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Executive Summary of the report "When Minds enter Minds: An investigation of 
Ladysmith and Medford, Wisconsin and the Economic Impact of the Flambeau Mine" 

Written by Tim Tynan 

Conclusions: 

1. The Flambeau Mine had a negligible impact of the economy of Ladysmith. 
 
2. A similar city, Medford, Wisconsin (a city without a mine) has spent roughly the same 
amount of tax revenue as Ladysmith but on different initiatives. Ladysmith has spent much 
more money on economic development than Medford, and Medford has spent much more 
on schools and residential amenities. 
 
3. Medford has outperformed Ladysmith in terms of economic prosperity over the past 
seven years. 
 
4. The rich copper mine which once "promised the world" to those in Ladysmith is now 
gone--leaving a large, empty hole just outside the city.

School Expenditures  
Economic Trends of Ladysmith and Medford (1989-1996) 

Population  
Unemployment Rates  
Wage Rates  
City Debt  

Conclusions
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The spending patterns of the two cities reveal difference in planning priorities. It is apparent that 
Ladysmith planners have seen economic development as the number one priority and have rated 
school spending and other residential conveniences as second. Medford planners, on the other 
hand, have rated school spending the highest, followed by highway construction and pedestrian 
amenities. 

Lessons from Ladysmith 

1. Planning which prioritizes residential life will enhance communities and lead to a 
relatively high economic outlook. Planning which does not enhance residential life, and only 
attempts to grow economically, may lose residents and create enormous debts, while doing 
little to attract a diverse industrial base. 
 
2. Mining does not create economic prosperity. Mining does not even create relative 
prosperity in rural centers where impacts should have been readiliy obvious. 
 
3. Mining may even add to rural poverty as it distracts the priorities of urban planners and 
creates false hopes for the residents in a poor community. Ladysmith may well have done 
better if the planners, mayors and county board members had never met a mining executive. 
They would have spent their time attempting to improve the lives of the residents within the 
community, rather than spending time and money attempting to attract those from outside 
the city.  

The above study adds to the evidence that economic prosperity in rural communities is centered 
around residential life rather than industrial attractiveness. Communities which attract residents 
means than businesses soon follow (transient residents, or those who are staying temporarily, may 
not value long term economic health). More importantly, the businesses which stem from the 
residential community often enhance, rather than detrac from, the reason people live there in the 
first place. It is doubtful that the people who live in Ladysmith are residents because they enjoy 
living near open-pit mines. Until mining is the reason people livein northern Wisconsin, it will be 
difficult for mining operations to add economic prosperity to the region.
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Introduction 

Economics: A Simple Approach (1) 

In an attempt to simplify economics, I often tell students I am tutoring, "Economics is not really 
about money. Instead, think of it as a study about what people think, and what people think is 
important." 

I normally get a glazed stare followed by a question like,"Then why do we study money?" or 
"Isn't that sociology?" "We study money," I explain, because it supposedly represents what 
people think about because according to economists, 

1. People spend money on things they think are important.  

2. The more important it is to them, the more money people send on it.  

3. Also, according to economists, as people, we spend a lot of time thinking about ways to 
make and save more money.  

Healthy Economies: An extension of what people think are important 
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More and more, economists are discovering that "healthy" economies are ones which develop 
around the values of local residents and embrace or enhance the quality of life for those living in 
the area (Residents are those who permanently live in a community and are separate from 
transient or temporary residents who are living in a community for a short period of time or 
during one season of the year). Communities which embrace environmental quality while 
developing strong economies are often called "Green and Gold" communities (2). The "Green and 
Gold" economies are ones which communities have shown an interest in protecting the local 
environmental standards. At the same time, the local economy grows in a way which protects the 
environment while offering ample business opportunites for the local residents. 

Economic development should respect residential and community values. As studies are 
completed, it is becoming more clear that residential communities are the drivers for permanent, 
healthy economies. These communities often develop without much planning or deliberate 
attempts to attract industry because today's employers are also attracted to strong, residential 
communities which offer a high quality of life. The age when large, polluting factories were the 
sole economic driver of a community is over. Today, small manufacturing, high-tech businesses 
and service employment claim the majority of urban employment. These businesses no longer 
prosper in filthy, noisy areas, rather, they prosper in areas which offer a good life to the workers 
and business owners. 

