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Economic Development & 
Quality of Life
While generally positive, locals largely 
understand that Mount Morris is no longer 
the community it once was.  Unsurprisingly, 
job attraction, creation, and retail/service 
establishments were cited as top priorities 
throughout the MM2035 planning process.  
When referencing this plan (and others that 
arise from it), officials should remember that all 
kinds of growth may not be equally valuable and 
that implementers should focus on established 
priorities, such as developing existing and/
or underdeveloped industry clusters, regional 
branding/partnerships, and non-traditional 
economic development.  As concerns quality 
of life, pursuing low-hanging fruit and 
maintenance strategies (for parks and other 
community facilities) will go a long way towards 
maintaining livability.

20 ILCS 662
In general, MM2035 is developed with 
consideration given to the Illinois Local 
Planning Technical Assistance Act.  Although 
not a requirement (because of how the plan 
was developed), the following is still apt: “land 
development regulations, including amendments

to a zoning map, and any land use actions 
should be consistent with the new or revised 
comprehensive plan” (20 ILCS 662). 

Future Planning
The village might consider future appendixes to 
this document that address the layout, design, 
and preservation of various designated places 
and corridors.  These include the well-known 
Campus and along IL-64.  In addition, any 
hazard mitigation planning should be tied to 
MM2035 (as well as the county’s plan).

Document Organization
• Priorities: some are broad, others specific; 

priorities may connect or relate to various 
elements and can be used to prioritize actions.
• Elements: MM2035 is organized by elements; 
under each follows various objectives and 
actions.
• Objectives: establish a shell or framework for 
categorizing actions.
• Actions: taken together, actions represent a 
checklist of sorts; they are concrete projects, 
programs, and policies that stakeholders can 
implement.  Those implementing will not be 
able to complete all MM2035 actions within 
the completion period suggested; referencing 
community priorities (p. 6) and visions (p. 11) 
may help with prioritization.

Executive Summary
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*) Prioritize infrastructure and 
community facilities maintenance
Element(s): Community Facilities, 
Recreation/Natural Resources, Land 
Use/Transportation

*) Invest in and recruit leadership; 
cultivate expertise
Element(s): All

*) Use contemporary social media/
communications platforms to serve 
residents
Element(s): All

*) Modernize (including digitizing, 
when possible) village documents 
and processes
Element(s): All

*) Revitalize the Campus/continue 
special event programming
Element(s): Community Facilities, 
Economic Development

*) Capitalize on neighboring assets 
and establish regional position
Element(s): Community Facilities, 
Economic Development, Natural 
Resources

*) Plan for/recruit commercial 
and industrial companies based 
on the region’s existing and/or 
underdeveloped industry clusters
Element(s): Economic Development

*) Support existing businesses, 
especially second-stage growth 
companies
Element(s): Economic Development

*) Consider workforce needs from 
employer and worker perspectives
Element(s): Economic Development

*) Attract retail and services
Element(s): Economic Development

*) Balance bedroom community 
reality with growth ambitions
Element(s): Economic Development, 
Housing

Priorities
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*) Develop a community brand that 
incorporates Mount Morris’s unique 
heritage
Element(s): Community Facilities, 
Economic Development, Natural 
Resources

*) Piggyback on and support 
regional initiatives
Element(s): Economic Development, 
Housing, Natural Resources

*) Work closely with White Pines 
State Park and other natural areas
Element(s): Economic Development, 
Natural Resources

*) Develop homegrown, state, 
federal, and non-profit sources of 
funding
Element(s): All

Priorities, cont’d.
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Population Characteristics
From 1890 to 1970, Mount Morris’s population 
grew by 2,278 people (from 895 in 1890 to the 
village’s peak population of 3,173 in 1970).  
Significant growth from 1920 to 1960 may be 
explained by the availability of jobs in the then 
robust local printing industry at sites like Kable 
Brothers Printings.

