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P
erception of Northwest Indiana from much of the rest of the state: It’s a dysfunctional 
area with political games and territorial battles preventing economic progress.
 Reverse the dynamics and people in the area – also affectionately referred to 
as Da Region, the South Shore, the Calumet Region and probably a few other 
monikers – feel slighted. They, moreso than those in other corners of the state, 
believe lawmakers and others rarely get beyond Central Indiana in their attention 

and their dollars.
 Reality is that both perceptions have some merit – to a point. That is the sentiment of four 
respected Northwest Indiana leaders who gathered at the Northwest Indiana Forum (Forum) 
offices in Portage for this discussion.
 They admit that their own house has not always been in order, but (in borrowing from Bob 
Dylan) “The Times They Are are a-Changin’.” They believe one “win” (there are several candidates) 
will generate tremendous momentum and the public is coming around to a regional vision.
 As for the rest of the state, the increased focus from Gov. Mitch Daniels is appreciated and 
there is acknowledgement that internal consensus will help drive external results.

Major economic player
 From his banking perspective and lifelong residence in the region, Schrage provides a solid 
overview of the Northwest Indiana economy. While, as a whole, the booms and busts have not 
occurred, he says, the last few years have certainly had an impact.
 “It’s not an extremism type of culture. Because of that, I think we can ride out the highs and 
the lows in the economic cycles, and that’s what we’re doing this time.” The difference, though, 
he adds, is “I think that everybody kind of lost their breath a bit because of the disappearance of 
the equity in their homes, the disappearance of the equity in their 401(k) retirements.”
 The deep manufacturing downturn of the early 1980s did have a dramatic impact (lessening 
the blow somewhat this time), recalls Schrage, who expects “a slow recovery year in 2010 in Northwest 
Indiana. But the factors for future growth are there, so I’m very optimistic for 2011 and beyond.”
 When the topic is business, Galbiati claims the area is often overlooked in regard to the size 
and scope of some of its major players. The Forum uses the tagline “Where Global Industries 
Find World-Class Locations” as part of its messaging. Examples that he cites include:
• PepsiCo with the second largest bottling facility in the country
• The BP Whiting refinery, among the largest operations of its kind in North America
• ArcelorMittal, a global leader in steel production, and U.S. Steel “holding its own”
 With Indiana as a whole experiencing success in touting its tax climate against other states, 
Northwest Indiana clearly benefits from comparisons with Illinois. Nangle points to a recent 
Chicago Tribune editorial lamenting the job losses from Illinois – many crossing the border into 
the Hoosier state.

Helping lead the way and sharing their insights are:

•  Vince Galbiati, president and CEO of the Forum (the regional economic development 
organization) at the time of this discussion. He later resigned that position

•  Leigh Morris, chairman of the board of the Northwest Indiana Regional Development 
Authority (RDA), a deputy commissioner of the Indiana Department of Transportation 
(primarily for Indiana Toll Road oversight) and former mayor of LaPorte

•  Bill Nangle, executive editor of The Times media company, which publishes a daily 
newspaper and nine magazines. He has spent the last 40 years in the area

•  Mike Schrage, president and CEO of Centier Bank, a community bank that operates 
throughout the region. Schrage is the fourth generation to lead the family-owned business 
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 Galbiati relates how Intel invested $3.5 billion in a 
fabrication facility in Rio Rancho, New Mexico, primarily 
because of tax policy. He is a big fan of 2009 legislation that 
exempts personal property for information technology (IT) and 
IT infrastructure equipment.
 The goal, he contends, is to “put the next major facility in 
development of modern technology and advanced 
manufacturing in Northwest Indiana. And … we’re indifferent 
about which county it ends up in.”

Getting from here to there
 If new and existing businesses are to thrive in the future, 
transportation infrastructure must be of high quality. In no other 
place in the state, perhaps, do those two 14-letter words mean 
so much – essential to economic development and carrying the 
hopes (and pains) – of an 
entire regional community.
 The key players: 
•  Gary/Chicago International 

Airport (numerous failed 
attempts at making the 
facility the third Chicago 
area airport)

•  South Shore railroad service 
(two current proposals, one 
an extension south from 
Hammond through Munster 
to Lowell and Crown Point; the 
second, extending the main line south and east to Valparaiso)

•  Proposed Illiana Expressway (toll road connecting Interstate 
65 in Lake County with Interstate 55 near Joliet, Illinois, 
completing a ring around Chicago)

•  Any other highway (including the Indiana Toll Road) that 
helps move goods and services 

 Morris explains: “We’re in a unique position because of 
our proximity to the Chicago marketplace and the fact that all 
transportation east and west comes through our region in 
order to get to Chicago and all points west. We have both the 
curse and the blessing of that.
 “We are able to handle the volume of traffic right now on 
our highway system,” he continues. “We will not be able to 
handle the volume if the growth trends that are forecast continue 
to be applicable. We will be in gridlock unless we do one of 
two things … develop our rail system much more effectively or 
build new capacity such as the Illiana Expressway.”
 It’s not only moving these projects forward, but doing so 
with a plan in place for land use and further economic development. 
The South Shore, for example, if executed properly will, 
according to Morris, “not just run rails out through a given 
area.” It will be “part of a planned effort to enhance a region. It 
doesn’t contribute to urban sprawl; it contributes to sustainable 
communities.”
 Galbiati cites Albuquerque and Denver as good examples 
of planned transit development. Closer to home, “all the 
touches that we have on transit and transportation, including 
freight efficiency, that leads to advanced manufacturing. 

