
  A United NWI 



NWI’s diversity is celebrated, and we work together as a community across 
racial, ethnic, political and cultural lines for the mutual benefit of the region.

A united NWI vision speaks to the region’s people in all sectors while celebrating and embracing 
diversity. It also emphasizes the important role local government maintains in bringing 
officials together to achieve regional goals. Key elements in achieving a united region involve 
communication, awareness, collaboration and education. 

How “A United NWI” Evolved:
NWI’s 2040 Plan placed an emphasis on bringing the region together to solve problems and 
identify solutions for the mutual benefit of all residents. Regional partners have a role in 
coordinating and collaborating towards achieving a shared unified vision. 

Why is “A United NWI” Important?
A united NWI seeks to preserve and encourage the region’s diversity. This helps 
enhance our unique identity to achieve desired vibrancy. Our diversity brings multiple 
cultures together, which enhances our livability. A united NWI promotes affordable 
housing across the region, and works together for the outcomes enjoyed by all. 
People and leaders collaborate to achieve the best for the region. The vision aims to 
reduce traditional patterns of inequity and support communication and revitalization 
efforts in areas experiencing impacts of prolonged disinvestment. It also prioritizes 
investments that attract a diversity of residents and reduces burdens. A lot has 
been accomplished since the 2040 Plan through its focus areas of economy & 
place, the environment, and mobility. While these are celebrated in the existing 
conditions section, more needs to be done to advance outcomes for everyone.

Existing Conditions
Economy and Place

There are a number of initiatives currently taking place with the shared vision of 
uniting together to enhance NWI’s quality of life. These efforts demonstrate regional 

collaboration welcoming diverse talents and realizing balanced growth. Some of 
these initiatives include the NWI Food Council, the Ignite the Region plan for economic 

transformation, as well as NIRPC’s Creating Livable Communities initiative. 

The NWI Food Council was created in December 2015. The Council’s mission is to build a 
just, sustainable, and thriving locally-oriented food system through networking, education, 

advocacy, and projects. The Council serves Lake, Porter, LaPorte, Newton, Jasper, Starke, 
and Pulaski Counties, while serving as a regional clearinghouse. The Council connects 

with other food organizations and initiatives across the region to provide guidance and build 
resource partnerships between communities. The NWI Food Council currently holds two main 
events per year to connect, build and strengthen the food system. These include the “Food 

Expo and Discussion (FED)” event and FarmHop. The Council represents collaboration across 
multiple sectors and creates partnerships with the common goal of enhancing the local food 

system. The NWI 2050 Plan has identified a number of strategies that strengthen the regional 
food system.
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Mobility
Transformative transportation projects continue to advance through united efforts 

from communities across NWI. These projects are emerging from collaborative efforts 
targeting a unified vision enhancing the region’s opportunities. Projects highlighting a 

unified spirit of collaboration include NICTD’s West Lake Corridor commuter rail expansion 
and the Double Track project, Gary Public Transportation Corporation’s (GPTC) Broadway 

Metro Express, NIRPC’s I-65/Rt 30 study, the Marquette Greenway, the Transit Triangle 
lead by La Porte, Michigan City and Westville, and a wayfinding (signage) project along two 

major regional trails.

NICTD’s South Shore Line remains a vital transportation connection for the region to 
Chicago and to South Bend. The West Lake Corridor Project proposes a southern branch 

extension reaching the Town of Dyer. Combined, these commuter rail lines help connect 
the highly dense areas of south Lake County to Chicago, and in turn stimulate economic 

development opportunities. The West Lake is an approximate nine-mile extension between Dyer 
and Hammond, and new stations along this extension are ripe for transit-oriented development 

opportunities, adding increased livability and quality of life opportunities. These projects have 
been decades in development, with significant collaboration between multiple entities including the 

Regional Development Authority, NICTD, and multiple municipal entities. Additionally, the Double 
Track project constructs a second track from Gary to Michigan City, Indiana. The project’s purpose 

improves capacity, travel time, service, reliability, and safety along the South Shore Line by adding 
more trains.