Since 1970, the number of people living in the 
village declined or remained relatively stagnant 
(excepting for a slight uptick between 1990 and 
2000).  It is perhaps surprising that, given the 
exodus of its major employers, Mount Morris has 
been able to avoid even greater population losses.  
The 2011-2015 American Community Survey  
(ACS) estimated Mount Morris’s 2015 population 
at 2,997, or 176 inhabitants fewer than the total 
of 3,173 counted in 1970.

In comparison, the 2015 ACS estimates a leveling 
of growth in Ogle County after fairly consistent 
growth starting after 1920.

 5-year ACS estimates from the US Census Bureau 
are one of the few readily available and frequently 
updated sources of population data.  While calculated 
with care, the Census’s  estimates of rural America often 
contain large margins of error.  Discretion as concerns 
drawing strong conclusions from the data is advised.

Community Profile

Includes data from US decennial censuses and the  
2011-2015 ACS



Countywide, downward or stagnant population 
trends are typical, with the exception of Davis 
Junction (perhaps impacted by Rockford out-
migration).  Byron also experienced notable 
growth between 1990 and 2010.
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Other population information is as  follows:

 

43.8
Median Age

21.91%
Percent 65 years and over

24.15%
Percent under 20 Years

Far from dying, as suggested by some residents, 
the Mount Morris population counted in 2010 
under the age of 18 outnumbered those 65 years 
and over.

Hispanics or Latinos accounted for about 4% of 
the village’s population.

124

2,874

Hispanic or Latino Not Hispanic or Latino

 
The following table displays Mount Morris’s 
2010 population cohorts.  The relatively large 
percentage of women 85 years and older may be 
explained by the presence of Pinecrest facilities.

-6.0 -4.0 -2.0 0.0 2.0 4.0 6.0

Under 5 years

5 to 9 years

10 to 14 years

15 to 19 years

20 to 24 years

25 to 29 years

30 to 34 years

35 to 39 years

40 to 44 years

45 to 49 years

50 to 54 years

55 to 59 years

60 to 64 years

65 to 69 years

70 to 74 years

75 to 79 years

80 to 84 years

85 years and over

Male Female

With respect to race, only a few persons (under 
5% of the population) living in Mount Morris 
identified as non-white (e.g., black, mixed race, 
etc.).

Community Profile, cont’d.
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Housing Characteristics
The 2011-2015 ACS estimates a greater number 
of owner occupied housing units (compared to 
renter-occupied housing units) in Mount Morris 
(total housing units = 1,177).

735

442

Owner-occupied Renter-occupied

Other notable housing characteristics referenced 
from ACS estimates are as follows:

1,387
Est. Housing Units

62.4%
Est. Owner-Occupied 

Housing Units

2.55
Est. Avg. Household Size of 

Owner-Occupied 
Housing Units

210
Est. Vacant Housing Units

Housing/Income Characteristics
There are striking differences in median 
household income in Mount Morris when 
ownership is taken into account.

$20,250
Est. Median Household Income 

Renter-Occupied Units

$56,683
Est. Median Household Income 

Owner-Occupied Units

$41,733
Est. Median Household Income 

of Occupied Housing Units

 
Note the considerable gap between the median 
household income of owner-occupied and 
renter-occupied units. 

$41,733

$56,683

$20,250

Occupied housing
units

Owner-occupied
housing units

Renter-occupied
housing units

 

With a median rent of $554 in Mount Morris, 
as estimated by the ACS, renters may see a large 
proportion of their income going into monthly 
rent payments, leaving less disposable income for 
other necessities.  Renters may also have fewer 
chances to get involved with civic opportunities 
given apparent economic pressures.