Advanced manufacturing leads to better office development. 
That’s all connected through transit.”

Coming together
 For these or any other projects to successfully move forward, 
it takes a number of different entities to work together (our 
panel says progress is being made in that area) and for the 
region to have a single vision (a goal that continues to be elusive). 
 On the former topic, Morris points to the Forum (the 
private sector arm) and the Northwestern Indiana Regional 
Planning Commission (the group that brings together local 
government officials) being located in the same building. 

 “In years past, there was 
absolutely no communication and 
no collaboration between these two 
organizations,” he laments. “The 
fact that there was nothing going on 
between the two was a major problem. 
Today, that’s not the case. We’ve got 
a spirit of collaboration and cooperation 
today in Northwest Indiana. Still 
not where we need to be, but my 
goodness we’ve made progress.”
 Nangle, calling on his many 

years of experience in the area, 
effectively summarizes both topics.
 “There’s no question that the 
vulcanization in Northwest Indiana is 

an impediment to getting things done on a regional basis with 
so many communities looking out for their own self-interest. 
It’s very difficult to get things done.”
 He provides the example of neighbors Highland and 
Munster with fire stations located a few blocks apart.
 “When they tried to merge the fire departments of these 
two towns, absolutely no way could this be done,” Nangle 
explains. “That’s sort of a microcosm of the problem that exists 
in an area where you probably have over 30 incorporated 
communities and probably more than 200 taxing units. Trying 
to get them to come together is extremely difficult and has 
held Northwest Indiana back for decades. And it continues today.
 “There are a lot of signals that the conversation is escalating. 
And there is a broader understanding,” 
he says, “of the need to approach 
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projects on a regional basis. But there still is going to be that nagging individualism among the 
communities here – and that’s an impediment.”
 Whether it’s the public or the private sector, Galbiati reminds that all organizations – with different 

territories, different leadership, different strategies – must find ways to 
work together. Currently, that process is what he describes as “cumbersome.”

Single vision
 The Times is trying to unify Lake, Porter and LaPorte counties 
through a program called One Region, One Vision. More than 200 
leaders from various disciplines – banking, health care, religions, 
government, etc. – were brought together. Smaller groups continue to 
meet to continue the dialogue on issues of common interest.
 One of the outcomes has been the formation of the Northwest 
Indiana Health Care Council.
 “The hospitals recognized that they seldom talk to each other; 

they do compete all the time,” Nangle shares. “So now they have the word 
‘co-opitition.’ They compete, but they are also going to cooperate with each 
other in some practical things.”
 Publisher Bill Masterson, who came to the area from South Dakota, 

provided the impetus for the project. Schrage believes that outside perspective was helpful in 
getting the initiative started.
 Policy that emanates from outside the region impacts Northwest Indiana. While there are 
often complaints about those directives coming from Indianapolis, this group wishes for more in 
at least one area.
 Noting that property tax caps have “forced government units that are bloated to begin to 
come down to a level of reality,” Nangle also says the region “would benefit greatly if the Kernan-

“I think the passenger 
rail to Chicago 
would pop up lots of 
housetops, which 
will then bring retail 
and professional and 
offices. I think that 
would be the next 
regeneration of this area.”
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Centier Bank
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Shepard (local government) reforms were instituted at a state 
level and would apply here locally. It would solve some of the 
problems we already have.
 “It has to be mandated. I personally think that the 
Legislature should do its job. This idea of referendums is just a 
bailout. They should decide what’s the best form of 
government for the 21st century and see that it’s 
implemented.”
 Morris agrees 100% with that statement, calling 
Northwest Indiana “probably the poster child for why that 
needs to happen.” Galbiati emphasizes the economic 
development implications. “It is one of the top things a site 
selector is going to evaluate – what is the climate for business 
development. When you have tax bills that can’t get out 
efficiently or you have assessors’ offices that are in disarray, 
that’s noticed; that gets picked up very quickly.”

