementation efforts on managing 
growth by encouraging the concentration of development around existing 

infrastructure, including the redevelopment of infill sites within the region’s 
established livable centers. A Renewed NWI serves to focus resources in a 

manner that enables the entire region to become economically competitive and 
successful.

Existing Conditions
Economy and Place

The 45-mile stretch of the Lake Michigan shoreline makes up the northern border of NWI. 
While much of the built environment remains near the lake, development trends have 

been moving further south into prime agricultural lands. If these trends continue, growth 
will occur on greenfields and prime farmland at the urban fringes while the region’s urban 

and northern core -- the oldest, densest, and most diverse communities -- will continue to 
lose population. 

The movement of people out of these existing communities and into undeveloped areas 
has created challenges for the region. This outward growth away from the existing centers 

is costly, stretching needed services such as water and sewer extensions, increased patrols, 
and emergency response, with miles of additional asphalt to maintain. While the region’s 

population migrates outside of the existing urban areas, employment has generally remained 
within established employment and activity centers supported by existing facilities, services, and 
transportation. The disconnect between employment centers and new residential development 

has increased the distance between people and their workplaces and is causing longer commutes, 
with an increase in travel demand and associated congestion on the region’s roadway network. 
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Residential Densities in NWI
The hubs of the Region are anchored 

by our neighborhoods.
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Population across the three counties has stayed generally stagnant, with Porter County alone 
showing a slight increase in population. Lake County’s population shrank by 2.1% in 2017 from 
2010; however, south Lake County communities show growth in Crown Point (6.4% increase), 
St. John (15.8% increase), and Winfield (25.5% increase). The spreading out of population and 
development of land, regardless of population growth, burdens taxes and infrastructure beyond 
what any increased valuation may be able to sustain. 

With the movement out of existing centers, a greater percentage of housing vacancy exists 
within the northern sections of the region and older communities. However, a number of 
urban communities are addressing vacancy concerns, including housing redevelopment in 
Whiting and downtown redevelopment in Michigan City. The region is currently placing a 
greater emphasis on renewing and concentrating growth within existing communities and 
main centers. These centers are ideally compact in form, mixed-use, walkable, and transit-
accessible, with a wide choice of affordable housing options developed at a density and 
scale appropriate to their community context, whether urban, suburban or rural. Main 
centers vary widely in scale, use, mix, and purpose within each community, but all 
represent areas of regional significance.

Generational Living Preferences

There are a number of communities focusing attention on their 
downtowns and main centers. Main centers were identified through 

intensive meetings with elected officials, planners and other municipal 
staff who identified, defined and mapped the geographic boundaries of 

livable centers in their communities based on place-making principles. 
The designation of main centers was based on customized “livability 

parameters” that included data such as block length, street grid, residential 
and employment density, transit availability, land use, and zoning codes.

Still, many communities struggle in reviving their downtown districts, which 
has resulted in a fragmented network of thriving and dense main centers in 

the region. Adequate amenities and infill redevelopment are needed to create 
the built environment necessary for people to live, work and play within main 

centers. The provision of downtown housing and mixed land use allow for such 
concentration and density. Many main centers have become limited to one type of 

use, restraining the ability to provide a mix of uses and diverse options.  A significant 
number of large chain stores are closing across the country, leaving behind large, 

vacant buildings. Outside of the region some communities have converted these 
abandoned big-box stores into other uses, such as schools, recreation centers and 

offices. The region has numerous empty storefronts and big-box buildings that could 
be repurposed; while these structures remain vacant, they risk losing tax revenue to 

support essential services. 
 

According to the National Association of Realtors, more Americans are expressing a 
desire to live in communities with access to public transit, shorter commutes, and greater 

walkability. Studies have also shown generational preferences of younger individuals 
desiring to live in more dense, walkable environments, creating a regional  urgency to 

renew NWI’s main centers.

Metropolitan 
center 

• Population 
greater than 70,000

Large 
center

• Population 
between 20,000-70,000

Medium 
center

• Population 
between 6,000-20,000

Small 
center

• Population 
less than 6,000

Main Center Classifications in NWI The Region’s communities have a 
diversity of neighborhoods and main 
centers.  There is something for everyone.

Does the Region offer the types 
of neighborhoods and housing 
to grow?
Where do you want to live?



.
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Housing Vacancy in NWI
There is a fine balance between 

housing affordability and housing 
availability. Some NWI communities 

are imbalanced in this regard and the 
vacancy rate is harmful.
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Main Centers in the Region 
The hubs of the Region are 

a focus for activity but need 
addtional attention to reach 
a balance of uses and to be 

more walkable.



In urban areas many parcels of land can be considered brownfields. Most 
think of brownfields as giant abandoned factories, piles of chemical drums, 

or an abandoned gas station. In reality, brownfields are any piece of property 
where redevelopment is complicated due to actual or potential environmental 

contamination. Indiana defines a brownfield as a parcel of land that has been 
abandoned or inactive; may not be operated at an appropriate use; and on which 

expansion, redevelopment, or reuse is complicated. Reasons for a brownfield 
designation include the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, a 

contaminant, petroleum, or a petroleum product that poses a risk to human health and 
the environment.