Business Characteristics
Top Ogle County industry clusters by 
employment include manufacturing (1,453), 
agribusiness/food processing/technology (1,330), 
transportation/logistics (1,290), and biomedical/
biotechnical (1,051).*
*2012 BLS QCEW & Purdue Center for Regional Development

2011-2015 ACS

Community Profile, cont’d.
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Master Vision
Mount Morris is regarded and marketed as safe, comfortable, and affordable.  Many young families and seniors, as well 
as retirees from Rockford and western Chicagoland, call the village home.  The community has developed a forward-
looking brand that references the community’s unique spiritual, industrial, and musical heritage.  Its revitalized central 
Campus, historic buildings, parks, and nearby natural areas are viewed as assets.  They are protected and maintained.  
Locals young and old value multi-generational relationships.  They learn from one another, including through interactions 
at popular venues like Pinecrest Grove, the library, and the bandshell.  Residents are proud to live in Mount Morris.

Economic
At least six hundred jobs are found within one mile of Mount Morris.  The 
Economic Development Group (EDG) and local officials emphasize business 
attraction but also identify the needs of existing businesses.  The community has 
capitalized on regional industry clusters – such as senior/elder care, fabricated 
metal products manufacturing, machinery manufacturing, value-added 
agriculture, and transportation and logistics – while diversifying through 
businesses that cater to residents, day trippers, and bicyclists.  Resources are 
invested in co-programming/marketing that emphasizes White Pines and 
the village as one.  Such investments support lodging, eating and drinking, 
and boutique (e.g., outdoor enthusiast and local foods) establishments.  With 
respect to business attraction and tourism, Mount Morris markets itself as part 
of a larger region.  The central business district (CBD) enjoys a greater than 
50% occupancy rate.   Development opportunities are judged with respect to 
the comprehensive plan, and officials consider the long-term fiscal impacts 
of providing incentives, new infrastructure, and deferred maintenance.

Quality of Life (Cultural, Environmental, & Social)
The environmental and financial sustainability of programs and 
infrastructure projects are  considered before planning new projects.  
Recreational opportunities at well-maintained parks and sheltered venues 
are accessible and available within a short walk.  Those living in Mount 
Morris have access to amenities like medical care and senior housing without 
leaving town.  Furthermore, residents - particularly older ones - use the 
Mount Morris Senior Center for fellowship and support.  Individuals receive 
training through entities like the Rural Community Pavilion.  Volunteer 
groups, in conjunction with the village, have expanded the Let Freedom Ring 
Festival and Wednesday and Friday Night Concerts into a broader music and 
festival scene.  Community art – public displays, community theatre, etc. 
– is valued for its aesthetic, entertainment, and economic merits.  Natural 
features (e.g., the established tree canopy) are nurtured and amenities like 
shared-use paths allow users to experience nature.  In addition, the built 
environment, in the form of affordable and historic residences, former 
academic buildings, CBD properties, and houses of worship, is recognized 
as an important selling point to outsiders and points of local delight.   

Community Vision
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APPLICATION NOTES
“The truth about a city’s aspirations isn’t found in its vision. It’s found in its budget” 

-TODERIAN UrbanWORKS



Chapter 1
Planning Process
• Process
• Public participation
• Community attitudes
• Community SWOC (issues & opportunities)
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Starting Out
The village adopted its previous comprehensive 
plan (prepared by the engineering firm MSA) 
in 2007.  Following the Economic Development 
Group-led Encore! process, Mount Morris’s 
planning commission (PC) reached out to 
Blackhawk Hills Regional Council (BHRC) to 
update the decade-old document.  The process 
and plan was named MM2035.

Data Foundations
BHRC sought data from traditional sources, 
including data sets from the US Census.  Rather 
than engaging citizens in a second community-
wide survey within the 2016 year (Encore! 
commissioned one during its planning process), 
BHRC (following discussion with the PC) 
decided to mine recently collected survey data 
for relevant information.  GIS information was 
primarily acquired from Ogle County GIS, 
Willett, Hofmann, & Associates, and the MSA 
comprehensive plan.

Interviews
Interviews were completed with nine Mount 
Morris stakeholders, representing government, 
public works, economic development, public 
safety, and arts/tourism.

Posters
Six easel-sized posters were placed at 
commission-set locations throughout the town.  
The displays asked viewers to respond to:
• What I do like...
• What I don’t like...
• The most unique spot in town...