Overcoming Poverty: Mind over Matter 

A developing philosophy among urban planners is that perhaps the best way to overcome poverty 
is to aggressively attempt to improve the quality of life for local residents. This suggests that the 
effects of poverty are closely linked to local residents's frame's of mind and by improving their 
home and community, better, healthy economies will surely follow. 

What happens then, when "mines enter minds?" When a mining company comes to an 
impoverished community and offers money and jobs, will this necessarily improve the economy? 
The answer is: it depends. 

It depends on several things about the community in which the mine will develop. It depends on 
whether having a mine as an economic "safety net" will inhibit local creativity. It depends on 
whether the mine will fit with what the local people think is important. It also depends on whether 
the mine will necessarily improve the quality of life for residents in the community. Most 
importantly, it will depend on whether the mine will change what residents think is important 
and, in fact, shift their sense of place (3). 

Evidence in Wisconsin towns: Ladysmith and Medford 

In the 1970s, a sulfide mine entered the minds of those in Ladysmith, Wisconsin (in Rusk County) 
as a possible endeavor which might bring the city out of an economic slump. The mine, called the 
Flambeau Mine, touted by the mining industry as "Wisconsin's Cadillac of Mines" is about to 
close and whether or not it had any positive effect on the city's economy has yet to be determined. 
What can be determined, however, is whether or not the very idea of a mine influenced city 
planners and residents, and in fact inhibited creative planning policy which would have attempted 
to do nothing more than increase the quality of life for the residents of Ladysmith. 

The amount of influence the mine had on Ladysmith planners can be determined by examining 
another, similar city in the same area of northern Wisconsin which was not influenced by mining 
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proponents. Medford, Wisconsin is a city where the planners were forced to use creative policies 
in an attempt to promote economic growth. 

As time went on, officials in Medford, Wisconsin began to emphasize planning policies which 
would enhance the quality of life for the local residents. Education, quality health services, 
industrial diversity and urban park creation were just a few of the priorities of the planners in 
Medford. By 1995, Medford had surpassed Ladysmith in terms of economic growth and continues 
to grow as an urban center in a rural region. Ladysmith, on the other hand, has had little, if any 
success and is taking risky steps in an attempt to quickly remedy a poor economic outlook. Now, 
faced with growing nearby urban centers, Ladysmith has to compete for industry and try even 
harder to hold on tow the dwindling number of permanent residents. 

___________________________________ 

1. The root of economics, "eco" is derived from the Greek word, "Oiko," which means "home." 
2. Community and Economy are used interchangeably. 
3. Sense of place" is broadly interpreted to mean "why people live where they do" and strongly connects residents 
with the local environment. 
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Northwest Wisconsin: Overcoming Rural Poverty 

The Economic Decline of Northwest Wisconsin 

Northwest Wisconsin is a very rural area of the state with few urban centers and a long history of 
economic hardships. It is also a place dotted with many public forests, parks, riverways, and lakes 
offering residents a quality of life to duplicate in other parts of the state or even the country. 

In 1980, the area was suffering from high outmigration, high unemployment, lack of skilled labor, 
underdeveloped resources, poor farming conditions, low incomes, and a lack of human services. 

 

Formed in 1973, the Northwest Regional Planning Commission was immediately compelled to 
offer ideas in which local communities might relieve themselves from the weight of rural poverty. 
The agency quickly realized the high quality of life offered by the region. An internal policy 
developed which allowed them to offer solutions to economic dilemmas which would also preserve 
the beauty and natural values offered by the region.
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Rusk County, Wisconsin, perhaps suffered the most severe economic plight when compared with 
the state (Table 1). It is a county which has suffered (among other things): high outmigration of 
residents, lack of skilled labor, aging infrastructure, poor health and human services, high 
unemployment and very low incomes. The City of Ladysmith, Rusk County's only urban center is 
located near the Flambeau River and has born the brunt of the economic decline in Rusk County. 

