
Declining enrollments at Benton
County elementaries, including
this school in Fowler, are causing
a move from four schools to
three.

I
ndiana’s agricultural regions of strength are widespread. Maybe nowhere more so than in the
vast open areas north of Lafayette and south of industrial-focused Lake and Porter counties.

Corn and cows are king in Benton, Newton and Jasper counties. That doesn’t appear
to be changing soon. Attempts to explore economic development and other business-related
topics in the three counties were largely met with unreturned telephone calls or concern
about potential alterations to the status quo.

Conversations and recent media coverage from the area reveal:
• A dispute over elementary school consolidation in Benton County
• Proposed new businesses/expansions that have met resistance
• A reluctance to change

Not all the news is worrisome. DeMotte, in northern Jasper County, is a thriving area of
residential growth. Benton County ranks ninth in the state in the percentage of adults (86.3%)
with a high school diploma. The expanding dairy industry is creating jobs and bringing visitors
to the region. 

Going to school
Benton County elementary school consolidation has been a hot topic since 2000. Current

enrollments range from approximately 150 in Boswell to 325 in Otterbein. Oxford (165 students)
and Fowler (320) are the two largest communities in the county.

“The community schools are a definite plus for the economies in small towns,” says Mike
Brewer of Brewer Electronics in Fowler. “If we don’t have the
local schools, people won’t be in the towns to go to the grocery
stores, pharmacies and other businesses.”

Steve Wittenauer is superintendent of the Benton Community
School Corp. A native of the area, he returned to lead the
school corporation in January 2003. Wittenauer says two recent
referendums to raise additional revenue failed. A remonstrance
against the school board plan to replace the Oxford and
Fowler schools with a single new facility near the centrally
located high school was also defeated.

A proponent of keeping the four schools open, Wittenauer
says it wasn’t a feasible option with the declining enrollment
and the current state funding situation. The goal now is to
try and maintain the three schools. Brewer relates that the
business community fears an eventual single elementary,
similar to the consolidated high school.

“Part of the problem we’ve had here has been the indecision,”
Wittenauer contends. “People in Fowler didn’t think they would lose their schools so they didn’t
come out and support the referendum. We are a dying community business-wise. For the last 10
to 15 years, we’ve had the schools but the towns have continued to die.”

In addition to the school battle, recent disputes have focused on opposition to separate proposals
to construct a landfill and waste facility within the county. 

“We’re always against something and not for anything,” Wittenauer offers. “If we didn’t spend
so much trying to keep various factions out of the community and spent it trying to attract people
here, that’s where I think our energies need to go.”

Business divide
Newton County has also seen a recent rejection of business opportunities, including a cabinet

finishing factory that would have relocated from Michigan to near Roselawn. Residential opposition
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doomed the proposal as a rezoning was sought from the county Plan Commission.
“It would have brought 45 new jobs with good wages – and community

development,” notes Jennifer Whaley, Newton County economic development
director. “The community really rallied against it.”

The attitude depends on where one resides within the county, Whaley asserts.
“In the north end, they don’t want industry; they don’t want jobs. They

like their residential area, and they want to keep it that way,” she says. “The
southern portion of the county is very pro-industry. They’re looking to the
future. What’s running our county right now is the Newton County Landfill.
Once that’s gone, we’re going to need an industry base.”

Hope is on the way in a planned Interstate 65 interchange at State Road
14. The county is currently without any direct access to I-65. The extended
residential development to the north at State Road 10 along the Newton/Jasper
county line prevents industry opportunities at that location.

“It’s going to be huge,” Whaley says of the interstate access. “There is
available land right there, with low taxes. Fair Oaks is eventually hoping to
bring in a processing plant. Now, they ship all their milk out for processing.”

DC means dairy cows
Fair Oaks is the name for several business ventures. The dairies at Fair Oaks

are nine separate, large dairy farms with approximately 27,000 cows. Both Newton
and Jasper counties are among the leaders in the state for dairy production.

