
Transportation issues are

prevalent in northwest Indiana.

A
common and understandable refrain from Lake County for many years is that the

cities and towns feel a closer connection to neighboring Chicago than other parts

of Indiana. Chicagoland, however, continues to move east with a similar tune

likely to be more prevalent in Porter and even LaPorte counties in the near future.

The connection to Chicago, the steel industry, transportation and workforce

challenges, and regional cooperation are among the topics when discussing the issues

with business and education representatives in Valparaiso, Portage, Porter, LaPorte and Westville.

MonoSol LLC in Portage has manufactured water soluble film products for a variety of

industries for more than 50 years. Close access to Chicago, as well as the transportation logistics,

helps company officials in their national and international business dealings. 

“A lot of times we do feel a part of Illinois more so than Indiana,” notes Rob McGreal, director

of business operations for Monosol. “I’d like to see the Gary Airport potentially expand. (Interstate)

80/94 is quite a roadblock if you’re heading west (to Chicago) to work. You don’t see as many

cars going the other way. I’d like to see some of those tax dollars stay here.”

Brad Kern is plant manager for the Worthington Steel facility in nearby Porter. He lives in

the southern portion of the county in Valparaiso. The Chicago influence extends throughout

Porter County, he claims.

“Valparaiso and Chesterton have seen growth. There is a lot of new money coming into the

area,” Kern says. “Valparaiso has more commuters going to Chicago, people who are not from

Indiana originally. In Porter, in the northern part of the county, you’re more likely to have people

who have lived there all their life. A lot of people take the train, the South Shore. In an hour

and 15 minutes, you can be downtown from Porter. That’s not a bad commute.”

One negative he has heard is that Indiana residential tax levels are looking a little too much

like their Illinois counterparts. Some people are not receiving the benefits they thought they

were going to get by crossing the state line.

Chicago suburbs on the Illinois side extend west to places like Aurora and

Naperville. Kern, as well as Valparaiso’s Steve Massa and Greg Scasny, senior

partners in Golden Technologies, points out that it’s closer to get to America’s

third largest city from northwest Indiana. They put the driving commute to

downtown at 45 minutes, if you go at the right time.

Traffic turmoil
The South Shore is a tremendous asset for moving people back and forth.

The congested roadways sometimes halt the highway movement – for business

and commuter travel.

“You have to wonder if the infrastructure needs improvement. The high

concentration of truck traffic puts a lot of wear and tear on the road,” McGreal

contends. “I think they’re trying to work on it the best they can.”

Kern concurs, explaining that the steel processing company has its necessary

truck trips into Chicago slowed by the combination of traffic and construction.

“I think they’re making progress, but we’re behind the curve. We’re coming

off repairs in which the skyway was down to one lane at times this summer.

That put a lot of strain on I-94. It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

Golden Technologies works with companies on their information technology

needs, including consulting, networking, Internet, eBusiness, support and

training functions. The partners, Purdue University engineers who got their start in a technology

group at the former Bethlehem Steel facility, are seeing additional Chicago-Indiana connections.

The work-at-home, telecommuting culture is taking root. Several Golden clients have high-speed

T1 lines in their homes, including a stockbroker with all the equipment one would normally see
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in a busy office.

“Getting one side of the equation

is important,” Massa theorizes. “If

we can get people to live here, even

if they’re not working here, that’s a

good thing.”

Steel stays strong
Location plays somewhat of a

factor in analysis of what has been

a much maligned steel industry.

Kern’s Worthington plant (one of

10 for the Columbus, Ohio-based

company) pickles, slits, blankets and rolls steel

and sells it to Tier 2 suppliers, some Tier 1 and

directly to automakers. The Porter plant has more than 200

employees.

“The business environment for us has been steady. For the

most part it’s been busy,” he contends. “No matter where you

live (in the county), steel is still a large business. Somewhat

less than it used to be, but still big.”

There is no doubt that the area remains driven by the steel

industry. McGreal adds. “We’re in a different type of manufacturing

process. It’s more blue collar here from the people working in

the mills. Valparaiso is a little different type with the university.”

