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Executive Summary 
 

This studio project is an analysis of the diverse issues facing the American frontier for the 

National Center for Frontier Communities  (NCFC) .  This studio expands on the work of the 

NCFC by examining the demographics and history of the frontier in order to gain an 

understanding on how remote areas will be affected by climate change, water availability 

and quality, as well as  energy production and distribution.   

 

This report first  examines the demographic background of the frontier areas using level two 

of the Frontier a nd Remote Area Code methodology, referred  to as FAR2, in comparison to 

the United St ates as a whole. These areas are determined on a zip code level, and counties 

with larger proportions of FAR2 areas were studied for this report. The demographic 

analysis paints a picture of the frontier that is quite unique  from the rest of the United 

States. Following this analysis, profiles of selected counties are described in terms of their 

history, county -level planning issues, climate  change, water  and energy issues. These 

profiles demonstrate the range of issues facing the subject counties as shown in media and 

data available to the researchers preparing this report.  

 

Graduate students at the Rutgers University Bloustein School of Planning and Publ ic 

Policy prepared this report.  The Bloustein School requires two semesters of real -world 

planning experience; the authors of this report are students in the Frontier Planning Studio 

co-taught by Professors Frank and Deborah Popper.  With academic and prof essional 

backgrounds in design, development and land use policy, the student -authors worked 

alongside the National Center for Frontier Communities to develop a report framework and 

methodology that effectively explores frontier planning issues. It is the h ope of the Frontier 

Planning Studio that the information presented here will prove useful for the client 

organization (NCFC) and bring awareness to the existential issues facing Americaõs frontier 

communities.  

 

Please note that the profiles prepared in th e report were not prepared in conjunction with 

the areas studied. Representations of the counties studied here are the result of the 

analysis of written work made available through academic articles, websites, books and 

other media. This report did not use  human subjects in its preparation. Moreover, the 

representations of these counties are made by the authors and do not reflect the policies or 

postures of Rutgers University, the NCFC, or any other organization.    
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Introduction 

Comprising vast swathes of the interior portion of the continental United States , almost all 

of Alaska, and numerous islands throughout the United States and its territories, frontier 

and remote areas are a dominating vision of the American landscape and psyche. The 

American frontie r conjures images of vast deserts and mountains, sweeping prairies, dense 

forests, and a challenging way of life for the people who live there. But the American 

frontier is a nuanced and diverse place, socially, geographically, and economically. The 

fronti er encompasses interior counties with farms stretching from horizon to horizon, as 

well as remote coastal areas with ancient forests at the edge of tall oceanfront cliffs. The 

frontierõs residents range from Native American inhabitants of ancestral lands to transient 

tourists and young professionals. Economies range from the boom and bust of oil and gas to 

health and education.  

 

The frontier , as a home and place of business, are hyper -localized in remote regions of the 

country and exceptionally vulnerable to structural changes to the American economy. Some 

of these changes dramatically occurred centuries ago, resulting in ghost towns. Certain 

frontier counties are only recently facing declines, while others are on the path of 

revitalization. The provision of frontier life is majorly influenced by the availability of three 

factors: energy, water and climate. This report attempts to profile concerns about each of 

these factors for the counties studied here.   

Demographic Background 

Demography 

There are several  ways of defining the Frontier. Generally, frontier areas are the most 

geographically isolated and remote area in the United States. Long distances and travel 

times to cities and very sparsely populated populations reflects this geographic isolation.  In 

fact, travel time has been used as a method to identify òFrontier and Remote (FAR) Area 

Codesó by the Office of Rural Health Policy (ORHP) and the U.S Department of Agriculture 

(USDA). In this methodology, four categories are established based on the travel  time to 

towns of different sizes. This report will use the FAR2 Area, which are zip code areas with 

populations living at least 60 minutes away from urban areas of at least 50,000 people and 

at least 45 minutes from urban areas of 25,000 -49,999 people (See Map 1).  
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Map 1. Far and Remote Areas (FAR) 2 by ZIP Code (USDA)  
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The demography of the frontier areas reflects the diversity of rural areas in the United 

States.  This section analyzes it in terms of age, race, income and education with data based 

on the U .S. Census Bureau , 2010 Census. The analysis of age focuses on three different age 

groups: population under 18 years old, population  between 19 to 64 years old, and 

population 65  years or older . Figure 1 displays the spatial patterns of the population less 

than  18 years old in FAR2 areas (by ZIP Code). The different colors represent the standard 

deviatio n from the mean  of 21 percent , which means that on average, the percentage of 

people in the a ge group under 18 in FAR2 Areas is 21 percent  of the tota l population, which 

is around 2  percent  less than the average for the United States as a whole.  As seen in Table  

1, the percentage of people under 18 years and the working population (19  to 64 years old) 

is higher in the United States as a whole. However, the percentage of people aged 65 or 

more is much higher in FAR2 Areas.   