Rough Guidelines for New Economic Growth  

Many attribute the economic decline in the region to a lack of industrial diversity, poor farming 
soil, success of nearby cities outside the region, underdevelopment of local resources, and a lack of 
public policy attention. Some of the ideas for solutions, then, rest in the attempts to: 

1. Diversify industry in the area. 
2. Induce more efficient farming practices. 
3. Maximize the use of local, renewable resources. 
4. Expand the tourism industry with the aid of public support.
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There have been a number of success stories in the region, however, they are not those in which 
cities or communities aggressively attempted to attract industry, or ones which have logged all the 
nearby forests. There is evidence to suggest that economic success often followed policies which 
attempted to enhance the quality of life for local residents. 
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A Closer Look at Ladysmith 

An Economic Picture 

Ladysmith, Wisconsin is the only urban center in Rusk county. In 1996, Ladysmith was 
economically far behind the State averages for population growth, labor force growth, gross 
working wage and employment: 

 

A Controversial Discovery 

In the 1970s, like most communities in the area, Ladysmith was suffering from all of the economic 
dilemmas mentioned above. High unemployment, lack of skilled labor and urban decline were 
beginning to take a serious hold on the community. During this time there were some aggressive 
attempts to attract industry and create plans which might lift the city up and out of its 
impoverished situation. 
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The people of Ladysmith, however, enjoyed a strong community of close friendships, a pristine 
environment and a strong sense of place, or home. Those who remained in Ladysmith were proud 
of their town and would have doubted that life in Ladysmith was as bad as onlooking economists 
and planners would have believed. 

Kennecott Mining Corporation, a sister company of Rio Tinto Zinc of Britain, offered a possible 
solution to the city when it announced the discovery of a very rich copper deposit just outside of 
town near the Flambeau River. Flambeau Mining Company, a subsidiary of Kennecott/RTZ, 
announced it would like to create an open-pit, metallic sulfide mine which would last for 11 years 
and bring revenue, 40 jobs and tax money to the city. Thus, the concept that a mine could pull 
Ladysmith out of its slump was born and for the next 15 years would remain nothing more than 
an idea which the people in Ladysmith would debate in nearly every country, city and town 
meeting before the Flambeau Mine would begin operation in 1993. 

The discovery was welcomed by many of the residents. It took only a few years, however, for 
strong, local opposition to emerge on the scene. The battle, which ensued for over a decade, 
centered around strong environmental concerns because the mine would be so close to the 
Flambeau River: a pristine fishing and recreational source. Statewide, conservationists and 
environmental groups rallied to protest the mine and would often proclaim that mining was not an 
answer to rural poverty and it was not worth destroying the local environment for only 40 jobs. 
Opposition to the mine was, in fact, so strong that the mining company was twice forced to pursue 
the necessary permits. The first attempt failed because the idea was rejected due to local 
opposition. 

_____________________________________________ 

(4) Average wage and unemployment are Rusk County figures. 
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The Flambeau Mine 

The Flambeau Mining Company, a subsidiary of Kennecott Mining Corporation and sister 
company to RTZ of Britain, received the required permits in 1991 and began operation in 1993. 
This was the end result of the second attempt to receive permits. The first attempt was made in the 
1980s, but because of overwhelming local opposition, the company was not allowed to build the 
mine. 

Until mining was discontinued in early 1997, the mine was an open pit mine which produced 1300 
tons of ore per day. The ore was mainly copper mixed with gold and silver. It was one of the 
richest copper mines ever discovered in the world with a copper concentration around 10%-30%. 
(A profitable copper mine is one which normally has a concentration of 5%, and can have as little 
as 1%). 

Unlike most mines, the Flambeau Mine did not process any of the ore on site. Instead the ore was 
shipped via rail car out of state for processing. The lack of major infrastructure investment and a 
rich ore deposit have allowed the mining company to shorten operations to 4 years and will close 
in the middle of 1997. It is estimated that the ore generated $650 million and the mining company 
has paid roughly 5% in taxes and other negotiated payments to the State and local communities. 

