
  A Vibrant NWI 



NWI’s economy is thriving, our people are well educated, growth is planned, 
and natural and agricultural areas are valued and protected.

The vision for A Vibrant NWI can be seen in many ways as the culmination of achieving a 
connected, renewed, and united NWI. A Vibrant NWI stems from the linkages shared between 
strategic transportation investments, quality economic development, a healthy and sustainable 
environment, human capital investments with shared outcomes, and smart land uses. This 
includes protecting valuable farmland and agricultural areas, encouraging growth in the 
region’s main centers, diversifying the economy, and expanding access to knowledge and 
educational opportunities, enhancing the quality of life across the region.

How “A Vibrant NWI” Evolved:
NWI’s 2040 Plan’s green infrastructure approach focused on the protection and 
enhancement of water bodies, wetlands, floodplains, groundwater protection areas, high-
quality forest, prime agricultural land and areas of biodiversity and wildlife habitat. This 
approach continues to be an even more important focus for the future of NWI. A Vibrant 
Region will stabilize the core communities, including investments in transportation, 
housing, employment opportunities, and civic facilities and amenities, that will enhance 
the quality of life for region residents.
 
Why is “A Vibrant NWI” Important?
A Vibrant NWI creates desirable places to live, work, and play. It adapts to 
technological change. It promotes active lifestyles, a healthy and sustainable 
environment, and creates an authentic character where people enjoy spending 
time in the region as they achieve prosperity. A vibrant region has good transit, 
affordable housing, and offers community services (schools, shopping, 
entertainment, etc.). It includes walkable neighborhoods, public art, green 
spaces, and other popular destinations.

Existing Conditions
Economy and Place

The Northwest Indiana Forum represents the chief economic development organization 
for NWI. Their vision increases the “broad-based wealth” in NWI and contributes to 
the overall strength of the NWI economy, ensuring its long-term vibrancy. In 2017, the 

NWI Forum spearheaded the Ignite the Region economic development plan. While the 
area served by the NWI Forum includes Newton, Jasper, Pulaski, and Stark Counties 

in addition to Lake, Porter, and LaPorte Counties, the findings are relevant to achieving 
the vision of NWI 2050. The Ignite the Region report indicates that while NWI has many 

assets driving the regional economy, the region has stagnated in the last two to three 
decades. Demographically, while the State of Indiana and the Chicagoland region have 
gained population, the region continues to decline. In terms of wealth, NWI remains on par 

with the state, but below the Chicagoland area.

As parts of NWI thrive, some communities have continued to struggle. The Economic 
Innovation Group (EIG) represents a public policy organization raising awareness about the 

United States’ economic challenges. EIG released a powerful visualization tool to illustrate 
economic vitality over time. The Distressed Communities Index shows that between 2007 and 

2016, the most prosperous communities in NWI were merely able to sustain their position, while 
very few improved their condition. NWI places such as Crown Point, Dyer, Munster, Schererville, 

Valparaiso, and Chesterton were able to maintain their prosperity. Others like the City of La Porte 
saw an increase in prosperity with improvements on most economic indicators. 
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Communities along the West Lake Corridor are in the process of leveraging 
major municipal improvements by attracting development near future transit 

stations. Hammond has proposed a major overhaul of their Gateway Station 
to allow for improved parking, pedestrian access, and space for dense 

housing and mixed-use retail. Similarly, East Chicago is pouring significant 
resources into its lakefront. Improvements to Jeorse Park were made possible 

with investments from the NWI Regional Development Authority (RDA). The 
resulting project will develop in multiple phases adding recreational amenities 

and landscaping improvements.

