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2024 COUNTY 
FEATURE: 

Downtown Elkhart’s new River District is just one 
feature highlighting the vigor and the vitality rippling 
through Elkhart County in recent years. 

The development is supported by a regional project 
that received support from the first round of Indiana 
Regional Economic Acceleration and Development 
Initiative (READI) grants. Businesses in the River District 
building include Patrick Industries, Lake City Bank, 
RSM and the Community Foundation of Elkhart County. 

Another business inspired to join the fraternity is Barnes & Thornburg, 
a staple in Indiana’s law community. According to Timothy Emerick, 
the firm’s office managing partner, its previous location by the RV 
Hall of Fame served it well, but the opportunity to connect with 
clients and the downtown network could not be ignored. 

“The development that Elkhart has going on downtown is fantastic,” 
he praises. “There’s lots of buzz and a lot of our clients are in our 
downtown building. So, it’s just better connections to both our client 
referral sources and important stakeholders in Elkhart County.”

The law firm will be in proximity to further its established connections 
with non-profits like the Boys & Girls Club, Community Foundation 
of Elkhart County and Elkhart Education Foundation, Emerick adds. 

Money coming in
Elkhart County, along with partners Marshall and St. Joseph 

counties, were recently awarded a combined $42 million in Regional 
Cities grant funding in 2015. A major aquatic center, health club and 
community center and redevelopment in downtown Elkhart were just 
some of the benefits of such funding.

Terry Mark has lived in the area nearly his entire life. After many 
years at the local newspaper, he now serves as director of communications 
and public relations for the Elkhart County Convention & Visitors 
Bureau and can vouch for the community’s ongoing evolution. 

“There’s been significant investment and growth in all those sorts 
of things that you can lump in under placemaking, and that’s been, I 
think, one of the biggest changes in this area,” Mark shares.

Quality of life enhancements in the county will likely continue to 
make it more attractive, as will its ever-improving downtown. As an 
example, Emerick believes the broadening appeal will make Barnes & 
Thornburg more attractive to job candidates – and potential residents.

“Where we were before, for example, you’d have to get in your 
car, you have to drive to lunch – and it turns out that a lot of folks 
don’t do that,” he relays. “Now where we’re located, people can 
wander around downtown. … It’s just more enjoyable; there’s more 
human interaction. So, I very much think that this will help us with 
our recruiting efforts in Elkhart.”

Mark adds that the county – and region – have coalesced in a 
manner that’s sparking progress, and it’s a welcomed change.

“I think this area is a lot less provincial than it used to be,” Mark 
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reflects. “When I was growing up here, there 
was a clear division between Elkhart and St. 
Joseph counties. Even Elkhart and Goshen 
used to be very distinct communities.” 

But growth in the area has taken off, he 
adds. “I think if you’re not from this area, 
you’d be hard pressed to tell where Elkhart 
ends and Goshen begins.”

That growth includes an increase of 
10,000 residents between the Census of 2010 
and 2020 (197,559 to 207,047). 

Steeped in history, yet looking 
forward 

Elkhart County’s economy has had a 
knack for drawing a great deal of attention 
through the years. President Barack Obama 
visited the area twice, viewing it as a 
harbinger of the nation’s economic trials and 
recovery during his time in office.

And its history features prominent marks 
on key industries. The aforementioned 
economic trials of the Great Recession gave 
actual heartburn to many. The roots of at 
least a temporary cure for that ill stemmed 
from innovations years ago in the county. 
Miles Labs launched in the late 1800s and 
would go on to produce products like Alka-
Seltzer – still a top selling remedy – not to 
mention One-A-Day vitamins and Bactine, 
according to the Indiana Historical Society. 

While the area’s prowess in building 
RVs is widely known, Chris Stager, president 
and CEO of the Economic Development 
Corporation of Elkhart County, shares that its 
scope encompasses many different supply 
chains – including plastics, wood forming and 
metal fabrication shops, to name a few.

Those are far from the area’s only 
economic pillars. 

“Elkhart County still is the only community 
that we’re aware of in the United States that 
makes brass musical instruments,” Stager 
adds. “So, we still produce those here. The 
C.G. Conn company’s been in existence over 
100 years (now operating as Conn-Selmer). 
They’re a legacy Elkhart company.”

Then there’s NIBCO, founded in 1904, 
a manufacturer of valves, fittings and flow-
control products. 

“If you have a home that’s more than 25 
years old, it likely has NIBCO copper in it,” 
Stager suggests.

In the realm of foodservice, Goshen-based 
Troyer Foods and South Bend-based Stanz 
Foodservice merged in 2022 (ultimately 
becoming Stanz-Troyer). In January, the 
company announced it will now be known as 
Raydia Food Group. 

As part of the evolution, CEO Moe 
Alkemade plans to streamline and improve 
processes, starting with enhancing its retail 

operation in Goshen.
“We don’t anticipate any reduction in 

headcount, nothing like that,” he points out. “This 
is all about enhancing what we have and starting 
to build out the infrastructure so we can operate 
better with the customers that we have.”

Alkemade also relays that many of its 
larger customers are in the area.

“Location-wise, I think it’s really important 
(to be in Elkhart County),” he says. “I think 
the support of the community is important 
and our ability to attract labor is important, 
and those are the things that I think would 
kind of rise to the top of that list.”

