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Rural Geography Specialty Group 
2014 Annual Report 

Submitted by Ryan D. Bergstrom, Chair 
 
I. Mission Statement 
The Rural Geography Specialty Group (RSGS) seeks to promote and encourage research, teaching, and 
service in the field of Rural Geography.  This shall be accomplished through: a) the sponsorship of paper 
and discussion sessions at the regional and national meetings of the Association of American 
Geographers, as well as other symposiums and conferences whose theme relates to rural geography; b) 
the encouragement of junior scholars by hosting paper competitions and awarding research grants; c) the 
exchange of information among RSGS members; and d) the development of relations and interchange 
with other disciplines and specialty groups. 
 
II. Dues Information 
We charge $8 for regular members and $2 for students (in addition to membership to the Association of 
American Geographers). We collected $665 between 1 September 2013 and 31 August 2014.  
 
III. Officers 
Chair  
 Ryan Bergstrom (East Lakes) (2013-2016) 
 University of Minnesota Duluth 
 rbergstr@d.umn.edu 
 
Co-Chair  
 Valentine (2014-2015) 
 University of Minnesota 
 cadieux@umn.edu 
 
Secretary/Treasurer 
 Dawn Drake (until 2015) 
 Missouri Western University 
 ddrake4@missouriwestern.edu 
 
Awards Director  
 Chris Laingen (West Lakes) (until 2015?) 
 Eastern Illinois University 
 crlaingen@eiu.edu 
 
Communications Director 
 Margareta Lelea (until 2015) 

University of California, Davis 
malelea@ucdavis.edu 
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Annual Meeting Director: Jill Clark (until 2014) (East Lakes) 
 Ohio State University  
 clark.1099@osu.edu 
 
Networking Director: Colleen Hiner (until2016) (Southwest) 
 University of Texas, San Marcos 
 cchiner@txstate.edu 
 
Student Directors 

Jessica Breen (until 2015) 
University of Kentucky 
jessica.breen@uky.edu 
 
Bill Wetherholt (until 2015) 
Kansas State University 
insitu@k-state.edu 
 

Regional Directors 
 Middle States: Kolson Schlosser (until 2016) 
 Temple  
 tuf34828@temple.edu 
 
 Northwest: Innisfree McKinnon (until 2015) 
 University of Oregon 
 innisfre@uoregon.edu 
 

New England St. Lawrence Valley: Cheryl Morse (until 2016) 
University of Vermont  
cheryl.morse@uvm.edu 
 
Southeast: Peggy Jackson (until 2016) 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville 
pjacks07@utk.edu 
 
Canada: Trina Filan (until 2016) 
University of Lethbridge 
trina.filan@uleth.ca 
 
Julia Haggerty (until 2017) 
Montana State University 
julia.haggerty@montana.edu 
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IV. Accomplishments 
 
Building institutional memory and networks 

As we continue to work on building institutional memory and better networking between the 
RGSG and other specialty groups, we have five primary initiatives.   
 First, based on feedback from at-large and board members, the RGSG Bylaws were revised 
(Bergstrom).  This process involved the examination of historical background data from CARLU that 
provided insights into past Bylaws.  This information was used to craft a new set of Bylaws that better 
reflect and define the mission and objectives of the RGSG.   
 Second, the roles and directives of our director and board positions were revised in an effort to 
more clearly align individual positions with the RGSG objectives and mission.   
 Third, a timeline was developed (Cadieux) for the Chair’s position that outlines activities and 
goals for each month of the calendar year.  It is hoped that this initiative will help future chairs have a 
clearer understanding of their responsibility on an on-going basis.  Further, it is our goal to develop such 
timelines for each of our director and board positions in the coming year.   
 Fourth, in an effort to keep our members better informed and provide additional transparency 
within the RGSG, revisions to the website have been made and a Facebook page was established. This 
multi-pronged strategy is meant to engage RGSG members at multiple levels to encourage them, for 
example, to increase exchanges of teaching and research ideas, and stay better informed.   
 Finally, we are also continuing to work on the membership survey that has been advertised in the 
AAG Newsletter as well as through our listserv. Preliminary results suggest that 63 percent of members 
have earned a Ph.D., while 19 percent have earned at least a Master’s degree.  In addition, 23 percent of 
RGSG members are students, 19 percent are professors, 13 percent are Associate Professors, and eleven 
percent of members are Assistant Professors.  Results also suggest that over 90 percent of members 
continue to focus their research on the contemporary rural landscape.  Other primary areas of research 
include: sustainability and rural land use (89%), policy relevant work (87%), natural resources and 
conservation (85%), and economic processes (80%).    
 
a. Activities Scheduled 

The RGSG has continued our effort to recover institutional knowledge that was lost in the 
merger of the Contemporary Agriculture and Rural Land Use and Rural Development Specialty Groups.  

