
PEORIA (AP) — Peoria Mayor
Jim Ardis planned to open this
year’s State of the City speech by
thanking Caterpillar Inc. for its
longtime commitment to the cen-
tral Illinois town, declaring “We
wouldn’t be Peoria without Cater-
pillar.”

It’s been that way for decades in
Peoria and in other company towns
across the United States. A major
employer provided generations of
locals with jobs and gave the cities
a central identity, while executives
helped keep cultural institutions,
Rotary clubs and higher-end hous-
ing markets healthy.

Now many of those midsize com-
munities are looking for a new
identity as more companies trade
their longtime hometowns for
major cities with easier access to
global markets and to the lifestyle
talented young workers want, with
public transit, nightlife and trendy
restaurants.

Caterpillar’s recent decision to
move 300 top headquarters jobs to
the Chicago area made Peoria the
latest city with a vacuum to fill. In
2014, Decatur, Illinois, lost Archer
Daniels Midland’s headquarters to
Chicago after 40 years in the town.
ConAgra Foods moved 1,000 jobs
last year from Omaha to Chicago.

Some companies also are leaving
suburban areas for downtowns,
though the suburbs are still a popu-
lar choice. General Electric is mov-
ing its executives from a suburban
campus in Fairfield, Connecticut, to
downtown Boston, and McDonald’s
said last year it will relocate to
downtown Chicago from a sprawl-
ing headquarters in suburban Oak
Brook.

A study by the virtual think tank
CityObservatory.org found the
number of jobs located within three
miles of the city center grew by
nearly 2 percent between 2011 and
2014, according to U.S. Census Bu-
reau data. Center city jobs grew
slightly faster than those in the pe-
riphery in one recent seven-year pe-
riod, a reversal from much of the
past several decades.

“I don’t know that I’d call it a
trend yet but it certainly is becom-
ing one,” said Tom Murphy, a for-
mer Pittsburgh mayor and senior
resident fellow at the Urban Land
Institute. “Maybe for the first time
in history, rather than having peo-
ple follow where jobs are ... we’re
beginning to see jobs following peo-
ple instead.”

By a 2-to-1 margin, young college
graduates are now choosing a place
to live first, then finding a job, said
Joe Cortright, director of CityOb-
servatory.org.

For companies recruiting top tal-

ent, “the biggest competitive advan-
tage is to be in the city,” Cortright
said.

The change is adding to the di-
vide between urban and smaller
communities in the U.S., especially
in the Midwest, which is beset with
sagging manufacturing industries.

“We joke about that there’s the
great state of Chicago, and then
there’s the rest of Illinois,” said
Bishop Harold Dawson Jr., a life-
long Peoria resident and pastor of
New Life Christian Church.

Like many locals, Dawson can
rattle off a list of relatives whose
livelihoods in Peoria have depended
on Caterpillar. The company known
as CAT for short established its first
plant in Peoria in 1909 and employs
more than 12,000 workers in the
area, even after several layoffs.

The city of about 110,000 has
been trying to breathe more life into
its downtown and a scenic stretch
along the Illinois River. But while
new restaurants, coffee shops and
apartments are opening, Ardis ac-
knowledged few people would call
the area “dynamic.” And parts of the
city’s core are seeing growing
poverty.

The headquarters move has been
a blow to the city’s collective
morale.

“There is emotion around” the de-
cision, said Jeff Griffin, president of
the Peoria Area Chamber. “Peoria is
not unique in that tragedy across
the country.”

Griffin said he and his counter-
part in Omaha talked recently
about the importance of diversify-
ing the local economy — relying on
small business rather than large
corporations.

“Part of the big challenge is lead-
ership needs to recognize the rules
have changed,” Murphy said. “They
need to think about how they build
their cities and the amenities they

offer, and be really clear about what
their competitive advantages are
today, not what they were 100 years
ago.”

A city should perhaps think about
spending on public transit rather
than highways, he said.

Improving the atmosphere of
downtown seems to be helping
some midsize cities recoup from the
loss of major businesses, urban ex-
perts say.

In Greenville, South Carolina,
where the decline of the textile in-
dustry left a huge gap in the econ-
omy, leadership arranged to remove
a four-lane bridge that obstructed
the view of a scenic waterfall, and
added trees and cafes and side-
walks. A downtown that was once
“dead” is now “beautiful and hugely
successful,” Murphy said. In addi-
tion to drawing tourists, the city has
a booming advanced manufactur-
ing industry, anchored by compa-
nies such as BMW.

But other places, such as Decatur,
are struggling to find a new identity.
The city has the fifth-highest unem-
ployment rate out of Illinois’ metro
areas, and Moody’s Analytics warns
a lack of jobs could push the city
back into recession.

Across the Midwest and North-
east in particular, a number of mid-
size cities are facing “big
challenges,” Cortright said.

“What do we do with the Peo-
rias?” he added. “I don’t’ think we
know what the answer to that is.”

Peoria has a growing health care
industry and is home to other com-
panies such as Maui Jim sunglasses
and Bump Box, a monthly delivery
of skincare and other products for
pregnant women.

Ardis said the city just has to find
more.

“We’re not just going to roll over
and play dead,” he said.

Company towns: finding a new identity

Sandoval, vice chairman
of the governors associa-
tion, said he is comfortable
being the face of moderate
GOP governors across the
country. He has urged cau-
tion on Trump’s pledges to
repeal President Barack
Obama’s health care law
and build a wall along the
U.S.-Mexico border. San-
doval said he believes he
and other moderates can
work productively with
Trump and his Cabinet.

