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Rural Geography Specialty Group 

2015 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).  

 

III. Officers 

Chair  

 Ryan Bergstrom (East Lakes) (2013-2016) 

 University of Minnesota Duluth 

 rbergstr@d.umn.edu 

 

Secretary/Treasurer 

 Dawn Drake (until 2018) 

 Missouri Western University 

 ddrake4@missouriwestern.edu 

 

Awards Director  

 Chris Laingen (West Lakes) (until 2018) 

 Eastern Illinois University 

 crlaingen@eiu.edu 

 

Communications Director (until 2018) 

 Allison Brown 

 Broccoli1313@yahoo.com 

 

Annual Meeting Director: Jill Clark (until 2017) (East Lakes) 

 Ohio State University  

 clark.1099@osu.edu 

 

Networking Director: Colleen Hiner (until2016) (Southwest) 

 University of Texas, San Marcos 

 cchiner@txstate.edu 

 

 

mailto:rbergstr@d.umn.edu
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Student Directors 

Sarah Mason (until 2017) 

University of Western Ontario 

Smason27@uwo.ca 

 

Bill Wetherholt (until 2016) 

Kansas State University 

insitu@k-state.edu 

 

Regional Directors 

 Pacific Coast: Gina Thornburg (until 2018) 

 Kansas State University 

 Gkthornburg@gmail.com 

 

Middle States: Kolson Schlosser (until 2016) 

 Temple  

 tuf34828@temple.edu 

 

 Great Plains-Rocky Moutain: Julia Haggerty (until 2017) 

 Montana State University 

 Julia.haggerty@montana.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 

 

 

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 four primary initiatives.   

 First, the roles and directives of our director and board positions are in the process of being 

revised in an effort to more clearly align individual positions with the RGSG objectives and mission.   

 Second, a timeline is being developed for each board position that outlines activities and goals 

for each month of the calendar year.  It is hoped that this initiative will help future board members have 

a clearer understanding of their responsibility on an on-going basis.   

mailto:Smason27@uwo.ca
mailto:insitu@k-state.edu
mailto:Gkthornburg@gmail.com
file:///C:/Users/rbergstr/Documents/Ryan/RGSG/Annual%20Report/tuf34828@temple.edu
mailto:Julia.haggerty@montana.edu
mailto:cheryl.morse@uvm.edu
mailto:pjacks07@utk.edu
mailto:trina.filan@uleth.ca
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 Third, in an effort to keep our members better informed and provide additional transparency 

within the RGSG, revisions to the website continue to be made, and a more concerted effort has been 

made to engage active members through the Knowledge Communities. 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, based on a membership survey conducted in 2013, we continue to strive to diversify the 

RGSG.  Specifically, we have had several discussions about how to be more inclusive of 

underrepresented groups in relation to not only rural geography, but also the discipline as a whole.  

These conversations took place during our 2015 Annual Business Meeting while Chicago, as well as 

during the 8th Quadrennial Conference of British, Canadian, and American Rural Geographers meeting 

in Wales this past summer.  

 

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 2016 are to establish timelines for individual board members that, 

in conjunction with recent revisions to our Bylaws 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. Allison Brown 

has taken on the position of Communications Director from Margareta Lelea, who had built on past 

director Eric Compas and 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 

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. 

 

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 continuing our lunchtime business meeting at the 2016 

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 
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networking committee who regularly update us on salient activities—as we have done with the regions. 

 

c. Business Meeting 

The 2015 annual business meeting was held over lunch on April 23rd in Chicago, IL (16 

members attended).  The meeting began with a discussion of the 2014-2015 budget led by Treasurer and 

Secretary, Dawn Drake.  Drake then asked for a discussion of how to use the funds we have allocated 

for the Quadrennial Conference. It was decided that funds would be allocated to the student award 

recipient (Levi Van Sant) as well as Bill Whetherholt who is also attending the conference as a student.  

