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This framing paper defines effective gov-
ernance, explains why governance is
suddenly in the spotlight, details and

illustrates eight key principles of effective rural
governance, and poses questions that ground
the Rural Governance Initiative.

In the medically underserved region of north-
ern Idaho, working families now receive quality
health care at a regional center staffed by
physicians, dentists, and mental health profes-
sionals recruited to the area.

In California's rural, multi- 
cultural North Coast, a four-county region no
longer supported by
resource-based industries
is now sprouting first-
generation entrepreneurs.

In a northern Maine 
region plagued by popula-
tion loss, community lead-
ers now understand the
region's unique economic
clusters and are building
business development linkages across the
Canadian border.

And, in a Minnesota region devastated by tim-
ber and mining industry declines, rural people
now profit from the region's one-stop worker
training resource and new private sector
investments.

Why are these encouraging events occurring in
such economically challenged rural places? To
what can we attribute these improved social and
economic outcomes? What are the underlying
lessons for rural leaders and policymakers? 

In spring 2004, the Rural Policy Research
Institute (RUPRI) launched a new initiative, the
Rural Governance Initiative (RGI), to investi-
gate these very questions. The RGI seeks to
understand how rural people and institutions
make decisions about their collective well being,
in other words, the process of governance. The
RGI’s goal is to strengthen the decision-making
process in rural communities, especially in
struggling regions.

The RGI's work thus far suggests that answers to
these questions don't lie with a powerful funding
program, a novel development strategy, or an
exceptional individual. In these places, as in many
others, the push towards prosperity comes from a

shift in governance—explicitly,
shifts towards more effective
governance.

What is the RGI talking
about? Is governance simply
the latest vogue in academic
and political circles? Is it com-
munity development repack-
aged? The RGI thinks not.

Governance isn't a novel term for something
rural communities already do, nor is it an fancy
synonym for community development. The
wealth of community development research and
practice certainly informs the RGI's thinking, but
effective governance is something quite different.

Effective governance is an amalgam of specific
practices that make the difference between stag-
nating and flourishing communities. And,
because effective governance is so inexorably
linked to rural prosperity, the RGI must explain
governance to community leaders, practitioners,
and policymakers in understandable, and
actionable, terms.

What is Effective Governance?
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is an amalgam of specific 
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Exactly What is Effective
Governance?

“Perhaps our greatest challenge is to 
create and teach a new civic ethos that
emphasizes and values sustained participa-
tion, not sporadic and episodic participa-
tion. The real test of the change in civic
culture will be sustainability in the engage-
ment process.”
— Donald Lacy, Associate Professor,

Ohio State University1

Governance is the
process of making and
carrying out decisions.
In its most common
use, governance refers
to the management
practices of govern-
ments, including cities,
counties, special districts, school systems,
regional governments, Indian reservations, and
states. Especially in Anglo-Saxon countries,
good governance denotes efficiency, effective-
ness, good-value-for-the-money, and use of
alternative administrative mechanisms.2 

Government is the most recognized form of
governance, but it is not the whole story.
Effective governance incorporates a variety of
decision-making and implementation practices
by a wide range of people, organizations, and
institutions beyond government: nonprofit
groups, faith-based organizations, community
foundations, citizen alliances, community col-
leges, business associations, and others.
Moreover, effective governance incorporates
community building: processes that develop
leadership, enhance social capital and personal
networks, and strengthen a community's

capacity for improvement.3

The RGI sees governance as this
much broader, more inclusive
process—as a governance prac-
tice, not just a government sys-
tem. The distinction is more than

semantics. When people look
exclusively to government to make

critical decisions about their collective well-
being, the decision-making process is flawed.
And, when citizens put all of the blame for
bad choices on the backs of government offi-
cials, they are disregarding the decision-making
power and responsibility of other people and
organizations, including themselves.

The Rural Governance Initiative is a program of the Rural Policy Research Institute
(www.rupri.org) based at the University of Missouri-Columbia. RUPRI conducts policy-

relevant research and facilitates public dialogue to help policymakers understand the rural impacts of
public policies and programs. Many policies that are not explicitly “rural policies” nevertheless have
substantial implications for rural places. RUPRI's rural efforts focus on poverty, health, entrepreneur-
ship, telecommunications, welfare reform, community informatics, and other policy issues.