The Fair Oaks Dairy Adventure, which opened in December 2003, is a
unique look at the dairy industry and the benefits of dairy products. A visitors
center contains 30 interactive exhibits that inform and entertain audiences of
all ages. An adjacent cheese and ice cream manufacturing facility does the
same, while offering dairy products and other items for sale. A visit to the Fair
Oaks Dairy Adventure includes a bus trip to one of the dairy farms for a firsthand
look at the milking process.

The nonprofit visitors center is funded through promotion dollars generated
by dairy farmers throughout the industry. The for-profit retail operation includes
a master cheesemaker who added to his list of honors with a 2004 world
award for his Sweet Swiss cheese. 

“We’ve had over 50,000 visitors,” general manager Julie Basich said of the
first nine months of operation. During the school year, we’re booking two or
three tours a day. In the summer, the walk-in traffic with families and senior
citizens saw a tremendous increase.”

The Fair Oaks Dairy Adventure is within clear sight of the soon-to-be I-65
interchange. Current visitors must take a non-convenient route that involves
several state roads and twists and turns along the way.

Despite the admission that “we’re not that easy to get to” and a lack of
promotion about the attraction, officials have been happy with the response. They consider the
first year an opportunity to fine-tune the experience for future visitors.

“The reaction we’ve received is really the best part of the whole experience,” Basich states.
“The number one thing we hear it that it’s not what they expected; it’s so much more. We get
kids from the south side of Chicago who haven’t been on a farm, who think milk comes from
the grocery store. It’s amazing to see the enlightenment in their eyes.”

Basich points out the three core messages of the visitors center and its exhibits: “Educating
how the dairy industry cares for the animals, how we co-exist with the environment and the
nutritional aspects of safeguarding milk.” 

Visitors can tour the exhibits and dairy farm at no cost. The reasonably priced food selections,
in addition to a wide variety of cheese options, include ice cream by the cone or pint, as well as
gourmet grilled cheese sandwiches.

On the farm
State Rep. Don Lehe (R-Brookston) is a co-owner and operator of 3,800 farm acres, primarily
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The Fair Oaks Dairy Adventure
includes cheese manufacturing,
farm tours and informational
exhibits.



in White County. His district, however,
also includes Newton and Benton counties,
the latter remaining first in the state in
corn production.

He calls the agri-tourism potential
of Fair Oaks and similar operations a
“real hot button right now.” The new
interchange should bring “development of
other businesses there or in the nearby
small towns.”

Despite the declining number of
farms and farmers in recent years, Lehe
says the importance to the region has

not diminished. Land values have started to pick back up, he claims,
with continually evolving technology helping to lower costs and
provide new opportunities.

Lehe recognizes the apparent conflict between developing new
industry and the importance to many of farmland preservation. The
situation is similar, he says, in Benton and Newton, as well as in the
southern Lake and western White counties that he represents.

“Most of the people coming out of high school and college are
going someplace else. The controversy sometimes is over which
industries we want to bring in. There is so much ag industry and ag
suppliers. With the livestock facilities, you have odors and waste
management. If that’s right across the road from your house, you
don’t want to see it every day.

“The industry is aware of that,” Lehe continues. “They do what
they can as far as the best farm management practices. We just have

to be smart in how we develop them (new facilities), where we put them. I think we can co-exist.”

To change or not to change
Low labor costs and a good place to raise a family are cited as benefits of the area. Allen

Furrer, president and CEO of ICON Transportation Co., which has its home office in Remington
in Jasper County, believes more is needed, however, for the area.

Furrer started the company in 1990 after 15 years of previous involvement in the transportation
industry. The operations group moved to Terre Haute four years ago, with an Indianapolis office also
established for the growing business. Accounting, administration and billing remain in Remington.

“We found it more difficult to attract talent, the personnel to do the functions we needed to
get done,” he recalls prior to the move south and east. “Those in executive and management roles
want to live near a major city. There are concerns of whether children are going to receive a good
education. It’s not what local government is willing to provide. It comes down to human resources.”