Environment
The 2012 EPA Clean Watershed Needs Survey (CWNS) reported 23 publicly owned 

wastewater facilities in NWI, or two more than reported in the 2008 survey. Combined, these 
facilities served 602,828 people in 2012, or about 78% of NWI’s population, and treated 97,549 

millions of gallons per day of domestic, commercial, and industrial wastewater. The facilities were 
designed for and contain a total design capacity to serve a population of 621,033 and 99,359 

millions of gallons per day. This represents capacity for only an additional 18,205 residents. Some 
of this capacity may exist in older communities with declining populations. A thorough analysis has 

not been undertaken to identify the location of design capacity compared to projected population 
growth. Complicating this is the fact that the EPA reports on a four year data lag. Major sewage 

treatment plants in NWI were designed with several times more of their actual domestic and industrial 
flows to accommodate economic growth. Additionally, some major industries have greatly reduced 

their flows to these plants.

Communities that struggled in 2007 mostly grew worse or languished in distress over time. 
Dense and urbanized northern Lake County experienced hard economic burdens. These 
communities averaged a poverty rate between 20%-50%. One area in Gary was flagged as the 
most distressed zip code in the state, with a poverty rate growing from 46.9% to 49.7%. While 
portions of NWI are vibrant, all communities do not share in this vibrancy. Additionally, many 
areas in NWI offer a sense of place – a unique identity attracting growth -- but the region as 
a whole continues to lack a positive and unified identity.

In spite of challenges the region faces, residents and leaders have collaborated to provide 
direct economic assistance to struggling and prosperous communities alike. For instance, 
lakefront communities like Gary are leveraging transformative investments like NICTD’s 
Double Track project to advance neighborhood improvements that will make Miller more 
vibrant. The Gary Lakefront District Plan represents a huge step forward for the city. 
This plan realigns and closes highways that limit pedestrian connectivity, and utilizes 
first-mile and last-mile connections to link the Miller South Shore Line station to existing 
businesses and to emerging transit-oriented development.

Developments that layer density and provide mixed use properties near major transit 
centers remain essential to the redevelopment of NWI’s urban core. The future 
residents on Lake Street will have immediate pedestrian access to Lake Street 
businesses, the lakefront, and regional transit. Gary continues to make strides in 
attracting and retaining industry and is proposing to move the Majestic Star casino 
from Buffington Harbor to a land-based location, while using the former casino 
site to develop a large intermodal transportation and warehousing hub. 



Land cover and land use within a watershed can have a profound 
impact on both water quality and habitat. Natural land cover types 

such as forest, wetland, and grassland help protect water quality and 
aquatic habitats by filtering pollutants from runoff, maintaining hydrologic 
functions, and supporting fish and wildlife needs. Alteration of natural land 

cover for human use almost inevitably leads to increased runoff, which 
carries associated pollutants to nearby water bodies. Approximately 20% 

of NWI’s land cover is classified as “developed,” of which 10% represents 
impervious cover such as roads, parking lots and rooftops. Most stream 

quality indicators decline when watershed impervious cover exceeds 10%, 
with severe degradation expected beyond 25% cover.

The EPA Clean Watershed Needs Survey includes estimates of infrastructure 
investment, including wastewater treatment, infiltration and inflow correction, 
sewer replacement and rehabilitation, new collectors and interceptors, 
combined-sewer overflow correction and many other categories not 
reported in the region. The 2012 survey reports a total investment deficit in 
these regional facilities of over $500 million.

Capacity to Clean Water in NWI Where does all that dirty water go? Can we grow 
and handle more dirty water to clean?
Maybe not............?!
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Drinking Water Supply in NWI How do you quench your thrist?
Water supply is important because 
the location of land development 
deterimines where it is sourced and 
how waster water is disposed.



“Air quality exceedance days” represent another method the EPA uses to 
monitor air quality. This method measures the number of days a region’s 

air quality exceeds thresholds established by the EPA as being safe. On air 
quality exceedance days, communities are encouraged to take precautions 

to remain healthy. Individuals with sensitive respiratory conditions are asked 
to stay indoors. Activities that can be harmful to air quality, such as burning 

leaves or operating lawn mowers, are requested to be postponed until air 
quality improves. The following chart indicates the total number of days NWI 

has exceeded air quality standards for ozone pollutants and fine particles (PM 
2.5). Since 2011, NWI’s number of air quality exceedance days has dipped on 

occasion, but overall it has remained mostly the same. 