Display placement locations included Mount 
Morris Public Library, Mount Morris Senior 
Citizens’s Center, Mount Morris Village Hall, 
Pinecrest Grove, Sullivan’s, and the Union 
Savings Bank.  The poster located at Sullivan’s 
received the most engagement.

Website
A MM2035 website was created, mostly as a

Planning Process

clearing house for press releases and documents. 
The site also included contact information and a 
MM2035 process overview.

Community Meetings
Six community meetings (including the kick-
off in 10.2016), were held; each featured topics 
related to specific elements of the plan, including 
housing (10.2016), community facilities/leisure/
recreation (11.2016), community and creative 
resources (12.2016), economic development 
(12.2016), and land use/transportation (1.2017).  
Participants in attendance contributed to the 
overall vision statement and provided feedback 
on existing and proposed goals, objectives, and 
actions.

Page 13



In addition, many individual preferences - to 
varying degrees of specificity - were noted. 

Perhaps one of the hardest things for community 
groups to do - even successful ones - is to 
attract and support future leadership to ensure 
organizational (and ultimately, community) 
longevity.  One survey respondent commented 
that Mount Morris residents had “skills, talent, 
and willingness to help” but that “help just needs 
to be recruited.”  Others were positive about the 
good works of volunteers within the community.

Beyond the Encore! Survey, one of the universal 
sentiments expressed by those participating in 
the MM2035 planning process (including 1-on-1 
interviews and the planning process in general) 
was that people liked living in Mount Morris 
quite a lot.  Some, when pressed, did question 
whether they would remain in Mount Morris, 
including those native to the village.  Still, 
relative newcomers saw opportunity, including 
in making a home in the village after retirement.

Participants also recognized the need to address 
changing tastes, even as the community worked 
to preserve its history.  New, but relatively low 
cost/effective ideas were floated (i.e., shared-use 
paths and designated sledding runs were touted).

Many expressed an affinity for the Campus, 
bandshell/music events, educational/cultural 
programming, and houses of worship.

Community Attitudes Overview
A good amount of the input provided by 
Mount Morris survey takers during the 
Encore! planning process could be categorized 
as positive.  When asked to describe the 
community, respondents used words like “quiet,” 
“friendly,” “safe,” and “small” (notably, these 
characteristics were on occasion paired with 
the word “boring”).  Persons taking the survey 
seemed to think highly of fire, EMS, and police 
services.  Parks and the Campus were valued, but 
upkeep was a concern.

On the other end of the spectrum, respondents 
described Mount Morris as a “typical dying 
Midwest town” with “many empty and decaying 
homes and structures.”  The word “dying” 
surfaced frequently, although far less than other 
words with positive connotations.

Survey takers expressed specific concerns 
about water/sewer rates, presumed blight, and 
supposed lack of enforcement with respect to 
ordinance violations (and, of course, the lack of 
jobs and businesses, which is now well-known by 
community stakeholders).  Some worried about 
the town’s deterioration “at a rapid rate.”  One 
referred to Mount Morris as a “retirement village 
with only entertainment geared to older people.” 

Planning Process, cont’d.
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    • Access to gigabit broadband
    • Affordable housing & historic housing (sometimes one & the same)
    • Arts, music, & plays
    • Campus & buildings
    • Community garden
    • Community spirit
    • Economic Development Group (EDG)
    • Encore!
    • Established tree canopy
    • Excess water & sewer capacity
    • Food pantry
    • Great community to retire in/to
    • Hometown atmosphere
    • Local foods belt
    • Located on major route to Mississippi River
    • New retail (Casey’s General Store, Dollar General, & Sullivan’s Foods)
    • Part of the state/surrounding landscape
    • Presence of shortline railroad
    • Rural Community Pavilion
    • The Eternal Indian (Chief Black Hawk)
    • Unique history (e.g., four-year college, printing industry, etc.)
    • Village website
    • Wednesday & Friday night concerts 
    • White Pines State Park/proximity to other state parks
    • World-class nursing & adult living facilities