Two of our primary goals for 2015 are to establish timelines for individual board members that, 
in conjunction with recent revisions to our Bylaws (see below), will clearly align individual positions 
with the objectives and mission of the RGSG.  In addition, an annual timeline for each leadership role 
will be developed to allow each position to have a clearer understanding of their responsibility on an on-
going basis.     

The RGSG also continues to work on improving our communication strategies. Margareta Lelea 
has taken on the newly renamed position of Communications Director from Eric Compas, who had built 
on past director Patrick Hurley’s efforts to improve communication with the list-serv and to create a 
better interactive web presence. We continued to use a wordpress blog to coordinate AAG annual 
meeting CFP information, and have transitioned a considerable amount of our listserv and web activity 
to the new AAG Knowledge Communities site. However, at the request of the membership, we are 
maintaining our independent listserv as a service to members who have not yet figured out the 
Knowledge Communities – and to our members who may not regularly renew membership and hence 
have interrupted access to the Knowledge Communities. Although we wish to support the central AAG, 
we also recognize that many rural geographers work in the public sector, NGOs, and smaller institutions 
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that may not support their annual participation in the AAG meetings, and we are making an explicit 
outreach effort to remain accessible to all who are interested in RGSG activities. 

Planning is also underway for the 8th Quadrennial Conference to be held in Swansea, 
Aberystwyth, and Gregynog, Wales.    It is anticipated that the United States delegation will consist of 
approximately 12 - 15 individuals.  Expressions of interest were due October 1, 2014, and the final 
selection will be made by January 1, 2015. The conference will be held in July 2015. We are making 
every attempt as possible to make the delegation selection process as inclusive and transparent as 
possible.  

One of our biggest accomplishments of 2014 was the establishment of an on-line voting system 
for the RGSG.  Our first on-line voting opened on April 21 and closed on May 21, 2014, and members 
voted not only to adopt the Bylaws (Bergstrom), but also on three board positions (Chair and two at-
large directors).  
 
b. Future Plans and Directions 

In response to our concerns about falling membership rates and particularly about low 
participation in our business meetings, we are planning a lunchtime business meeting at the 2015 
meeting (between linked RGSG sessions) with the hopes that this will encourage participation. 

Other plans include a continuing collective effort by the Board to revitalize the RGSG, with the 
goal of cultivating more excitement about rural geography. There is a lot of dynamism and regular 
interaction among the Board members and a few other regulars, but a perceived apathy among the other 
members, as indicated by low attendance at the annual business meeting, a relatively small number of 
RGSG sponsored sessions, and little email traffic among members.  

RGSG has continued to collaborate with other specialty groups, particularly the Indigenous 
Peoples Specialty Group (e.g. co-sponsoring parts the Geographies of Hope Symposium), Geographies 
of Food and Agriculture, Cultural and Political Ecologies, and CAPE. We have continued to work on 
more regularly checking in with cognate groups, and would like to have representatives on the 
networking committee who regularly update us on salient activities—as we have done with the regions. 
 
c. Business Meeting 

The 2014 annual business meeting was held over lunch on April 10th in Tampa Bay, Florida (19 
members attended).  The meeting began with a discussion of committees and committee structure, 
including a solicitation for additional volunteers.  There was also a discussion on potential modifications 
to the RGSG newsletter.  Suggestions included a shorter newsletter that is issued more frequently,  
improve hyperlinks to specific newsworthy items, and the continued use of monthly digests to 
communicate important and timely information to RGSG members.  In addition, a lengthy conversation 
regarding the timing and distribution of student awards occurred.  Although Chris Laingen (Awards 
Director) was not present at the meeting, a revised awards schedule has since been drafted based on 
feedback from RGSG members.  Lastly, Dawn Drake (Secretary/Treasurer) presented the Treasurer’s 
Report for FY 2013-2104.  The report included a discussion of a proposed future budget, and the current 
financial state of RGSG.  Of particular note were the motion and the subsequent voting on a proposed 
increase in regular dues to $8, and student dues to $2.  This motion passed and is effective immediately.  
It is hoped that an increase in dues will facilitate more frequent student paper and research awards, and 
the potential funding for students to the Quadrennial Conference (see above).    
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Annual Meeting 
A number of RGSG-sponsored sessions (23) were organized for the 2014 meeting, A significant 

highlight of the 2014 Annual Meeting was the programming associated with two sessions, 
(Re)considering “regional” Political Ecologies and Perspectives on Rural Sustainability: Scale and 
Place.   A total of four sessions on sustainability-related topics were organized.  The three paper 
sessions (organized by Lisa M. Butler Harrington) were subtitled ‘Livelihoods,’ ‘US Regional 
Situations,’ and ‘Concepts and Concerns;’ a panel session (organized by Chris Laingen and Lisa 
Harrington) focused on ‘Landscape Change.’  In addition to RGSG, which sponsored all four sessions, 
co-sponsors included some combination of the Human Dimensions of Global Change Specialty Group, 
the Cultural and Political Ecology Specialty Group, the Landscape Specialty Group, and the Hazards, 
Risks, and Disasters Specialty Group.  Overall, these sessions included 13 paper presenters, a discussant, 
and 5 panelists representing US and international topics. The sessions were organized as a part of the 
conference theme of “Scale and Sustainability,” following a session on urban areas and preceding a 
cross-cutting paper session and wrap-up panel session on sustainability and scale.   