A brownfield site may or may not be contaminated, and it may or may not be possible 
to identify a brownfield just by looking at what currently exists on site. A property itself 

may have never been contaminated, but if certain polluting uses occurred nearby, the site 
could be a brownfield. Buildings older than a certain year might be brownfields due to the 

presence of asbestos or lead paint. Retail buildings may be brownfields if they ever housed 
dry cleaning operations. To ascertain whether a site is truly a brownfield, an experienced 

environmental professional must be contracted to conduct a Phase I Environmental 
Assessment. These assessments review past uses of a property to establish the likelihood 

of any “Recognized Environmental Conditions” present and require sampling and possible 
remediation in order to reuse the property.

There are many historically-developed communities in the region where past land uses could 
have led to contamination. Without assessing each property, a comprehensive list of brownfields 

cannot be created. However, there are sites that state and federal agencies have found 
contaminated and that may or may not be remediated. The density of these sites across the region, 

showing where the highest concentration of known brownfield sites are located, is shown on the 
following map.

Environment
NWI is fortunate to have a rich and fertile soil that is ideal for farming. With the region’s 
predominantly flat land, infrastructure has typically been easy to build in prime farmland 
areas. As a result of human activity and the built environment, ecosystems have been greatly 
impacted, becoming fragmented and under constant and diverse stressors. Protection 
and restoration of the function of these ecosystems and the preservation of prime 
agricultural lands are both vital in maintaining the long-term viability of these resources. It 
is increasingly recognized that agriculture preservation plans should be a component of 
overall community planning efforts. Agricultural and rural areas are key components of 
a green infrastructure network, preserving natural and aesthetic qualities that enhance 
community character and wellbeing, meeting locally produced food demands, and 
maintaining the aesthetic value of rural landscapes. 

The expansion of urbanized areas places pressure on agriculture and impacts quality 
of life and regional sustainability, requiring higher taxes to support more infrastructure 
projects and maintenance. There are numerous organizations working to protect 
and restore significant ecological natural areas, as well as supporting agriculture in 
the region. Regulation remains an essential tool for protecting conservation lands. 
As of today, 39% of local governments have ordinances requiring conservation 
easements between developments. These encourage native plants and natural 
areas to be preserved, and 48% of these allow for cluster or conservation 
subdivisions to be permitted. Planning for green infrastructure and open 
space is an identified strategy to reduce environmental impacts and habitat 
fragmentation. Detailed information can be found in the conservation section of 
the Greenways and Blueways 2020 Plan.
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Density of Brownfields in NWI
NWI has a proud industrial heritage, but 

this success has left its mark.



Mobility
The region’s infrastructure and mobility are in need of renewal. With a 

separation and distance between living, working and playing destinations, 
NWI’s infrastructure has seen extensive wear and tear. Development away 

from main centers has diverted infrastructure investment to new, previously 
undeveloped areas. For decades, infrastructure has been focused on the 

movement of cars, without adequate consideration for sidewalks, protected 
bicycle lanes, or transit, limiting choices. The results are a lack of infrastructure 

accommodating safe walking and biking in existing communities. Understanding 
the condition of sidewalks and pavement can assist in the need to renew main 

centers. The availability of data on this issue is poor, and the collection of better data 
is identified here as a strategy to build up that capacity in order to create a regional 

data and analysis framework. Such a framework will aid better understanding of the 
conditions, causes and remedies for asset management.

In addition, safety continues to be a critical piece of the renewal of communities and main 
centers. The crashes of highest severity typically occur within heavily traveled roadways. 

To better understand the reasons for crashes, the root causes must be identified, which 
could include physical infrastructure designs, intersections issues, design failures, speed 

limits, and other factors. Collecting data on the causes of crashes, whether physical or 
human behavior, will better determine the strategy to lessen occurrences. The Indiana 

State Police Crash Risk Map begins to tell the story of why crashes occur in particular 
areas, and a strategy of building regional data capacity and analysis frameworks will help to 

tell this story among other stakeholders. 

59



60

Active Transportation Safety
2013-2017 crash data has a simple 

message - more bicycling and pedestrian 
infrastructure is needed. 



Regional Jobs by Industry  Like the multitude of inputs into strong steel, a 
strong economy has a diverse balance of jobs.
Where do you work?

People and Leaders
Strategically located along Lake Michigan, the steel industry has played an important 

role in the region’s economy, capitalizing on the area’s assets and transportation 
infrastructure. However, the region is not equipped with the proper infrastructure, 

amenities, and services to meet the demands of emerging employment sectors. The 
Ignite the Region plan for NWI’s economic transformation identifies numerous strategies 

and initiatives to renew existing employment sectors while identifying emerging sectors. 
These sectors include entrepreneurship and startup possibilities. 