Massa grew up in Valparaiso and Scasny moved there about

10 years ago. They see the overall dependence on steel lessening

somewhat, although it’s difficult to change course after such a

lengthy history.

Fewer employees at the major mills, a decreasing number

of nearby vendors and the hit on the tax base are helping drive

reality home and opening the door, at least a bit, to change.

“Expanding businesses are picking up people who used to

be mill employees,” Massa submits. “The skill set for the mill

operator, though, doesn’t apply to the market. The people on

the programming side are more marketable.”

Golden is flooded with

resumes from information

technology graduates trying

to break into the field.

Due to its wide variety of

services, it hires engineers

almost exclusively. “In the

end, we’re just engineers

putting our tools to work,”

Massa adds.

Team effort
The Golden Technologies partners try to make a difference

in overall community development. They meet regularly with

local chamber and economic development representatives, are

in the process of offering technology recommendations to the

city police department and do what they can to assist in other

community efforts.

“We look at what the city can do to boost its technology,”

Scasny reiterates. “Volunteering our time at these meetings and

consulting at no charge are how we stay active and market

ourselves, as well as helping the community.”

Massa is hoping for good news soon on an initiative to

expand high-speed Internet service.

“For tech guys, it’s all about bandwidth,” according to Massa.

“In downtown Chicago, you can get huge circuits at very low

cost. Here, it is a whole different picture. We’re looking to get

high bandwidth at low cost for not only Valparaiso, but also

Lake County and LaPorte County.”

Such partnerships between business and government, or

even regional groups and organizations, are critical. McGreal

says people are eager to step up and assist if they think the
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“There is a real spirit of
hope that we’re going
to get some big things
done. Porter and LaPorte
counties have been
overlooked too long.”

– James Dworkin
Purdue-North Central

Porter and LaPorte counties are not alone in seeking a balance between

technology related jobs and more traditional manufacturing employment.



attempt will pay off.

“People have to know if they put forth the effort,

that there will be a reward at the end of it. To try and

bring an idea to fruition, people want to know if there

will be support. They’re willing to get involved if they

know it is going toward something,” he concludes.

Facilitating progress
Regional cooperation is a mantra for James Dworkin,

chancellor at Purdue-North Central in Westville. Location –

“we’re about 10 miles from every city we serve” – is but

one factor in bringing LaPorte and Porter county officials

and business leaders together to solve problems.

“One board member called us little Switzerland –

being neutral and in such a convenient location,” Dworkin

offers. “I work on this every day. The university can

play a critical role in all of this. The Michigan City

and LaPorte economic development officials are meeting. We have two new mayors, whose

response has been good. We’ll have to see where this goes.”

Dworkin points to a Cornerstone Alliance that binds Benton Harbor and St. Joseph, Michigan.

If the relationship develops to that point, he says the logical extension is to expand out to the region.

The days of community vs. neighboring community in the battle for new or expanding

businesses has to stop.

“Any new business, whether in LaPorte or Porter counties, or retaining existing businesses,

is good for all of us,” Dworkin asserts. “You hear that from all the consultants. It’s regional

approach, regional approach.”

While mayors and other public officials can be what he calls champions of change, Dworkin

is also looking for business sector leaders to “step up.” He believes they will. “There is a real

spirit of hope that we’re going to get some big things done. Porter and LaPorte counties have

been overlooked too long.”

Help needed
One of those business leaders is Dick Parrette, president of Packaging Logic in LaPorte and

active on a number of community fronts. His company manufactures corrugated boxes, doing

business from Chicago to Grand Rapids to Fort Wayne and points in between.

He, too, is tired of resources not coming to this area and the inability to implement effective

workforce solutions. The relationship between Michigan City (more service and retail oriented)

and LaPorte (blue collar, manufacturing) was once extremely distant. He cites some progress in

the last year.

Part of the frustration, though, he says, is “I see money, I hear good stories, but I wonder when

it’s ever going to get up to northern Indiana. We have a great location except we get bypassed. A

lot of the tollway money goes to South Bend. Ameriplex in Porter County is a huge development

that gets a lot of money, Even though we’re on the same artery, they have better facilities, better

infrastructure.”