The (Re)Considering ‘Regional’ Political Ecologies sessions were organized by Colleen Hiner 
and Innisfree McKinnon, and sought to re-examine the potential for a “regional” political ecology 
approach. Each panel/paper participant sought to address the question(s): What do regional approaches 
add/offer? What developments or changes do you see (current or upcoming) in terms of regions/regional 
approaches? And more importantly: What function does “regional” political ecology serve? Does it have 
any analytical purchase or is it “stand in” for something else? 

The RGSG also co-sponsored (Indigenous Peoples Specialty Group) a plenary session featuring 
Queen Quet.  As noted by Juli Hazelwood (co-chair of the IPSG), “Her performance was deeply 
enlightening in many dimensions: thinking about the writing of official histories, feeling the effects of 
assimilation policies and other racialization practices, and digging deep into questions on identity and 
indigeneity/African-ness.”  
 
d. Awards 

In 2014, with an incredibly competitive pool of applicants, we selected Randall K. Wilson, 
Thomas W. Crawford, and Sara Cawley of Gettysburg College as the finalists based on their paper, 
“Collaborative Conservation and Rural Sustainability in the American West.”     

Our three main student/faculty awards are the Student Research Award, Student Paper Award, 
and Redd Center/Rural West Award.  We also have faculty recognition awards (Innis, Hart, Lifetime 
Achievement) that are continuously open for nominations, though awards may not be conferred until a 
later date.  The following schedule of awards was established in 2014:  
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e. Newsletter Information 

We have moved to fall and spring newsletters, timed to coincide with the development of 
sessions for the annual meeting and including an annual pre-meeting spring newsletter to inform 
members of special RGSG events and update them on recent RGSG happenings and upcoming meetings 
of interest. We transitioned our communications to the AAG Knowledge Community, although have 
maintained the Ursinus listserv for those who are not able to get messages through the AAG (for 
example, because they do not attend Annual Meetings every year and let their membership lapse; our 
membership felt it was very important to maintain open information channels with the many rural 
geographers who do not have the research funds to sponsor the AAG). See RGSG website to download 
the newsletter. http://rgsg.wordpress.com/ 
 
f. 2015 Meeting Plans 

We have a number of RGSG-sponsored sessions that have been organized for the 2015 meeting, 
and are currently in the process of advertising for additional sessions.  The RGSG is also sponsoring at 
least one field trip related to the political ecology of craft brewing in the greater-Chicago area.  It is 
anticipated that the number of sponsored and co-sponsored sessions at the 2015 Annual Meeting will not 
differ greatly from the 2014 Annual Meeting.  In addition, based on the success of the 2014 RGSG 
Business Meeting that was held during the lunch hour, we will again schedule our Business Meeting to 
coincide with the break between morning and afternoon RGSG-sponsored sessions. 
 
V.  Membership and Participation 

According to the Knowledge Communities numbers, the RGSG had 250 members at the end of 
September 2014. This reflects a declines since 2013 (282), and continues to reflect a decline from a 
previously higher membership number—2011: 347 (185 faculty and 162 students); 2010: 354, 2009: 
337 members (169 faculty, 168 students); 2008: 335; 2007: 474 members.) We continue to rebuild 
relationships with CARLU members and to build a collaborative relationship with the new Geographies 
of Food and Agriculture group.  
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VI. Financial Report 

8/31/13 Balance forward 
  

2,823.80  
9/30/13 Dues collected for Sept 2013 38.00  

 
2,861.80  

10/31/13 Dues collected for Oct 2013 126.00  
 

2,987.80  
11/30/13 Dues collected for Nov 2013 91.00  

 
3,078.80  

12/31/13 Dues collected for Dec 2013 103.00  
 

3,181.80  
1/31/14 Dues collected for Jan 2014 54.99  

 
3,236.79  

2/28/14 Dues collected for Feb 2014 20.00  
 

3,256.79  
3/31/14 Transfer to IPSG for Plenary Speaker 

 
(100.00) 3,156.79  

3/31/14 Dues collected for March 2014 39.00  
 

3,195.79  
4/30/14 Dues collected for April 2014 17.00  

 
3,212.79  

5/31/14 Dues collected for May 2014 50.00  
 

3,262.79  
6/30/14 Dues collected for June 2014 89.00  

 
3,351.79  

7/31/14 Dues collected for July 2014 11.00  
 

3,362.79  
8/31/14 Dues collected for Aug 2014 28.00  

 
3,390.79  

     
     8/31/14 Balance 

  
3,390.79  

 
 
John Fraser Hart Endowment Balance     ~$4,600 
 