A broad coalition of regional partners and stakeholders came together and guided Ignite the 
Region: Northwest Indiana’s Strategy for Economic Transformation, spearheaded by the 
NWI Forum. This initiative involves an effort to foster connected and sustained regional 
economic development partnerships. The goals of the initiative are built around enhancing 
and unifying future economic vitality in the region. Every goal consists of strategies and 
action items needed to realize success. These goals address business development and 
marketing, entrepreneurship and innovation, infrastructure, talent, and placemaking. A new 
implementation coalition of multiple organizations and leaders has been established to 
lead, coordinate, and champion the regional strategies. The NWI Forum, as the region’s 
multicounty economic development organization, plays a central role in coordinating the 
overall implementation effort. This strategy strives for successful implementation by 
focusing on a collective effort that breaks down traditional barriers of cooperation. 

The Creating Livable Communities (CLC) initiative was a collaborative effort to identify 
livable centers within 40 communities in the region. The CLC represents a strong 
model for organizing place-making resources that inform local planning decisions 
and create better connections with NWI communities. The CLC program enhances 
the sense of community among residents, and provides communities with an 
excellent opportunity to work together in creating livable, walkable, and energetic 
downtown areas. The CLC exemplifies the type of innovative approach for 
communities to strengthen, revitalize and provide quality of life improvements for 
all residents. 
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GPTC launched the Broadway Metro Express, the “BMX,” in February 2018 after 
the completion of the Livable Broadway Regional Plan. The BMX is Northwestern 
Indiana’s first rapid bus service, connecting Gary to Merrillville in 20-minute 
service intervals. The BMX advances a vision for growth and development 
for the Broadway corridor in the Gary, Merrillville and Crown Point. The BMX 
integrates transit and land use planning through transit-supportive land 
development. The improvement in bus frequency, speed, and reliability in 
the corridor has reaped dividends. GPTC has posted ridership gains rarely 
seen in the United States, as most transit agencies are reporting declining 
passengers.

The Marquette Greenway is an ambitious project to finish a regional, 
multi-use trail which will span 58-miles in length along the “South Shore” 

region of Lake Michigan from Calumet Park in Chicago, Illinois, eastward 
through the heart of NWI, and into downtown New Buffalo, Michigan. 

Today, twenty-eight miles of the Marquette Greenway have either already 
been built or have received funding. The remaining thirty miles exist in 

Chicago, Hammond, Gary, Portage, Michigan City, and New Buffalo; the 
towns of Ogden Dunes and Burns Harbor, and counties of Porter, LaPorte 

in Indiana and Berrien in Michigan. Major federal grant applications, while 
not yet successful, brought together all of these municipal partners to support 
completing these remaining miles with a total federal request of $23 million.

The I-65/US 30 Safety Study presents opportunities for increased connectivity and multi-
modal accessibility by creating a safe, non-motorized (walking and bicycling) transportation 

network that connects all major destinations in the project area. The study identified ways to 
reduce pedestrian and auto conflicts by connecting walkways, creating safe pedestrian street 

crossings, and consolidating driveways if needed. Key to accomplishing these projects involves 
reimagining the existing commercial land uses to create destinations that are friendly to non-

motorized travel, connecting residential land uses (origins) to commercial uses (destinations). 
The plan increases the aesthetics of these area transportation networks to improve the sense of 

place. The plan recommendations alleviate roadway congestion by providing bypass routes for 
automobiles and bikes north and south of U.S. 30, and creates safe crossings for pedestrian and 
bicycle traffic.



Collaborating on Transformative Opportunities What does self-improvement take?
Time and resources. 
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Through municipalities, agencies and INDOT working together to improve safety on the 
region’s roadways, emergency responders will rapidly travel through intersections thanks to 

the installation of emergency vehicle preemption systems in South Lake County. Taking five 
years to implement, the communities of Merrillville, Hobart, Crown Point, Schererville, High-

land, Dyer, Griffith, St. John, New Chicago and Lake Station will install emergency signals to 
increase the safety of emergency responders and motorists at intersections and roadways. The 

emergency vehicle preemption technology allows vehicles, such as firefighters, police officers, 
and EMT units to disrupt the normal traffic light signal in order to proceed through an intersection 

quickly and safely. By collaborating together, NWI will incorporate some of the latest technology 
increasing safety on the region’s roadways.