Ladysmith Benefits from the Flambeau Mine 

The mine generated a total of $17 million in taxes, investments and donations for the state and 
local communities. The city of Ladysmith has invested its entire share of the proceeds: 

1. $2.8 million used to build a 85,000 square foot manufacturing plant for a local furniture 
maker.  

2. $585,000 to expand the Fritz Ave. manufacturing plant.  

3. $479,430 to build a Forest Industry Business Park to attract new wood products 
employers.  

4. $473,100 to improve the local airport and access road. 
* 
__________________________________________ 
* From the Mining Investment and Local Impact Fund Board  
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When Mines Enter Minds 

To determine if the presence of the mine had any affect on the economy of Ladysmith, a similar 
town in the region can be used as an example of what could have happened to Ladysmith if there 
had never been a mine. Medford, Wisconsin was chosen because it is the only urban center in the 
neighboring Taylor County and, like Ladysmith, is in the jurisdiction of the Northwest Regional 
Planning Commission. Before the mine entered Rusk County, Ladysmith and Medford had almost 
identical populations, wage rates and resource availability. More importantly, however, since 
1989, when the Flambeau Mining Company was aggressively seeking permits, Medford and 
Ladysmith have had very similar amounts of tax revenue every year. How this revenue was spent 
in each city is a good indicator of the planning priorities which were prevalent during the 
permitting, construction and operating periods of the Flambeau Mine (1989 - 1996). 
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________________________________ 

(5) 1996 data is an interpolation because actual data has not yet been published. 

City Expenditures 

The breakdown of city expenditures reveals that the planners of Ladysmith had very different 
priorities than those of Medford.  

 

There are five major expenditure regions where Ladysmith and Medford differ considerably. 
Highway construction, road related facilities, health and human services, culture and education 
and construction and development. The Department of Revenue defines the above categories as 
follows: 

Highway Construction includes the operating expenditures and capital outlay for construction 
highways. 
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Road Related Facilities include operating expenditures and capital outlays for limited purpose 
roads, street lighting, sidewalks, storm sewers, and parking facilities. 
Health and Human Services include operating expenditures and capital outlays for health 
officers, health inspections, mental health programs, general relief, cemetery, human shelter, 
institution care, social programs, aging and veterans programs. 
Culture and Education includes operating expenditures and capital outlays for libraries, 
museums, threatre and other cultural activities, and handicapped schools operated by counties.
Conservation and Development includes operating expenditures and capital outlays for public 
housing, urban development, economic development, forestry and other conservation and 
development activities.  

 

Broken down into per capita spending from collected tax revenue, this means that each Ladysmith 
resident has spent nearly $117 in taxes annually on economic development, while the largest 
expenditure for Medford (excluding law enforcement) has been towards highway construction at 
almost $80 per resident. The discrepancies between the two cities offer evidence for differences in 
planning priorities. 

It is very clear that Ladysmith planners rated economic development as the number one priority 
of the last eight years. This is very different from the City of Medford, which, while spending 
much more on highway construction, has also outspent Ladysmith on sidewalks, street lights, 
storm sewers and other pedestrian facilities. 

School Expenditures 

Ladysmith and Medford planners placed different priorities on school spending. Medford has 
always outspent Ladysmith in terms of school spending.
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Conclusions  

The spending patterns of the two cities reveal differences in planning priorities. It is apparent that 
Ladysmith planners have seen economic development as the number one priority and have rated 
school spending and other residential conveniences as second. Medford planners, on the other 
hand, have rated school spending the highest, followed by highway construction and pedestrian 
amenities. 

The acceptance of the Flambeau Mine by the residents of Ladysmith would suggest that there was 
a general perception that the mine would encourage economic growth in the community. One 
possibility is that, given the controversial nature of the mine, creating an economic "boom" (or the 
perception of one) in the city of Ladysmith, would be necessary to justify the mine's existence. 