NWI’s air represents one of the most frequently and consistently monitored environmental quality 
factors in Indiana. There are typically three different types of pollutants which receive public 
concern: 

1. National Ambient Air Quality Standard (NAAQS) pollutants (ozone, particulate matter, 
carbon monoxide, lead, sulfur dioxide, and nitrogen dioxide) 

2. Air toxics
3. Greenhouse gases 

NAAQS generally refer to a handful of pollutants that are widely emitted by different sources 
from human activities and are known to cause health problems. NAAQS have been 
regulated since the 1970s by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and geographic 
areas have been determined to be either in attainment or nonattainment depending on 
standards being met over time periods relevant to acute or chronic health impacts. 
Geographic areas that are designated with the “nonattainment” moniker are areas 
outside the healthy threshold level for harmful pollutants. Areas that are designated as 
“attainment” are considered to be within this threshold level for a particular pollutant. 
An area may be in attainment for one pollutant, but in nonattainment for another. 

Since the early days of the Clean Air Act in the 1970’s, NWI’s ambient air quality 
has improved dramatically. As recently as 2004, NWI carried four nonattainment 
designations. However, from 2007 to 2016 the region had only one nonattainment 
designation. Even this single nonattainment designation was not directly attributed 
to NWI pollution sources, but rather the pollution cited in the nonattainment 
designation originated with pollution from Chicago sources carrying over into 
NWI. 
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Clean Air in the Region What is being monitored?
What progress has been made?

Days of Unsafe Air Quality Our air quality standards are improving 
overall, but some days the amount of 
pollutants can still take your breath away.



 

NWI’s industrial giants are leading the charge in mitigating climate impacts and 
preserving the environment. ArcelorMittal is a global leader in the steel industry, 
and ArcelorMittal employs nearly 10,000 NWI residents in four locations 
locally. Even though steel production remains an historically dirty and energy-
intensive industry, leaders like ArcelorMittal utilize cutting edge technology 
to make the process clean and sustainable. In addition to transforming the 
steel industry, ArcelorMittal has invested $144 million of conservation and 
restoration investments into the Great Lakes since 2006. 

The Northern Indiana Public Service Corporation (NIPSCO) has made 
similar strides. In October 2018, NIPSCO announced the “Your Energy, 

Your Future” initiative. This initiative represents an effort to move away 
from coal-burning energy production to renewable resources like wind 

and solar power. To this end, NIPSCO has committed to becoming 
entirely coal-free by 2028 by building three new wind farms based in 

Indiana and tied into NIPSCO’s electric system serving almost 500,000 
electric customers. Another industry mitigating climate impacts is Cargill’s 

Hammond plant. Cargill has partnered with Living Lands and Waters and their 
MillionTrees Project by providing a tree giveaway to companies, businesses 

and organizations throughout the Region to help further the mission to protect, 
preserve and restore the natural environment.

Other major strides in preserving the vibrancy of the NWI environment include 
the February 2019 announcement of the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore being 

upgraded to the nation’s newest National Park. While the most notable difference 
to the lakeshore is the name change, National Park recognition comes with an 

enhancement in perceived status, attracting more annual visitors to the lakeshore. 
Additionally, thanks to the identification of a National Park, the dunes are anticipated 

to receive an enhanced level of protection and conservation for years to come. 

Climate Change in NWI What if annual temperatures rise as predicted?
Get to a beach and cool off!

Climate Change and NWI What if winters change more?
Watch for ice and more potholes!
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Mobility
As described in A Connected NWI of this plan, the quality of life of NWI residents is directly linked 
to the freedom residents have to move in, out, and throughout the region. Region residents 
frequently travel back and forth between cities and counties for everyday needs, including 
work, recreation, dining, retail, and human services. The vibrancy and quality of life of the 
region is related to whether or not an individual has access to an automobile. 