In 2015, the Transit Triangle began operation as a commuter service linking Michigan City, LaPorte, 
and Purdue Northwest’s campus in Westville. Before the Triangle service, Michigan City and the 
City of LaPorte were essentially unlinked transit islands with no transit connections between each 
system. Through an innovative partnership with Purdue Northwest, Michigan City, LaPorte and 
Westville, the major population centers of the county have been linked by commuter service. 
Ridership has increased since the launch of the service and recent efforts to streamline trans-
fers between systems, lower fares, and make schedules more efficient should boost ridership 
even further. Buying a fare on the Transit Triangle allows a rider to transfer to any Michigan 
City bus route for free, providing an additional incentive for use of transit. 

In the summer of 2019, a long-awaited signage project will be installed along two regional 
trail systems in NWI. Since their openings, the Erie-Lackawanna Trail from Hammond to 
Crown Point and the Prairie-Duneland Trail from Portage to Chesterton have both been 
devoid of signs, leading to confusion and hampering law enforcement and EMS respond-
ers. In 2015, NIRPC brought together 10 government entities along both trails to begin 
the process of designing and installing signs to identify communities and streets, mile 
markers, destinations, and map kiosks at trailheads. With the help of the Town of High-
land serving as the fiduciary agent, these 10 entities, together with the South Shore 
Convention and Visitors Authority, combined on a federal grant representing one of 
the largest governmental collaborations on a single infrastructure project in the his-
tory of NWI. 
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The Shirley Heinze Land Trust works to protect and restore ecologically 
significant natural areas in NWI. Since 1981, the Trust has acquired more 

than 1,100 acres of natural lands surrounding southern Lake Michigan for 
preservation. This includes 900 acres that it owns and manages, 100 acres 

held as conservation easements, and roughly 30 acres transferred to the 
National Park Service and the Indiana Department of Natural Resources. 

The Calumet Collaborative represents a strong example of bi-state coordination, 
involving innovative partnerships between Indiana and Illinois communities, 

government, business and non-profit stakeholders unified to advance a thriving 
Calumet region. Their vision aims to advance a thriving Calumet region through 

transformative sustainable development by fostering a stronger collaboration across 
multiple agencies and organizations to leverage resources, establish and promote 

a shared identity, leverage unique sustainable development opportunities, and to 
empower communities and stakeholders through engagement

Environment
A number of efforts to improve NWI’s environment have been successfully achieved through a 
united approach. Examples include the NWI Brownfield Coalition, Shirley Heinze Land Trust, 
Calumet Collaborative, establishment of the nation’s 61st National Park, and the Marquette 
Plan. These efforts strive to build coalitions, both regional and across state lines, to advance 
environmental sustainability for the benefit of current and future generations. 

In 2012, as a result of the 2040 Plan priority for reinvesting in urban core communities, 
the Northwest Indiana Regional Development Authority, NIRPC, and the cities of Gary, 
Hammond, and East Chicago formed a Brownfield Coalition with the goal of securing federal 
brownfield grant dollars. In 2013, the Coalition was successful in obtaining a $600,000 
Brownfield Revolving Loan Fund (RLF) Grant for borrowing funds to clean up properties 
for reuse. These loans are intended to help “fill the cost gap” between new construction 
in undeveloped areas and revitalization of urban properties. Currently, these funds have 
remediated asbestos containing materials from the Ambassador Apartments in Gary, 
leading to its safe demolition. The location has been improved and now provides green 
infrastructure for the neighborhood. 

