
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Northern Wisconsin Churches and the Economy 

by Rev. Rob MacDougall 
 

I have had a spectacular fall traveling to our Northwest Association UCC churches. The 
colors have been beautiful and the temperatures unseasonably warm.  
 
During my visits to clergy and local church members I try to ask questions about the life 
of their congregations and also about what is going on in their local communities and 
areas. There are a couple themes that get described over and over again. One theme is 
about the aging population in churches and in the communities where the churches are 
found. Another theme has to do with the economics of our norther communities and 
how small businesses are closing on a regular basis. People in the north say that 
everyone has to have more than one job to make it financially in the northern third to 
half of the state.  
 
Marc Eisen recently wrote an article analyzing the economics and population changes 
in northern Wisconsin based on information collected by the Economic Innovation 
Group. From 2007-2015 of forty counties in the northern half of our state nine counties 
showed job creation, five stayed about the same and twenty two counties lost significant 
numbers of jobs. It is no surprise that many of these northern counties have 
unemployment rates above six percent and only three counties have unemployment 
below three point six percent. It is also true that many of these northern counties have a 
zero to more than six percent population loss between 2007-2015. It is also true that 
these northern counties have greater portions of their population over the age of sixty 
five than the rest of the state and it is projected by 2040 that more than thirty percent of 
our northern counties will be populated by people over the age of sixty five. Kenan Fikri 
stated that “Wisconsin is suffering from a slow and steady rural depopulation.”  
 
The things that many people in our churches are telling me about their northern 
Wisconsin life are echoed in the statistics that have been gathered. The aging and 
shrinking of our northern churches reflects what is generally happening throughout our 
northern communities.  
 
One of the difficulties of life in our norther counties came up again in a conversation with 
Rev. Mary Snell Willis who serves our UCC churches in Land O Lakes and Phelps. We 
talked about the difficulty of poor phone reception and broadband width for internet 



service. We talked about young people who move out of northern counties, not because 
they don’t appreciated the beauty of the area and the gifts of living in rural and small 
towns, but because they can’t make a living there and they feel cut off from the rest of 
the world. I know that expanding broadband service has come up in the Wisconsin 
legislature over recent years. Some legislators have said that expanding broadband 
throughout the state is one of the most essential tools of economic development we 
could pursue.  
 
The State of Wisconsin has established the Wisconsin Broadband Office to help 
facilitate the expansion of broadband service. This office has mapped out internet 
service throughout the state and it is no surprise that the counties with greatest job and 
population losses are mostly counties that are unserved by fixed internet service or they 
have low levels of service.  
 
The connection between the wellbeing of our churches is significantly link to the 
wellbeing of our communities. When our communities are strengthened, when people 
have jobs and the age of our communities are multi-generational there is greater 
wellbeing for all. Perhaps one effort our church members around Wisconsin could 
engage in, is advocacy for the expansion of internet access and strength. We are God’s 
people and have been given all that we need to live the full lives God has promised, but 
we are people who live in the world and we need to be smart and work together for the 
good of all. Contact the Wisconsin Broadband Office and find out what can be done to 

improve this necessary resource for our communities.  
 
Blessings - Rob 

 