Individuals and families with access to a car are relatively unimpeded to employment and 
other region opportunities. However, individuals and families unable to drive -- whether 
because of a physical disability, age, or lack of income -- become disconnected from those 
same opportunities. While transit and pedestrian connections may exist as a matter of 
choice to most region residents as one of many options available to them, the ability of 
transit and pedestrian connections represent an essential lifeline for those without an 
automobile. 

A “complete streets” policy is one method of enhancing the quality of life and mobility of 
a community. “Complete streets” is a transportation design concept where every street 
should be designed for all intended users of a road corridor, including pedestrians, 
bicyclists, transit riders, motorists, and even the movement of freight and goods. 
Communities with complete streets usually contain a myriad of design features, 
including bike lanes, bus lanes, sidewalks, accessible pedestrian signals, curb 
extensions and more. These pedestrian links make it easier for individuals to walk 
or bike to areas of opportunity. 

Individuals with disabilities may not have another way to utilize a transportation 
corridor without accessibility features like pedestrian signals or curb cuts. 

However, in spite of the benefits of adopting a complete street policy, few NWI 
municipalities have adopted their own. While this does not mean a community 

undervalues accessibility or does not have other accessible features, it remains 
evidence of how slow progress can be in adopting contemporary transportation 

design standards that would dramatically enhance the lives of NWI residents.
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Adopted Complete Street Policies in Chicagoland 
Making sure all users of a street corridor are accomodated at 

the earliest stages of design.  



As previously mentioned in A Connected NWI, transit may assist individuals without a vehicle to 
access areas of opportunity. However, the current transit network contains many limitations that 
narrow an individual’s freedom, especially if the individual does not live on a fixed route bus line 
with corresponding complementary paratransit. 

Advancements in mobility technology are underway that could allow greater accessibility in regions 
similar to NWI.  Autonomous and connected vehicles could become common as consumer 
demand for driverless or semi-autonomous vehicles increases. The adoption of innovations in 
mobility technology, however, can be slow to take place. As indicated in A United NWI, Lake 
County communities’ efforts to adopt a signal preemption system took approximately five 
years. The time it currently takes to implement technological advancements like this clearly 
indicates the challenges in implementing changing technology. 

People and Leaders
In spite of the challenges facing NWI, a constant source of regional pride 

remains the commitment of individuals and leaders in the region to come 
together and solve problems. A recent example involves the response to 

the Indiana State Supreme Court overturning state legislation that allowed 
local municipalities to fine railroads when local streets were blocked for 

more than ten minutes. NWI has one of the densest concentrations of 
railroads in the country, and the lack of local policing power over railroad 

street blockages creates significant hazards for local communities. 

A train blocking a railroad crossing not only serves as an issue of general 
connectivity, but is especially an issue of safety. Local emergency responders 

could find themselves “dead-ended” by a stopped train, with limited points of 
access to get to the emergency. Some individuals have dangerously traversed 

railroad couplings, and local police chiefs report increased incidences of road 
rage and reckless driving surrounding these blockages. Prolonged blockages 

also result in lengthy idling of vehicles, contributing to pollution and air quality 
degradation.

Within a few short months of the Indiana Supreme Court decision, region leaders 
and volunteers had united to form the Rail Crossing Task Force (RCTF) to explore 

alternative means of limiting the negative impact of trains stopping across region 
roads. Since its inception in December 2018, the RCTF has explored which crossings 

pose the greatest risk to being blocked, have collected data on how long crossings 
are blocked, and have identified potential remedies. The RTCF seeks to unite  with 

others nationally to advance legislation in Congress, where the issue is expected to gain 
momentum as many other regions face similar challenges.

NWI leaders and residents continue to look to new challenges and new opportunities. 
The region, supported by its people, continues leveraging resources to advance progress. 