Internal improvement, Parrette believes, is going to come through increased education

achievement and enhanced workforce skills. The performance has not matched the promise in

local execution of workforce development programs.

“I believe WorkKeys (matching assessments with employers’ job skill needs) is a solution. It

can be a cure for this area.” He contends that other places are already benefiting, but “we’re in

the infancy. We have a whole manufacturing sector that knows nothing about it.

“Workforce One dominates and controls the workforce development process. They do a lot

of talking, but the rubber doesn’t meet the road. We have people who need work, but we don’t

have the mechanism in place here.”

The personal impetus for Parrette to look toward WorkKeys evolved from a county consulting

report that identified biomedical (“Warsaw has that locked up”), warehousing and telemarketing

as the top three economic development hopes. He termed that a discouraging outcome.
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Greg Scasny, seated, and Steve

Massa offer their engineering

and technology expertise to

boost community development

efforts.
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 107,066 (13)
Population (2002) 110,384 (15)
Population (2010 projected) 110,376 (15)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 73,664 (12)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 80.6% (50)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 14% (36)

Per capita personal income (2001) $24,897 (41)
Median household income (2000) $41,430 (36)

CCiittiieess  aanndd  TToowwnnss  
22000022  PPooppuullaattiioonn
Michigan City – 32,564
LaPorte – 21,293
Westville – 5,274
Trail Creek – 2,258
Long Beach – 1,537
Kingsford Heights – 1,443

Wanatah – 998
La Crosse – 558
Michiana Shores – 329
Pottawattomie Park – 302
Kingsbury – 226

CCoommmmuuttiinngg  PPaatttteerrnnss  ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into LaPorte County 6,782 11.5%
From Porter County 2,976 5.1%
From Lake County 1,050 1.8%
From St. Joseph County 850 1.4%
From Starke County 760 1.3%
From Michigan 447 0.8%

Out of LaPorte County 9,633 15.6%
To Porter County 3,843 6.2%
To St. Joseph County 2,326 3.8%
To Lake County 1,535 2.5%
To Michigan 405 0.7%
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 128,932 (9)
Population (2002) 150,403 (9)
Population (2010 projected) 156,755 (9)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 94,571 (8)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 88.3% (4)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 22.6% (10)

Per capita personal income (2001) $29,965 (10)
Median household income (2000) $53,100 (4)

CCiittiieess  aanndd  TToowwnnss  
22000022  PPooppuullaattiioonn
Portage – 34,498
Valparaiso – 28,185
Chesterton – 10,916
Porter – 5,058
Hebron – 3,539
Kouts – 1,727
Ogden Dunes – 1,279

Town of Pines – 794
Burns Harbor – 762
Beverly Shores – 698
Dune Acres – 215

CCoommmmuuttiinngg  PPaatttteerrnnss  ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into Porter County 11,447 16.6%
From Lake County 4,611 6.7%
From LaPorte County 3,843 5.6%
From Jasper County 912 1.3%
From Starke County 755 1.1%
From Illinois 453 0.7%

Out of Porter County 29,620 34.0%
To Lake County 19,513 22.4%
To Illinois 4,167 4.8%
To LaPorte County 2,976 3.4%
To Out of state 1,471 1.7%
To St. Joseph County 320 0.4%
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Parrette credits Dworkin and Purdue-North Central for trying

to bring stakeholders together, but indicates that “we’re still

quite a ways away.” The former board chairman of the Greater

LaPorte Chamber of Commerce vows to do what he can to help.

Dworkin touts the inherent advantages – attractive lifestyle,

inexpensive lake property in Michigan City and the beginnings

of diversification in the business mix – in surmising, “LaPorte

and Porter have some special things about them. This area has

a lot to offer.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Rob McGreal, MonoSol LCC, at (219) 762-3165

Brad Kern, Worthington Steel, at (219) 929-4000

Steve Massa and Greg Scasny, Golden Technologies, at

(219) 462-7200

James Dworkin, Purdue-North Central, at (219) 785-5331

Dick Parrette, Packaging Logic, at (219) 326-1350