Helping the biggest city
 Morris says he has spent a great deal of time in Gary, 
where what residents are looking for is “reason to hope for the 
future.” The people ask, ‘Are things just gonna continue to go 
down? Is my outlook gonna get any better? I don’t think so; 
it’s just gonna get worse.’
 “When you went to the mayor’s annual meeting in the city 
of Gary and the best economic development was a new 
Walgreens drugstore, I think that kind of underscores what 

our concerns are.”
 Significant federal money, possibly in excess of $50 
million, is scheduled to come to Gary to pay for tearing down 
abandoned structures. 
 Schrage believes it is a matter of starting anew. “If you 
cleared all that debris that’s down there and just planted grass, 
you would have some nice green areas. And I think businesses 
would then say, ‘Hey, it’s worth investing new money into this’ 
and you will see a rebirth there. But right now nobody wants 
to make an investment next to all the decay – the broken 
buildings and broken infrastructure.”
 The state is overseeing Gary’s finances and Nangle expects 
the same soon for the city’s schools. That will bring some 
needed direction, he contends. He asserts, “For the first time in 
my 40 years here, and I’ve watched Gary slide, I really think 
that things are looking up. In the past, it’s always been ‘Oh, 
that’s Gary.’ Today, it is recognition throughout the region that 
we all have to come together to help Gary recover.”

Picking the winner
 Nangle offers that a “big win would demonstrate the reality 
of the potential that exists here.” But what should that win be? 
The infrastructure projects already noted are at or near the top 
of the list.
 “I’m a big proponent of the South Shore,” Schrage 
comments. “I think the passenger rail to Chicago would pop 
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up lots of housetops, which will then bring retail and professional and offices. I think that would be 
the next regeneration of this area.”
 He adds that not all the major projects can be accomplished at once, and asks where is the 
prioritization that is necessary?
 “That’s one of the special challenges of Northwest Indiana,” Morris admits. “Because of the 
fractionalization of our region, it’s much more challenging to try to get to the kind of plan you’re 
talking about.”
 Due to the continued overcrowding in Chicago and the emphasis on regional airports, 
Galbiati goes to the air in saying the “commercialization of the Gary/Chicago Airport has to take 

place. That in itself in the next five years is achievable … and then the 
extension of the rail.”
 Morris agrees that the airport has “by far has the greatest economic 
potential.” The message of the many benefits of an airport expansion has 
not taken hold and in the past, he says, “It has been the difficulty of coming to 
grips with a comprehensive business plan for how to capitalize on this asset.”
 The number of local, state (Indiana and Illinois) and federal 
government agencies and planning organizations that have a say in the 
airport development make the job that much harder to achieve, Galbiati 
offers. He uses the terms “faster, more nimble, mobility and efficiency” in 
describing what needs to take place.
 While that big win is still sought, that same airport is identified as one 
of the primary contributors to the lack of public confidence.

 “The airport has some of that baggage,” Schrage confirms. “I think the public views it as 
tried efforts that have failed. That’s why I think it’s a harder one to pull off.”
 Nangle concurs. “Time and again, seeing one airline after another come and go has been a 
real disappointing and continuing drain on the optimism in the area.”

Directional connection
 Many words ago, in the opening paragraphs, we referenced the perception that those in the 
region feel they do not get their just due. Progress is taking place, the panelists say.
 “The creation and funding of the RDA is a perfect example. This is the state dedicating $120 
million to one section of the state,” Morris surmises. “They’ve not done this anywhere but 
Northwest Indiana because they recognized there was a unique need and a unique opportunity 
to move this region to a much more positive level.”
 Morris lists a legislative delegation that is working together more effectively and the 
increased attention from the governor as other signs of change.
 That “high touch” approach from Daniels has impressed Schrage. “A real good sign is the 
governor’s openness. He has really taken the time to see all the potential that’s up here. We’ve 
got to play off that and improve our communication to a wider group within the state.”
 Nangle concludes, “There’s a greater recognition in Indianapolis that we’re getting our act 
together in Northwest Indiana and that we’re moving to address a lot of the issues ourselves.”

Special qualities
 We close with a simple inquiry. What makes all the efforts at regionalism and cooperation 
pay off in the end? What makes Northwest Indiana special?
 Nangle: “The people. By and large, good people. The neighborhoods, diversity and history.”
 Morris: “I would add location. My goodness, what a tremendous location we have! The lake, 
proximity to Chicago, major markets, transportation, diversity of population. Location, location, 
location. We have it, and we haven’t capitalized on it enough yet.”
 Galbiati: “If you’re an industrialist, this is a really exciting place to be. If you’re an engineer 
… this place is a playground for engineers. What’s exciting and compelling about the work that 
we all do is the level of industry. And now our obligation is to extend those industries.”
 Schrage, who earlier described the variety of community festivals and the vibrancy of 
neighborhoods, closes with, “You have a melting pot of cultures and diversity and welcomeness 
that people find rather refreshing … (they see) Northwest Indiana as the kind of place I’d like to 
raise a family.”

“In the past, it’s 
always been 
‘Oh, that’s Gary.’ 
Today, it is 

recognition throughout the 
region that we all have to come 
together to help Gary recover.”

Bill Nangle
The Times