    
Table 1. FAR2 and U.S. Average Ages 

Variable United States FAR2 Area 

Under 18 Years  23.3% 21% 

19 to 64 Years  62.7% 58.2% 

65 and Over  14.1% 21% 

 
The following map does not show us any general geographic pattern for the age distribution 

of the population under 18 years old, it just shows us some regional patterns at best.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 2. Population under the age of 18 in FAR2 areas (US Census Bureau) 
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The young population in the maj ority of the states vary within the nation . Areas with above 

average percent of population under 18 seem to correlate with areas with high Native 

American population s. The percentage of the Native American population in FAR2 Areas is 

about four  times higher  than  the Native American population in the United States as a 

whole. 

 
Table 2. Average Native American populations in US and FAR2 regions 

Variable United States FAR2 Area 

American Indian and Alaska 

Native Alone  

0.7% 3.1% 

 
Areas with a smaller percentage of people under the age of 18 can be found in northern 

Michigan, northern Wisconsin and northern Minnesota, which are popular destinations for 

retirement, and therefore not surprisingly lacking a younger population. Fifty -eight percent  

of the population in FAR2 Areas are between 19  to 64 years old. For the United States as a 

whole this number is 62.7  percent . For FAR2 Areas, it can be stated, that there are only a 

few areas where the population ages 19-64 years old is more la rgely represented than for 

the United States as a whole. One of these areas is Park County, WY. This can be explained 

by the fact, that Yellowstone National Park is a large employer  in the county , attracting 

many people in the workforce. Another area with a higher population of 19 to 64-year olds, 

than the mean (for FAR2 Areas) , is the Grand Canyon National Park, which can be 

explained with similar reasons as the Yellowstone case. Areas with a low representation of 

this age group can be especially found in southern New Mexico and central Nevada. Around 

20.5 percent  of the population in FAR2 Areas are age 65 and older . In the United States as 

a whole, the proportion  of the population 65 years and older is 14.1 percent . Among the 

three different age groups, this is the group with the biggest difference between FAR2 

Areas and the United States as a whole. Interestingly, in almost all states and their FAR2 

areas, there are places where the population 65 years and older  represents 48 percent  or 

more of the total population.  A high representation of the age group 6 5 and older  tends to 

correlate with a low representation of those between 19 and 64 years old . As mentioned 

above, northern Michigan, Minnesota and Wisconsin are known to be primary destinations 

for retirement or aging in place (in state and regional), and this is reflected in th ose states 

high representation of the senior  population.  

 

The frontier is racially more diverse than commonly assumed.  This diversity refl ects itself 

more on the local level. When aggregated at the national level, it appears demographically 

homogenous, as seen in Table 3. 

 
Table 3. Foreign-Born Population in US and FAR2 regions 

Variable United States FAR2 Area 

Foreign Born  13.2% 2.47% 

 
At the national  level, the percentage of foreign -born population is 13.2 percent . In fact, 

there are many places in the southern part of Texas, where around 15 -30 percent  of the 

population was born outside the United States.  The overall pattern displays a larger 

concentration of foreign -born population in the south and south west compared to the states 

located in the north . However, the diversity of the frontier is not pri marily the result of  
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recent migration.  The frontier has a diverse history, from the original settlers of the region, 

the Native America populations that spanned the North and South America continent to 

the more recent Hispanic settlements dating to about  500 years ago in the southwest  

United States .  The case studies in the following sections will discuss further the 

importance of diversity , and the challenges and tensions between groups , in the respective 

counties. Although the frontier reflects diversity , the majority of the population in FAR2 

areas is white. In the Great Plains states, more than 80  percent  of the population identifies 

as white. However, in the northern states such as Minnesota and the Dakotas, there are 

certain areas  where only 50  to 60 percent  of the population identifies as white. In these 

areas, there are large Native American  Reservations, such as the Great Sioux Reservation 

in South Dakota and the Flathead Reservation in Montana. In the southern and 

southwestern states , such as Arizona, New Mexico and Texas, the areas with a white 

population over 80  percent  are less prevalent. In these states, large Hispanic and Native 

American populations are dominant in many countie s.  

 

The income level of people residing in the frontier greatl y varies between, and within, 

states as well . As seen in Table 4, the median household income in FAR2 Areas is about 

$10,000 less FAR2 in  comparison to the United States as a whole.  

 
Table 4. Median Household Income in US and FAR2 regions 

Variable United States FAR2 Area 

Median Household Income $53,889 $44,607 

 

States that  profited from the oil boom, such as North Dakota or Montana, have large 

percentages of their population s earning more than $65,000 per year. In contrast, in the 

southern parts of South Dakota, which have not profited from the oil boom, the median 

income drops to around $25,000 dollars per year. See map 3 for a spatial representation of 

this distribution.  
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Map 3. Median Household Income in FAR2 Areas (US Census Bureau) 
 

FAR2 Areas have a slightly higher percentage of people without a high school diploma 

compared to the United States as a whole, as displayed in Table  5. 

 
Table 5. Population without a High School Diploma in US and FAR2 Regions 

 United States FAR2 Area 

Percentage of individuals 

without high school Diploma 

13.4% 14.10% 

 
The percentage of the population in FAR2 areas without a high school diploma is generally 

higher in the southern states compared to the northern states.  

 

 

 

 




































































































































































































