The region lacks fundamental support structures necessary to make entrepreneurship a 
reality. According to the Ignite the Region plan, creating such an ecosystem will require 

a new economic development focus on entrepreneurship that helps to connect resources, 
create networks, and raise awareness. The region already boasts highly advanced research 

and development (R&D) commercialization assets, including the Purdue University Northwest 
(PNW) Center for Innovation through Visualization and Simulation  (CIVS), the PNW Composites 

Manufacturing and Simulation Center, and the ArcelorMittal R&D facility in East Chicago. 
However, the innovation ecosystem needs to be mapped to provide a path for people with ideas 

for businesses to opportunities to start their businesses.
 

The region contains a wealth of existing assets, and with sustained initiatives for renewal, NWI 
possesses great potential. Critical to this potential requires maximizing growth by investing in main 

centers, creating transit-oriented developments, protecting the environment with sustainable growth, 
mitigating hazards by understanding asset vulnerability, linking green infrastructure, and remediating 

areas for best use potential. 
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Education, 
health and social 
services

Manufacturing

Retail

Arts, 
entertainment, 
recreation, and 
accommodation

Professional, scientific, 
management, 
administrative, and 
waste services

Transportation, 
warehousing, and utilities

Construction

Finance, insurance, 
and real estateOther

Public administration

Wholesale trade

Information

Agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting, and 
mining

51,008

33,676
24,533

22,195

18,697

14,857
14,264

10,318
9,951

7,836

5,031

3,051

920



Future Scenarios and a Renewed NWI
What might a renewed NWI be in 2050? Presented below are a further description of the three 
plausible futures described previously.

New Chances in a New Frontier
In this scenario, roadway use has increased as a result of the advancements in autonomous 
vehicles, but traffic now moves quickly and efficiently. Advancements in electrification and 
batteries dramatically decrease the amount of pollution from regional congestion. Cutting-
edge advancements in green energy allow the region to diminish its reliance on fossil fuels. 
With the ongoing commitment to preserve the vast biodiversity of the region, the restored 
natural environment thrives.

Downtowns across the region are reshaped as technology permits new development 
patterns that renew our central places. Shared autonomous and connected vehicles do 
not require to be parked while their users run errands; instead, vehicles are shared 
by many individuals and remain constantly in circuit, darting from place to place in 
continuous activity. Large parking lots are therefore outdated, with valuable real-estate 
formerly used for parking now available to create denser urban landscapes. On-street 
parking becomes unnecessary, and the pedestrian right-of-way widens, allowing 
extra room for cyclists, sidewalk cafes, and linear parks. Businesses leverage the 
new development patterns to cluster together for peak efficiency.

As NWI becomes technologically advanced, employment lost to automation is 
replaced by new jobs in emerging fields. Fleets of driverless vehicles require 
operators, mechanics, software engineers, and technicians. NWI leaders have 
fostered entrepreneurship partnerships with residents of the region by opening 
businesses and start-ups. In this scenario, NWI’s economy does not rely on 
Chicago, and strikes out on its own to become more diverse with increased 
opportunities. The primary draw of in-migration involves the fresh water 
supplied by Lake Michigan for households fleeing sustained drought regions 
like the Southwest, increasing NWI’s population.

Sharp and in Focus
Even with the slower growth defined by the Sharp and in Focus scenario, recognizing and 
protecting NWI’s environmental assets remains paramount. Lake Michigan’s abundant 

fresh water supply represents the primary driver for residential and industrial growth, and 
the Indiana Dunes National Park continues to lead the way for tourism. In this scenario, 

regional leaders unite to preserve, protect, and restore NWI’s natural assets.

NWI’s downtowns are preserved with the curbing of uncontrolled suburban sprawl. The NWI 
economy diversifies further but is still dependent on Chicago’s economic base. A united strategy 

against urban sprawl, along with implementation of the modest advances in technology that 
have come to fruition for our transportation system, allows the region to reduce reliance on car 

travel. Green spaces are preserved for recreation, conservation and agricultural purposes. This 
results in a diverse region offering a place for everyone, from dense urban centers to smaller 
village centers that provide inviting walking distances to desired amenities.
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Stay in Your Lane
In the Stay in Your Lane scenario the most important NWI assets remain at risk. Population 
growth stays stagnant, even decreasing. Advancements in green technology and mobility 
have stalled throughout the region. NWI continues struggle to balance the negative side 
effects of our transportation system and industries, threatening regional environmental 
assets and local economies. NWI still exists as a desirable place, and a solidly good place 
to raise a family, but risks are still prevalent. The renewed NWI vision of a safe and healthy 
environment remains elusive, and it will require the urgent attention of regional leaders 
and residents alike to catch up to missed opportunities.

Critical Paths to a Renewed NWI What are the paths to a 
Renewed NWI?