    • Access to jobs & employers, especially to employers with 20 or more employees
    • Condition of water/wastewater/stormwater systems
    • Declining/stagnant housing values
    • Diminished printing industry
    • Distance from interstate
    • Downtown/central business district (CBD) buildings need to be rehabbed & remodeled
    • Downtown/CBD not adjacent to major highway
    • Few businesses or lacking in variety
    • Few or lacking in variety of restaurants, pharmacy, & other services 
    • High water & sewer rates
    • Lack of local retail, services, shopping
    • Long work commutes (1/2 hour or more)
    • Loss of printing & other major industry
    • No dedicated bicycle trails/no connections to outside trails
    • No shared goals
    • No tree management or planting plan/storm damage to trees
    • Old zoning ordinances
    • Small local labor pool

Strengths - Internal Weaknesses - Internal

Community Strengths & Weaknesses
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    • Chicagoland retirees with expertise
    • Emerging agribusiness, alternative energy, and manufacturing industries
    • Greenfield/open space development preference
    • Incorporating sustainability practices into community and economic development
    • Internet-based cottage/craft industries
    • Interest in storytelling (especially for drink and food)
    • Local foods/organic eating trends
    • Hobbies/sports, including niche (e.g., jogging, extreme marathoning, bicycling, hot air 
	 balloon racing, etc.)
    • Neighboring commercial/industrial clusters (e.g., aerospace, etc.)
    • Shared-use (bike) paths/connections to Bike Ogle routes

    • Climate stresses on vegetation
    • Decay of community and fraternal organizations
    • Less than convenient public transportation
    • Population decline/stagnation
    • Rapid technological changes
    • School board may close Mount Morris facility
    • State reputation (earned or unearned)
    • State of Illinois/federal budgets
    • Workforce availability and re-training/stagnant wages/automation

Opportunities - External Challenges - External

Community Opportunities & Challenges
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Chapter 2
Housing Element
• Overview 
• Objectives
• Maps

Housing community meeting participant illustrations
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community apply for IHDA’s grant programs.Encourage single & multi-family 
housing upkeep
Mount Morris’s village board has established 
a position within the village and a relationship 
with the Ogle County State’s Attorney to 
address ordinance enforcement and property 
maintenance issues.  Support and evaluation of 
these positions/programs are a must.

Modernize housing-related 
ordinances & regulations
Some of the village’s ordinances may lack 
clarity or present contradictions.  If the village 
board is to expect compliance, it must present 
a document that is accessible, easy to read, and 
illustrated effectively.  All sections and language 
should be cross-referenced throughout the 
document and portions that are contradictory 
should be taken up by the village board.

Address abandoned or blighted 
housing
Comments illustrative of concern called 
attention to the state of disrepair of residential 
and commercial housing.  The village board 
should conduct an inventory of abandoned and/
or blighted housing, which would help the

Overview
Amidst the opining about a lack-of-jobs and 
lack-of-businesses, one of the oft-discussed topics 
was housing - its costs, its conditions, and its 
character.  Residents often equated the state of 
their community with the appearance of houses, 
garages, decks, porches, landscaping, lawns, and 
any number of built structures on personal and 
commercial land.

During the MM2035 community meeting on 
housing, attendees spent a portion of the evening 
sketching ideal home layouts and orientations 
on residential lots.  Many of the illustrations 
contributed by participants featured the 
following:

• Typically one story
• Between one to three garage doors
• Front-forward yards
• Functional front porches
• Trees or other well-planned vegetation

Invest in walkable & people-
centered neighborhoods
Porches, sidewalks, and terraces are seen as a 
way of encouraging neighborhood cohesiveness 
and facilitating community interactions.