ICON is a national operation, Furrer notes, with no customers within 100 miles of Remington.
Asked whether he sees reluctance in the area to accept economic change – adding knowledge-based
jobs to the agriculture and manufacturing mainstays – he gives a one-word answer. 

“Absolutely.”

54 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – November/December 22004

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

Resources: Mike Brewer, Brewer Electronics, at (765) 884-0222

Steve Wittenauer, Benton Community School Corp., at (765) 884-0850

Jennifer Whaley, Newton County economic development, at (219) 474-3101

Julie Basich, Fair Oaks Dairy Adventure, at (219) 394-2025 or www.fairoaksdairyadventure.com

State Rep. Don Lehe at (317) 232-9641

Allen Furrer, ICON Transportation Co., at (219) 261-2166

Grain processing continues to be
a major part of the economic
landscape in Benton County.

A new I-65 interchange at State Road 14 is
expected to lead to development opportunities.
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 9,441 (88)
Population (2003) 9,189 (89)
Population (2010 projected) 8,979 (90)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 6,158 (88)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 86.3% (9)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 13.0% (43)

Per capita personal income (2002) $24,731 (48)
Median household income (2000) $39,813 (49)

CCiittiieess aanndd TToowwnnss –– 22000033 PPooppuullaattiioonn
Fowler – 2,328
Oxford – 1,232
Otterbein – 929
Boswell – 801
Earl Park – 466
Ambia – 190

CCoommmmuuttiinngg PPaatttteerrnnss ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into Benton County 686 14.9%
From Tippecanoe County 225 4.9%
From Warren County 93 2.0%
From Illinois 82 1.8%
From Newton County 65 1.4%
From out of state 33 0.7%

Out of Benton County 2,264 36.6%
To Tippecanoe County 1,574 25.5%
To Newton County 209 3.4%
To Jasper County 133 2.2%
To White County 63 1.0%
To Illinois 57 0.9%
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 24,823 (58)
Population (2003) 31,078 (53)
Population (2010 projected) 32,534 (53)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 18,751 (53)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 82.4% (26)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 13% (43)

Per capita personal income (2002) $25,331 (38)
Median household income (2000) $43,369 (26)

CCiittiieess aanndd TToowwnnss –– 22000033 PPooppuullaattiioonn
Rensselaer – 6,167
DeMotte – 3,585
Remington – 1,265
Wheatfield – 798

CCoommmmuuttiinngg PPaatttteerrnnss ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into Jasper County 2,703 15.9%
From Newton County 691 4.1%
From Porter County 363 2.1%
From White County 313 1.8%
From Lake County 270 1.6%
From Pulaski County 228 1.3%

Out of Jasper County 5,887 29.0%
To Lake County 2,817 13.9%
To Porter County 988 4.9%
To Illinois 633 3.1%
To Newton County 352 1.7%
To Tippecanoe County 278 1.4%
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 13,551 (83)
Population (2003) 14,403 (82)
Population (2010 projected) 14,444 (82)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 9,576 (82)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 78.7% (71)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 9.6% (80)

Per capita personal income (2002) $22,701 (75)
Median household income (2000) $40,944 (40)

CCiittiieess aanndd TToowwnnss –– 22000033 PPooppuullaattiioonn
Kentland – 1,738
Morocco – 1,090
Goodland – 1,049
Brook – 1,012
Mount Ayr – 137

CCoommmmuuttiinngg PPaatttteerrnnss ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into Newton County 1,368 19.4%
From Illinois 461 6.5%
From Jasper County 352 5.0%
From Benton County 209 3.0%
From Lake County 112 1.6%
From White County 49 0.7%

Out of Newton County 3,599 38.8%
To Lake County 1,617 17.4%
To Jasper County 691 7.5%
To Illinois 583 6.3%
To out of state 199 2.1%
To Porter County 125 1.3%
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On the farm in Benton County, entering St. Joseph’s College in Rensselaer and a welcome to the Fair Oaks Dairy Adventure.
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