The last piece of research as to whether or not the Flambeau Mine did, in fact positively impact 
the local economy of Ladysmith, requires a look at the economic trends of Ladysmith and 
Medford over the past seven years. Given the enormous amounts of money Ladysmith residents 
are paying (via taxes) for economic development, one would expect, if nothing else, that a 
prosperous Flambeau Mine would at least push Ladysmith out of economic disparity into 
economic competition with the other urban centers in Northwest Wisconsin. 
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Economic Trends of Ladysmith and Medford (1989-1996) 

Population 

It is surprising that the population trends for the two communities over the research period have 
remained relatively unchanged. Only until 1996, was there a noticeable increase in Medford 
population and a decrease in Ladysmith population. 
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Unemployment Rates 

Figure 5 illustrates that unemployment rates fluctuated from 1990 to January of 1997 but there 
was little net difference for either Ladysmith or Medford (other than Medford having a 
consistently lower unemployment rate). The sudden decline from 1994 to 1996 in both 
communities offered temporary relief to Medford and Ladysmith, However, the fact that both 
Medford and Ladysmith (and arguably the State) encountered the same unemployment trends 
during this period suggests that the Flambeau Mine had little to do with the fluctuations. Rather, 
it appears to have been a regional trend in unemployment rates. 

 

Wage Rates (6) 

Similar to unemployment trends, Medford and Ladysmith have seen similar increases in average 
wage rates. Ladysmith has been somewhat successful at closing the gap between the two cities. The 
average wage rate in Medford, however, remains substantially higher than in Ladysmith. 

 

City Debt 

Unlike wage rates and unemployment, total principle debt for Ladysmith is very different from 
Medford. Over the past few years, Ladysmith has seen a dramatic increase in debt while Medford 
has had little, if any, net change. When looking back at population trends, the increase in debt 
combined with a decrease in population in Ladysmith suggests that each remaining resident 
carries a higher debt burden than residents in Medford.
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__________________________________________ 

(6) The Department of Industry Labor and Human Relations has yet to make public the data for 1996. 

Figure 7. 
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Conclusions 

Thus, there are three conclusions which can be drawn from the previous investigation: 

1. The Flambeau Mine had a negligible impact on the economy of Ladysmith.  

2. A similar city, Medford, Wisconsin (a city without a mine) has spent roughly the same 
amount of tax revenue as Ladysmith but on different initiatives. Ladysmith has spent much 
more money on economic development than Medford, and Medford has spent much more 
on schools and residential amenities.  

3. Medford has outperformed Ladysmith in terms of economic prosperity over the past 
seven years.  

4. The rich copper mine which once "promised the world" to those in Ladysmith is now 
gone -- leaving a large, empty hold just outside the city.  

Despite the mine, the above conclusions imply optimistic trends of urban planning in rural 
communities and mining development in northwestern Wisconsin: 

1. Planning which prioritizes residential life will enhance communities and lead to a 
relatively high economic outlook. Planning which does not enhance residential life, and only 
attempts to grow economically, may lose residents and create enormous debts, while doing 
little to attract a diverse industrial base.
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2. Mining does not create economic prosperity. Mining does not even create relative 
prosperity in rural centers where impacts should have been readily obvious.  

3. Mining may even add to rural poverty as it distracts the priorities of urban planners and 
creates false hopes for the residents in a poor community. Ladysmith may well have done 
better if the planners, mayors and county board members had never met a mining executive. 
They would have spent their time attempting to improve the lives of the residents within the 
community, rather than spending more time and money attempting to attract those from 
outside the city.  

The above study adds to the evidence that economic prosperity in rural communities is centered 
around residential life rather than industrial attractiveness. Communities which attract residents 
means that businesses will soon follow (transient residents, or those who are staying temporarily, 
may not value long term economic health). More importantly, the businesses which stem from the 
residential community often enhance, rather than detract from, the reason people live there in the 
first place. It is doubtful that the people who live in Ladysmith are residents because they enjoy 
living near open-pit mines. Until mining is the reason people live in northern Wisconsin, it will be 
difficult for mining operations to add economic prosperity to the region. 
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