Housing
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Support aging-in-place design
“Aging at home” may prove difficult for residents, 
especially at older houses and apartments.  As 
the United States’s population of 75 million Baby 
Boomers grows older and the Silent Generation 
(28 million) continues to age (Pew, 2015), 
consideration should be given to accessibility and 
mobility within/outside of residences.  At some 
point in their lives, the soon-to-be retired and 
currently retired will need to consider whether it 
is best to stay or leave a home - or Mount Morris 
entirely.  Arguably, efforts should be made to 
encourage small investments in homes over 
time, to ensure livability or improve resale value.  
Small investments might include addressing 
concerns like trip and fall hazards, laundry room 
access, installing ADA-friendly door knobs and 
cabinet pulls, and so on.  

Protect housing from man-made & 
natural disasters
While prudence may be paramount, a 
municipality’s building code can be a useful tool 
for encouraging property owners to build with 
better materials in better locations.  Incentives 
- including those that encourage low-lying and 
other vulnerable homeowners to install backflow 
prevention systems - may also encourage 
resiliency throughout the community.

Pinecrest, through its multiple facilities, 
provides housing opportunities for older adults.  
Maintaining a relationship with Pinecrest 
leadership and continuing quality public 
services/facilities will be critical.

Improve terrace appearance
Ragged sidewalks.  Overgrown vegetation.  Over-
built pavements.  Improving the appearance of 
the space from the public sidewalk to the street 
would be a boon to aesthetics.  This includes 
removing unhealthy trees, planting new ones, 
ensuring accessibility, removing extraneous 
impervious surfaces, and planting for the season.

Grow relationships with key 
housing stakeholders
To adequately address the affordability and 
condition of housing within the community and 
Ogle County, it would be useful to meet with 
housing stakeholders on regular (yearly) basis.  

Housing, cont’d.

  
SUSTAINABILITY NOTES

Housing orientation can have a great 
impact on various energy efficiency 

matters, including heating and cooling 
efficiencies and solar roof deployments.

FEMA illustration of backflow prevention
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Determine whether code/zoning 
enforcement is working
As further emphasis: in order to assess “Support 
code/zoning enforcement,” the village should 
gather data to determine whether enforcement 
is working.  If it is not, the village board must 
determine whether the issue is administrative, 
personnel-related or something else entirely.

Review permitting process
Mount Morris’s newest website is a logical 
destination for many of the village’s essential 
forms, including building and construction 
permits.  It is time for the village to dedicate 
resources to migrating to a fully digital platform 
that is hosted on the www.mtmorrisil.net 
website.  Making services easily available 

A group meeting on some semi-regular basis 
could also identify opportunities for multi-
family housing and financing through the 
Illinois Housing Development Authority.

Support code/zoning enforcement
The effectiveness of any regulatory tool will 
depend on implementation and follow-through. 
The village has already committed resources 
to code and zoning enforcement.  However, if 
the designated staffer and officials tasked with 
helping residents and landlords comply with 
ordinances fail to receive long-term support (via 
policies, budgeting, etc.), this initial commitment 
may not pay dividends.  

Moreover, the village board should continue to 
monitor the results of its agreement with the 
Ogle County State’s Attorney with respect to the 
prosecution of ordinance violations.  Officials 
should also review the cost effectiveness of the 
approach and its success in achieving desired 
results (i.e., remedying the original ordinance 
violations and reducing ordinance violations 
overall), revamping the agreement as needed.  
Furthermore, officials should note whether any 
equity and ability-to-pay issues arise from the 
now-in-place approach.

to residents online has at least two significant 
benefits.  First, it can increase individual 
satisfaction with local government by expediting 
various processes and reducing resident and/
or business-owner trips to village hall.  Second, 
it can reduce the time staff may need to resolve 
a particular issue and free up village staff time 
overall.  

Finally, having important information available 
online increases the chance that users will find 
other important information, see the website 
as valuable, and continue to increase use of the 
medium.

Housing, cont’d.
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Chapter 3
Community Facilities, 
Infrastructure, & Telecom Element
• Overview 
• Objectives
• Maps
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