The impact of the RV industry undoubtedly 
permeates the local economic ecosystem, and 
labor pressure is no different.

“What’s interesting about this area is it 
goes with the RV business a little bit, 

obviously, and that’s what I’m learning,” 
Alkemade offers. “So, we’ve been successful 
in obtaining the right level of talent that we 
need, both from a corporate perspective as 
well as the general labor perspective. The 
market is pretty good for us.”

As just one example of another enterprise 
expanding roots in the area, Speedgrip Chuck 
Co., a manufacturer of engineered workholding 
products founded in Elkhart nearly 80 years 
ago, recently announced investment of $1.2 
million in equipment. This includes a $200,000 
Manufacturing Readiness Grant from the 
Indiana Economic Development Corporation 
that will result in a small number of new jobs.

Goshen is also the home of Janus 
Motorcycles, which was the inaugural winner 
of the Indiana Chamber’s Coolest Thing Made 
in Indiana competition in early 2022. Janus, a 

Elkhart County offers entertainment of all kinds, including Elkhart’s popular Jazz Festival and fishing 
access in Bristol.
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manufacturer of unique, small-batch, motorcycles, is a young company 
with a growing national following that makes new products that look 
old, employing a mix of modern and early 20th century technologies 
and production methods.

Building blocks
Enhancing the local workforce through education and opportunities 

remains a priority. Stager praises Lilly Endowment funds that have 
paved the way for Ivy Tech Community College to enhance its impact 
in the area. He points to the iFlex Lab, an automation training center, 
as an example. He also celebrates dual credit opportunities provided 
through the program for high school students, noting several hundred 
graduated from high school last year with associates degrees. 

“For a metro school district, that’s a big win because a lot of those 
kids would’ve never ever been able to potentially afford that,” Stager asserts. 

Stager also lauds efforts in the region backed by the Garatoni-Smith 
Family Foundation and the Horizon Education Alliance, a Goshen-
based non-profit that launched in 2012 that’s supported by a vast array 
of educational institutions, businesses and community organizations.

The University of Notre Dame continues to grow its economic 
and educational influence in the area, Mark adds. Furthermore, he says 
Goshen College may be a small school, but it’s making a big impact in 
connecting the community. 

“(Goshen College) has been a leader in particular in reaching Latino 
audiences and trying to help an underrepresented population here in 
higher education have access to their degree programs and potential 
careers,” he notes. 

Hope for housing
Like many Indiana areas, Elkhart County has high hopes for an improved 

housing situation. Both Mark and Stager mention it as a key challenge. 
“We have a lot of people who work in Elkhart County but don’t 

live in Elkhart County,” Mark states. “So housing is an issue for 
everyone, but we feel like we can create more opportunities for 
people who will choose to live here rather than just come in, work 
their job and then take their paycheck home to another county. That 

would be a win for us.”
Stager echoes the sentiment and puts the number at around 

30,000 workers coming in daily from outside the county, adding the 
county could use around 2,000 more workers in general.

Goshen’s newly elected mayor, Gina Leichty (the first woman to 
serve in that role), also cites housing as a top focus for her city.

“READI 2.0 is going to be really important as we’re looking at 
working with developers to make sure that we have all levels of housing 
available in our community, both high-end and affordable housing, and 
that’s only going to be possible with the help of the state’s economic 
development initiatives,” she told Inside INdiana Business, A Division of 
IBJ Media last month. “We recognize that with interest rates continuing 
to be high and with the cost of construction continuing to be high, 
these projects just wouldn’t happen without some of those additional 
incentives and those partnerships with the state.”

Out in the fields
Elkhart County is made of much more than its larger cities. Smaller 

towns like Bristol (population: 1,550) are firmly in the game when it 
comes to commercial operations – namely manufacturing.

“In the last seven years, I’ve done probably nine manufacturing 
facilities there,” Stager notes. “What was a rural town is now quite a 
manufacturing mecca, and it’s pretty diverse. It’s not all RV.”

He lists Monogram Foods (headquartered in Memphis, Tennessee), 
the nation’s largest producer of corn dogs, as an example. Although he 
points out the farming life is still alive in northern Indiana.

“Believe it or not, our ag sector is still as vibrant as our manufacturing 
center because we have good dirt,” Stager reveals. “So, one of the 
challenges we have is the pressure on land. The ag land that we have is 
really escalated in price because industry’s willing to pay more for it. 
But our ag sector is still very productive.”

On the whole, Stager asserts, Elkhart County remains an “economic 
engine” for the region and relays that he finds himself involved in more 
projects than many of his peers in the economic development world.

He declares, “Elkhart County is probably the most robust 
manufacturing economy in the United States with under a million people”. 

RESOURCES: Moe Alkemade, Raydia Food Group, at www.raydia.com | Timothy Emerick, Barnes & Thornburg, at www.btlaw.com | Terry Mark, 
Elkhart County Convention & Visitors Bureau, at www.visitelkhartcounty.com | Chris Stager, Economic Development Corporation of Elkhart County, at 
www.elkhartcountybiz.com

Elkhart is affectionately known as the “RV Capital of the World” and its RV/MH Hall of Fame allows attendees to reminisce about RV styles and 
technology through the years.