Pending RLF projects include asbestos remediation for the City Methodist Ruin 
Garden in Gary, and a new senior housing project in East Chicago. In 2014, the 
NWI Brownfield Coalition received an $800,000 Brownfield Assessment Grant. 
This funding can be utilized for Phase I and II Environmental Assessments (where 
the latter represents the phase that determines if contamination warrants clean 
up), and can also be used for Clean Up Planning. The coalition was able to 
complete pre-Phase I Transaction Screening on over 600 parcels in the Miller 
neighborhood of Gary and 18 Phase I Assessments, of which two properties 
were determined to have no recognized environmental conditions. Phase II 
Assessments were completed, three of which have resulted in active private 
sector clean up or redevelopment projects. These include the Lost Marsh 
Estates, a new residential subdivision in Hammond near Calumet College, 
a new dialysis clinic under construction in East Chicago, and a third East 
Chicago site being remediated by the developer.
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After nearly 103 years, the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore officially became Indiana Dunes 
National Park, Indiana’s first National Park. The effort was led by U.S. Rep. Pete Visclosky with the 
support of U.S. Senators, the entire Indiana congressional delegation, and numerous Northwest 
Indiana organizations. The redesignation was signed by President Donald Trump in 2019, and 
created America’s 61st National Park. The first director of the National Park Service, Stephen 
Mather, recommended in 1916 that the Dunes become a national park due to its unique biological 
diversity and geological features. Those efforts, while widely supported, were derailed by the 
start of World War I.  A much-deserved recognition, the Indiana Dunes National Park will be a 
significant boom to Indiana’s economic development, especially tourism, as well as a benefit 
to the Great Lakes region and beyond.

The Marquette Plan illustrates a compelling long-term, united vision to guide future decision 
making encompassing the Lake Michigan shoreline. This comprehensive vision intends 
to create a lasting legacy that examines each community individually and collectively, 
addressing both community-specific needs and broader regional objectives. The plan 
is action-oriented and focuses on achieving tangible quality of life improvements for 
the residents of NWI. While the first three iterations of the Marquette Plan highlighted 
individual and collective efforts to advance the goal of a livable and accessible lakefront, 
the Marquette Action Plan (MAP) aims to build on those plans by identifying specific 
steps to make the lakefront more accessible. The MAP identifies land that may 
feasibly transform into new publicly-accessible areas for conservation, recreation, 
amenities, and livable communities. The plan defines different categories of access 
across the lakefront and identifies a means for accommodating those different 
uses on a region-wide level.

People and Leaders
Opportunities differ across the region based on where someone might 

live or where they might be, affecting issues such as quality of life, public 
health, and socio-economic outcomes. In order to promote and gauge 

progress, health indicators should be measured along with conducting a 
robust Environmental Justice analysis (defined and described below).

 
Health equity remains an important indicator in understanding a united 

region. According to the Indiana County Health Rankings and Roadmaps, 
Lake and LaPorte Counties rank low or poorly compared to other counties 
across the state for overall health, while Porter County ranks among the 

highest counties in the state. The chart below illustrates the region’s ranking 
out of the 92 counties in Indiana, with 1st being the best-ranked and 92nd 

ranked last. Understanding these factors and their root causes can help unite 
the region. Inactive lifestyles contribute to rising obesity rates, with much of this 

attributed to physical inactivity. Where multi-use trails and sidewalks are present, 
people tend to use them frequently. This in turn increases one’s physical fitness, 

and better health may reduce ailments and thus fewer medical bills. 

NWI Health Rankings vs Other Indiana Counties There are 
mixed health 
indicators in 
the Region.
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Lake Michigan Public Access The goal to provide public access to 75%
of Lake Michigan is within reach.



The U.S. Department of Transportation identifies three fundamental principles of Environmental 
Justice in transportation planning from the 1994 Executive Order. The principles are to avoid, 
minimize, or mitigate disproportionately high and adverse human health and environmental 
effects, including social and economic effects, on minority populations and low-income 
populations; to ensure the full and fair participation by all potentially affected communities in the 
transportation decision-making process; and to prevent the denial of, reduction in, or significant 
delay in the receipt of benefits by minority and low-income populations. NWI strives to follow 
these principles by ensuring that minority and low-income populations are included in the 
transportation planning process while also ensuring that they may benefit equally from the 
transportation system without experiencing a disproportionate share of its burdens. This was 
in part accomplished by considering Environmental Justice in the scoring and prioritization 
of projects for funding -- the strongest tool available to an MPO in Indiana.

During the development of the NWI 2050 Plan and the 2020-2024 Transportation 
Improvement Program, an analysis was conducted to understand neighborhoods that 
include minority, low-income, and low-English proficient residents above the regional 
average, as well as concentrations in zero-car households, individuals with disabilities, 
residents over 65, veterans, and households with low or no data access. Understanding 
this information can guide better decision-making ensuring that all populations are 
considered in regional decision making.
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Communitites in NWI to Emphasize Planning

75

Areas with higher than 
regionally average 
populations with 
individuals who are 
minorities.