RUPRI is forming informal partnerships with several organizations to move the RGI's work forward.
Current partners include CFED (www.cfed.org), a national nonprofit organization focused on expand-
ing economic opportunity, and two policy programs of the Aspen Institute (www.aspeninst.org)
focused on community building and improved prosperity: the Roundtable on Community Change and
the Community Strategies Group.

The Rural Governance Initiative

Government is the most
recognized form of governance,
but it is not the whole story. 

RGI
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This deeper, more far-reaching process 
of effective governance has three major 
components:

Collaboration  

For example, the historic regional joint power
agreement among one county, two cities, an
Indian tribe, and a school district in northern
Idaho launched the Boundary Regional Health
Center. Area leaders created a second regional
power agreement focused on environmental
and natural resource issues. Two-thirds of
Boundary County is national forest land and
natural resource issues are
especially divisive.

Sustained citizen
engagement 

A case in point is the dia-
logue among California
North Coast's tribal, envi-
ronmental, business,
entrepreneurial, educa-
tional, and community
health leaders (politically
left, right, and center) that
envisioned a different future and are now alter-
ing the region's development agenda. Redwood
Coast Rural Action's (RCRA) four counties
cover an area larger than Massachusetts. Yet,
RCRA is forging fresh partnerships among
business, education, health, environmental, and
cultural interests and generating new supports
for entrepreneurs.

Leveraging regional resources 

For instance, an analysis of regional competi-
tive advantages broadened northern Maine's
development agenda into New Brunswick,
Canada. As Aroostook County examined its
regional economic clusters—forest products,
agriculture, tourism, information technology,
and precision manufacturing—new U.S.-
Canadian business prospects emerged.

Drawing on observations thus far, the RGI
believes that there are eight key principles of
effective rural governance within these three
major components of effective governance:

Collaboration 
Crossing sectors (public, private, and nonprofit)
Crossing political boundaries and recognizing
regions

Sustained citizen engagement
Welcoming new voices (especially under-
represented individuals and youth)

Visioning a different future
(bottom-up process)

Leveraging regional resources
Analyzing region's competitive
advantages (focus on
strengths, identify clusters)
Strengthening competencies
of local elected officials
Engaging key intermediaries 
Investing local capital

The Rural Governance Initiative believes that
effective governance builds the foundation to
engage disparate people, spark good ideas, and
generate concrete results. It does the ground
work that complements the good work of
entrepreneurial development, community infra-
structure improvements, artistic endeavors, or
other initiatives. Moreover, effective governance
provides the glue to coalesce and sustain
achievements over the long-term.

A wide range of geographic, economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and demographic conditions exist
across rural America. Certainly, some rural
communities are privileged by strong amenities,
proximity to a metropolitan area, etc., while
others are not. But, all rural regions are gov-
erned in one way or another and all can
strengthen their governance system.
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Drawing its experiences and observations, the
RGI aims to:

research the relationship between how deci-
sions are made (and with whom) and what
results are achieved in the long-term;
validate how governance impacts economic 
and social outcomes;
facilitate governance conversations among 
community leaders, practitioners, and policy-
makers;

disseminate guidance on effective 
local/regional governance practices; and
propose public policies that encourage and 
support effective governance practices.

The remainder of this framing paper explains
why governance is suddenly in the spotlight,
details and illustrates eight key principles of
effective rural governance, and poses ques-
tions that ground the RGI.



“What information are gover-
nance decisions based on?
What information should

they be based on? Who decides? How do
unprecedented conversations that result
from regional collaboration change the 
content and flow of information? What's
the impact on community decision-making?
These are the important governance 
questions.”
— Shanna Ratner, Principal, Yellow Wood 

Associates, St. Albans, Vermont

Governance is suddenly front
and center; it was featured
at the Federal Reserve Bank
of Kansas City's 2004 con-
ference, in a major compila-
tion edited by three well-
respected rural economists,4
during state legislative ses-
sions focused on govern-
mental efficiencies, and at
international gatherings of
the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development.Why all the attention on gover-
nance? Why now? The RGI sees four explana-
tions for the recent spotlight on governance.