“We’re five weeks into
the administration, so I
think it’s really premature
to start drawing conclu-
sions now, with regard to
what the implication could
be in future elections,” he
said.

Heading into the up-
coming governors’ races,
the Republican Governors’
Association is better-
funded, having raised
$60.7 million in 2016,
compared with $39 mil-
lion by the Democratic
Governors’ Association.
The RGA has tried to
paint Democratic chal-
lengers as too liberal and
out of touch with main-
stream America.

This weekend’s biparti-
san governors’ gathering
includes an audience with
Trump and leading Re-
publicans in Congress.
Governors of both parties
are concerned with a full
range of proposals that
could affect state budgets,
including possible repeal
of the Affordable Care Act,
reforms to Medicaid, im-
migration enforcement

and spending for infra-
structure.

Republican governors in
Democratic-leaning states
are especially vulnerable if
policies put forward by
Trump and the GOP Con-
gress are disruptive in the
states.

Baker, a moderate with
high approval ratings in a
state politically dominated
by Democrats, has dis-
tanced himself from
Trump since early in the
presidential campaign. He
said he left his presidential
ballot blank.

After the election, the
Massachusetts governor
promised to forge con-
structive ties between the

state and the new admin-
istration. But he has not
hesitated to criticize White
House policies, including
the travel ban aimed at
seven majority-Muslim
nations that sowed confu-
sion in the U.S. and
abroad. He publicly
backed the state’s attorney
general, a Democrat, when
her office filed a lawsuit to
block Trump’s action.

Rauner in Illinois said
he is focusing on his state
— or at least he’s trying to.
He went to great lengths
not to stake a clear posi-
tion on Trump during the
campaign — refusing to
comment on the race, who
he was voting for or even

to say Trump’s name.
Since the election, he has
continued to avoid taking
a clear position on the ad-
ministration’s policies.

His strategy is clearly in-
tended to avoid alienating
voters in Chicago, the sub-
urbs and other urban
areas who supported
Hillary Clinton in Novem-
ber, or those in rural coun-
ties that went
overwhelmingly for
Trump. But avoidance also
comes with some peril:
Democrats, who control
the Illinois Legislature,
called the Republican gov-
ernor cowardly for meet-
ing with billionaire donors
out of state while refugees

were stranded at Chicago’s
O’Hare airport after the
president’s travel-banning
executive order.

Rauner already has a

slim margin for error after
a two-year budget stale-
mate has tanked his ap-
proval ratings.
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people — it's amazing.” 
Eilts felt blessed with a

job that was flexible
enough to be able to spend
a much of his free time
helping others, and cred-
ited his family and peers
for the support they've
given him throughout the
years.

“I was talking to some-
one right before I got sur-
prised here today, and he

was asking me how I had
the time to do all this
stuff,” he said. “I told him
that a lot of it has to do
with how much my wife,
Stacy, and my staff have
supported me and allowed
me to do as much as I try
and do. It's part of the gig
to give as much back to the
community as you can.

“I was once told that 'if
you take care of your peo-
ple, then they'll take care
of you' — I'm a big believer
in that.”
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Caterpillar’s recent decision to move 300 top headquarters jobs to the
Chicago area made Peoria the latest city with a vacuum to fill. Many
midsize communities are looking to redefine themselves as more com-
panies trade longtime hometowns for major cities. SARA BURNETT/AP PHOTO

for 40 years. 
“I knew business and I

knew the city,” he said. “I
started my council experi-
ence back in 1979 and I
served three terms as an
alderman and two terms
as mayor before I left to
pursue a business venture.
I was away for 16 years
and then four years ago, I
was encouraged to run
again.”

Another thing Dameron
said many people don’t re-
alize, is that city business
is different than standard
business. Dameron said
although those who have a
good grasp on business
practices can pick up city
businesses faster, city
business is slightly differ-
ently than running a busi-
ness.

“It’s taxpayer dollars
that we’re spending and
just about every dime that
we spend is regulated on
how we spend it and
where it can come from,”
Dameron said.

“I think there are a lot of
people who assume the
mayor comes in, runs the
meetings and then disap-
pears for two weeks. But,
as I said before, the mayor
is more like the CEO. The
guys that have the actual
vote to make the decisions
are the aldermen and we
have eight of them.”

Dameron’s day-to-day
activities generally consist
of finding answers to the
questions that arise dur-
ing board meetings and
gather information for the
next council meeting.
Dameron said it is impor-
tant to get as much infor-
mation to the aldermen as
possible, so that they can

make the most informed
decisions.

“As a result, you need to
know a little bit about
what’s going on and what
needs to be done in order
to provide the aldermen
with as much information
as they need,” Dameron
said. “When you’re only
meeting two times per
month, you want to make
sure you have all the facts
in front of you.”

The first task that the
new mayor is going to face
is the budget. Dameron
said the time that the new
mayor is sworn in is about
the time that the council
starts discussing the
budget. So, the new mayor
would benefit from being
familiar with where fund-
ing comes from and how
to use it. 

“You can project what
you get from the state, the
county and all that, but
then you need to figure
out what the priorities are
for allocating those
funds,” Dameron said. “To
me, that’s where the expe-
rience comes in.”

To those who are inter-
ested in creating change
for their community,
Dameron suggested a
good first step is to get in-
volved with established
groups in the community.

“If you want to be active
in your town, get involved
with some the groups that
we have. If you have aspi-
rations of being on the city
council, you don’t neces-
sarily need to be a busi-
ness leader, but what it
does is it gives you experi-
ence, you learn from the
guys that are there. There
is no substitute for experi-
ence and that is how you
get it, you go out there and
get involved.”
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