Communities in NWI to Emphasize in Planning 
Areas with higher than regionally average populations 

with individuals who are lower income.
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Communitites in NWI to Emphasize Planning Areas with higher than 
regionally average 
populations of limited-
English proficiency.

Communities in NWI to Emphasize in Planning 
Areas with higher than regionally average populations 

of individuals with disabilities.
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Communitites in NWI to Emphasize Planning Areas with higher than 
regionally average 
populations with 
individuals who are 
minorities.

Communities in NWI to Emphasize in Planning 
Areas with higher than regionally average populations 

who are veterans.



78

Communitites in NWI to Emphasize Planning Areas with higher than 
regionally average 
populations with individuals 
who are 65+

Communities in NWI to Emphasize in Planning 
When all communities are factored into a single anaylsis, it 

becomes apparent where specific focus is needed.



While NWI has witnessed recent successes from united approaches, the 
region faces many challenges in uniting for improved health outcomes, 
for growth in average personal income and for increased diversity, in 
considering an aging population and those who do not have access to 
a vehicle, and in providing greater access for people with disabilities. 
Promoting a regional data and analysis framework will provide valuable 
information as a foundation to foster better communication, engage all 
residents, and collaborate on achieving a united NWI.

Future Scenarios and a United NWI
What might a connected NWI be in 2050? Presented below are a further 

description of the three plausible futures described previously.

New Chances for a New Frontier
Opportunities for regional collaboration excel in the New Chances for a New 

Frontier scenario. Technology makes it easier than ever to collaborate region-
wide. Telecommuting and video conferencing become commonplace. Regional 

leaders have meetings within the digital sphere, where all decisions are instantly 
shared with the public. Meetings at the regional and local level make use of 

advancements in technology to encourage the public to participate from their homes. 
Individuals with limited income enjoy access to software that allows them to actively 

participate. New technology makes decision-making more accessible than ever, 
with Artificial Intelligence (AI)-equipped features creating accurate, readable, and live 

transcripts of online meetings. People with disabilities have countless transportation 
opportunities to access public meetings, with many options available to participate at 

home.

Region-wide coalitions meet without having to be in the same room. These groups 
work to advance the ongoing work in restoring NWI’s natural areas, and to advance 

transformative investments. Groundwork begins for a NWI branch into the greater North 
American Hyperloop system. From the new Millennium Station in Hammond, a user can 

access a high-speed South Shore train to Chicago or South Bend, and will be afforded the 
choice to use a Hyperloop connecting them to nationwide cities at unprecedented speeds.

Communitites in NWI to Emphasize Planning Areas with low or no 
data access.
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Sharp and in Focus
Advancements in telecommuting are emerging in this scenario. While digital communication 
enhancements may not be as commonplace as with the New Chances for a New Frontier 
scenario, there exists opportunities for regional leaders to digitally collaborate. Region leaders 
and residents use digital media tools to advance the ongoing priorities of the Sharp and in 
Focus scenario regarding environmental preservation, controlled urbanized growth, and robust 
communication between racial, cultural, and socioeconomic lines.

In this scenario, growth is controlled and the environment protected due to region-wide 
coalitions. Connections between communities improve as region leaders and residents unite 
to develop long-range transformative projects. NWI may not have a high-speed train, but 
the region overwhelmingly supports extensions of the South Shore Line branching down 
from the lakeshore. Stops along the South Shore spark transit-oriented development, 
with dense mixed-use buildings, parks, sidewalks, trails and bike lanes. Transit providers 
connect smaller communities to regional hubs through the use of bus rapid transit, and 
there is a well-funded demand-response and paratransit system.

What are the paths to a 
United NWI?

Stay in Your Lane
In this scenario, the stark lines across racial, cultural, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds still exist and divide the region. Sluggish growth and 
an aging workforce limit the regional economic capacity to pursue 

transformative investments. These investments are still possible, however 
their implementation remains challenging, as regional leaders are forced 

to identify untapped funding sources and drum up participation in regional 
coalitions. By 2050, transformative region-wide investments like the South 
Shore Line’s Double Track and West Lake extension are completed. Other 

branches off the main line of the South Shore are being considered, but 
progress stagnates.

Critical Paths to a United NWI
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