Today, these advancements include strengthening the existing downtown spaces where 
residents live and work. Tomorrow, the advancements will leverage additional resources to 

build sustainable, walkable, and dense urban developments as we revitalize our urban cores. 
For years NWI has dabbled in incremental, planned growth, with major success stories in some 

parts of the region, while experiencing limited successes in others. However, the future vibrancy 
of the region hinges on the decisions our people and leaders make today. Will NWI stop the 

progression of sprawling development? Will NWI focus efforts on infilling communities that have 
infrastructure already in place? Will NWI continue to congest its transportation network with poor 
land use planning? Today, at this moment, the region must seize the opportunity to decide its future. 
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Freight in NWI
Whether the “Crossroads of America” or the 

“Middle of Everywhere,” freight is moving 
through the Region.



Future Scenarios and A Vibrant 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
NWI’s economy looks vastly different than today in this scenario. In a region not defined by any 
one industry or place, region residents enjoy the security of a diverse economic base. NWI 
attracts world-class talent with an inflow of creators, collaborators, and entrepreneurs. NWI 
is known for an exceptional quality of life made possible through thriving downtown districts 
and world-class educational institutions.

Major improvements in infrastructure bolsters the NWI economy. Manufacturers locate 
near interstate highways that flow at optimum capacity resulting from autonomous 
and connected vehicles. Producers are close to regional assets harnessing emerging 
technology for the distribution of freight, namely within the Gary/Chicago International 
Airport. Here, manufacturers enjoy the benefits of cutting-edge distribution as trucks 
effortlessly access fully functional, automated drone distribution centers. Bulk freight 
turns into individual consumer packages attached to drone delivery robots, floated 
across Lake Michigan, and deposited to users in Chicago.

Even during this booming economy, advances in green energy translate to few 
negative effects on the environment. The energy network becomes entirely 
renewable, no longer using fossil fuels for operations. Automobiles are electrified, 
pulling energy from the renewable grid and resulting in clean air. The dunes and 
lakeshore are protected. Winding tendrils of wetlands and natural habitat snake 
along NWI waterways, introducing the natural environment into communities. 
The balance of living and working within the biodiverse ecology of NWI becomes 
a strong national draw for tourism and for residents and businesses looking to 
relocate.

Sharp and in Focus
Steady but modest growth envisioned with the Sharp and in Focus scenario means 

that everything has its proper place. Downtowns thrive with investments that include 
mixed-use developments, parks, and transit-oriented developments. Preservation of 

green space occurs for agricultural production, and wetlands and other natural habitats 
are restored. Although this scenario may not include cutting edge technology, smart 
growth paired with regional innovations provides NWI with an excellent quality of life.

Smart growth practices limit the number of access points interrupting critical freight-moving 
thoroughfares. With guided growth, subdivisions develop with the necessary pedestrian 

infrastructure and more density to provide residents with transportation choices. This 
development pattern allows traffic to move more fluidly for both freight movers and personal 

automobiles.

While NWI may depend on Chicago’s economy, the local economic outlook is diversified 
enough to be resilient against challenges. Thriving downtown districts, direct access to green 
spaces, and world-class educational institutions significantly improve NWI’s quality of life.
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Stay in Your Lane
In this scenario, growth remains sluggish and the NWI economy resists full diversification, 
continuing to be reliant on Chicago and the steel industry. An exceptional quality of life could 
be possible, but due to large share of manufacturing jobs in the region, automation technology 
threatens the local economy.

Some NWI downtown districts thrive, while others continue to struggle. Unplanned growth 
remains the norm, so development occurs on the periphery of the urban core. As suburban 
sprawl expands, the transportation network bogs down, limiting the movement of people 
and freight. Innovations in technology that would enhance freight movement were never 
adopted, so freight efficiency stalls until regional leaders employ proactive policies and 
projects to relieve congestion.

Expanding suburban sprawl threatens natural areas and prime agriculture. New 
development comes at the expense of green space. However, the slowing rate of in-
migration and the decrease in population lowers demand for new housing, which in 
turn curbs the rate of sprawl. Prospective residents are attracted to existing downtown 
districts, furthering growth in some parts of the region, but limiting growth in others. 
Leaders have to work hard to collaborate in order to increase the quality of life for all 
residents. NWI assets have been maintained, but significant work needs to be done 
to ensure these assets can continue to be drivers for regional posterity.

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