Drake also mentioned that she felt she had too much power over how money is spent and would like to 

have some guidance from the organization on what the priorities were for the coming year. There was 

also discussion by Chris Laingen (Awards Chair) regarding the overall lack of student interest in the 

student award competition.  Based on this discussion, it was decided to remove the requirement that 

students submit a full written paper, and instead awards would be based solely on the presentation at the 

Annual Meeting. Lastly, Jill Clark and Valentine Cadiequx began a discussion on increasing inclusivity 

in both the AAG and the specialty group. While a brief discussion highlighted the fact that this has been 

an on-going goal of the specialty group, suggestions were made that we partner with the Indigenous 

Persons SG, AAG’s Committee on Enhancing Diversity, and traditionally black and/or tribal colleges. It 

was also suggested that we create an ad-hoc committee to continue work in this regard.  

 

Annual Meeting 

The RGSG-sponsored 42 sessions during the 2015 meeting, a 50 percent increase over 2014.  

Sessions ranged from our annual New Voices session that focuses on student and early-career faculty to 

two tribute sessions to Dr. Harley Johansen who was lost this past year.  In addition, there were multiple 

session on Agrarian Development in Africa, Food Politics, Food Utopias, Ecological Restructuring, the 

Future of Food and Fuel Landscapes, Political Ecology, and Rural Gentrification. While it took 

concerted effort to sponsor this many sessions, it is believed that the increased exposure at the Annual 

Meeting will be beneficial to the specialty group over the long-term.  

 

The 2015 annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers was held in beautiful downtown 

Chicago in April at multiple venues.  More than 9,000 people attended the meeting, a new record! While 

we were immersed in the third largest city on the continent, there were some geographers oriented 

towards far smaller climes, and some of that work was showcased by the Rural Geography Specialty 

Group (RGSG) New Voices in Rural Geography session held Thursday morning of the conference.  The 

New Voices paper sessions offer the opportunity for students, junior faculty, and those new to research 

topics in rural geography to present their work and receive feedback from people in the field and 

members active within the specialty group. 

 

The 2015 New Voices in Rural Geography was organized by the RGSG Student Executives Jessica 

Breen (University of Kentucky) and Bill Wetherholt (Kansas State University).  Jessie also chaired the 

session.  Five scholars presented four papers that stretched all the way from the Pacific Northwest to 

Spain, and investigated a good range of concepts.  Bill Wetherholt discussed the emerging results of a 

humanistic questionnaire mailed to residents living in very rural and depopulating counties of the 

Central Great Plains in Kansas and Nebraska.  High self-reported levels of attachment were positively 

correlated with aspects of place like length of residence, feelings of belonging, the local area’s aesthetics 
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being perceived positively, and feeling like an insider in one’s community.  Nicole Motzer (University 

of Maryland) shared a case study investigating emerging alternative food networks in the form of the 

Western Montana Grower’s Cooperative.  In-depth interviews in this rural area focused specifically on 

the experience of the female farmer due to their historical disadvantage in agriculture.  The grower’s 

cooperative empowered female farmers because it was well-suited to integrate them into decision-

making opportunities as well as increase their accessibility to markets.  This empowerment also 

increased the female farmer’s perception of being in a position to make a difference in their local food 

systems and community at-large.  Megan Dixon (College of Idaho) explored the use of resources in 

rural portions of Southern Idaho, in particular, the geography of waste that accompanies the delivery of 

water through irrigation systems in the Snake River Valley.  A major paradox surfaced wherein 

landscapes borne out of seepage from poor irrigation management were actually viewed favorably as 

areas of enterprise and productivity.  In this region, the pressure to adapt to climate change is at odds 

with misconceptions of what healthy social-ecological systems should look like.  This dichotomy is a 

significant barrier to more robust discussions about the use of local resources, and needs addressed prior 

to undertaking strategies aimed at modernizing rural water use.  Finally, Maria-Dolors Garcia-Ramon 

and Mireia Baylina (Autonomous University of Barcelona) presented research conducted with their 

colleagues in rural portions of Catalonia and Galicia, Spain.  The presenters took a gendered approach to 

the rural outmigration that has been ongoing in this portion of the country for decades.  Their work used 

in-depth interviews focused on the life experiences of educated rural women in the context of 

globalization and how they construct place attachment in rural places.  Despite finding a wide variety of 

attachments among interviewed women, both tangible and intangible resources were important to its 

construction and the desire to live in these rural areas contributed to building a sense of belonging.   

 

 

Awards 

First, last fall we awarded Levi Van Sant, a PhD candidate from the University of Georgia, the first-ever 

Student Research Award aimed at partially supporting a student in attending the Quadrennial British-

Canadian-American Conference on Rural Geography.  His research was titled: “When Local Comes to 

Town: From Truck Farming to Local Food Systems in the South Carolina Lowcountry.”  The 

conference took place in Wales (UK) this past summer.  Levi was awarded $500. 

 

Second, we awarded our annual student paper award to Sarah Mason, a PhD candidate from Western 

University (Ontario, Canada).  Sarah’s paper was titled: “The Plant is Up and Running and the Wounds 

are yet to Heal: Biosolids Facility Siting, Community Conflict and Changing Emotional Geographies in 

Rural Ontario.”  Judging of her written paper took place prior to the 2015 AAG meeting in Chicago, and 

members of the RGSG participated in the judging of her oral presentation.  After the meeting, scores 

were tallied and Sarah was given the award notification on April 28, 2015. 

 

Leading up to the end of the 2015, announcements will be made soliciting participation in the 2016 

student paper award competition (to be awarded shortly after the conclusion of the upcoming meeting in 

San Francisco), and later in the year we will advertise for the fall student research award (a regular, non-

Quad-affiliated award).  A complete list of upcoming awards is:  
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d. 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/ 

 

e. 2015 Meeting Plans 

We have a number of RGSG-sponsored sessions that have been organized for the 2016 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-San Francisco area after 

Colleen Hiner’s incredibly successful field trip last year.  It is anticipated that the number of sponsored 

and co-sponsored sessions at the 2016 Annual Meeting will not differ greatly from the 2015 Annual 

Meeting.  In addition, based on the success of the 2015 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 360 members at the end of 

September 2015.  This reflects a substantial increase since 2015 (250 members), and is the second 

highest membership total since the special group was founded (2007: 474 members).  These numbers 

suggest the ongoing trend of increasing membership rates in recent years (2011: 347; 2010: 354; 2009: 

337; 2008: 335), and indicate that efforts to bolster membership numbers have been successful.     

http://rgsg.wordpress.com/
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VI. Financial Report 
 

 

Joh RGSG Finance Report FY 2014-2015 

Submitted by Dr. Dawn M. Drake 

April 23, 2015 

 

Starting Balance 3/31/2014:       $3,195.79 

Ending Balance 3/31/2015:       $4,486.79 

 

Income 

 

AAG Dues (thru March 2015)      $1,291.00 

 Note: Dues were $693.00 for the previous 12 months 

 Note: This reflects the increase in dues that took effect immediately after the last meeting 

 

Expenses 

 

None 

 

Encumbered Monies  
 

Student Research Award (to be transferred to Quad)    $500.00 

Student Paper Award        $60.00 

 

TOTAL EXPENSES        ($560.00) 

 

 

ENDING BALANCE:       $3,926.79 
 

John Fraser Hart Endowment Balance (3/31/2015)    $5,337.94  

Note: $1,867.88 unrestricted; $3,470.06 restricted 

Note: Endowment earned $631.32 interest 4/2014-4/2015 

 

Upcoming Expenses in 2015-2016 

 

Quadrennial Support [2011 = $750.00]     $1,500-2,000? 

Student Paper Award (2016)       $60.00 

Research Award        $500.00? 
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Working Annual Budget Proposal 

 

 

Awards:           $350 

($1000 for research awards, $240 for student paper ($60 each year), $150 for faculty awards – divided 

evenly over the 4 year cycle) 

           

Quadrennial Support:         $550 

($2200 Support/4 year cycle) 

 

Support for Meeting Projects:        $300 

(Both our own and other SG) 

 

Board Funds:           $50 

(For things like conference call fees, copies - would not be used in most years) 

 

Estimated Yearly Income:         $1250 

 

MINIMUM END OF YEAR BALANCE:       $0 

 

 

 