The first explanation is rising pressures on rural
governments and their leaders. More than ever, part-
time elected officials are shouldered with
devolved administrative and financial responsi-
bilities and minimal (or no) professional sup-
port. Some rural governments receive manage-
ment support from regional development
organizations (RDOs) (see page 22), but RDOs
struggle in the same environment of increasing
administrative burdens and declining resources.
Therefore, most small-town officials serve the
public with scant or no research staff,

grantwriters, technical assistance funding bases,
or economic analysts.5 They manage risk, do
more with less, and yet “get no respect.”
Perhaps this explains why, even at the state and
federal levels, government is no longer the pri-
mary destination of choice for top public policy
school graduates.6

The second explanation is flaws in the current gov-
erning system. Globalization and industrial
restructuring are shifting the economies of U.S.
regions. Everywhere, there are signs that rural
communities would benefit from greater collab-

oration, citizen participation,
and regional analysis. Yet,
our current system of gov-
erning rarely supports such
approaches.

Most state and federal fund-
ing operates in narrow, pro-
grammatic silos that prohibit
or discourage collaborations
across sectors and jurisdic-
tions. The combination of

program-specific eligibility and
reporting requirements, and limited funds, cre-
ates barriers to cooperation. Thus, rural com-
munities act unilaterally, with one community's
economic development plan pitted against
another. Moreover, public programs expect
swift, measurable outcomes, despite the fact
that meaningful change requires time and
patient resources.

The third explanation is spotty, but heartening, rural
governance innovations introduced by state govern-
ments and philanthropic organizations. For
example, the Maine legislature recently enacted a
new law to promote intergovernmental coopera-
tion, cost savings, and efficiencies. The act will,
among other things, help local and regional 

Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter?  5

Why all the Fuss About Governance?

Everywhere, there are
signs that rural 

communities would benefit 
from greater collaboration, 
citizen participation, and 

regional analysis. 



6 Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter? 

entities design and implement collaborative
efforts that result in improved services or cost
savings.

On the philanthropic side, several major foun-
dations (such as Blandin, McKnight, and
Kellogg) and some community funders (such
as Cleveland Foundation) are putting their
money behind collaboration.
Minnesota's new
Regional Economic
Development Group,
supported by the Blandin
and McKnight
Foundations, is an ambi-
tious experiment in new
governance. The Group
tests the idea that more
than 30 state and regional
organizations can align
their principles, efforts,
and resources to support
of region-based economic
development projects.8 Similarly, the recent
W.K. Kellogg Entrepreneurship Development
Systems for Rural America Project competi-
tion, managed by CFED, required that appli-
cants establish working collaboratives.9

Finally, the fourth explanation is an acknowledg-
ment that governance issues and relationships are
tremendously complex. It's one thing to suggest 

that governments and organizations 
collaborate, but quite another thing to make it
happen. In addition, collaboration can be
expensive. Anyone who has ever served on a
committee or a governing body knows that
cooperative strategies require considerable
time and resources. Finally, collaboration can
present new challenges with respect to man-

agement, accountability and
citizenship. It may be
harder to exercise con-
trol or ensure accounta-
bility when government
is part of an interdepen-
dent network.10 

These explanations for
spotlighting governance
clarify why RUPRI—an
organization focused on
analyzing public policy
impacts on rural people

and places—established a
Rural Governance Initiative. They also under-
score a recent commentary by Community
Development Economist Steven Deller:

“In dealing with increasingly complex
public issues and ever tightening resources,
public officials and concerned citizens
must look to governance alternatives and
not tie themselves to traditional ways of
doing things.”11

In dealing with increasingly
complex public issues and ever 

tightening resources, public officials
and concerned citizens must look 
to governance alternatives and 
not tie themselves to traditional 

ways of doing things.  



Which governance practices make the
difference between stagnating and
flourishing communities? How can

these practices be adopted by rural leaders and
supported by state and federal policymakers? 

Drawing on its observations thus far, the RGI
offers the following key principles of effective
governance. The eight principles are grouped
under three major themes: collaboration, sus-
tained citizen engagement, and leveraging
regional resources.

We direct this guidance to a range of rural
development practitioners and policymakers,
including:

local leaders (formal and informal, govern-
mental and non-governmental);
local and regional institutions (public 
schools, community colleges, and hospitals);
helping organizations and agencies (economic
development districts, state agencies,
Cooperative Extension Service, and state
municipal and county associations);
funders; and
state and federal legislators and executives.

The RGI trusts that guidance on effective gov-
ernance will lead to stronger rural development
practices “in the dirt” and smarter policies “on
the hill.”

Collaboration 
“We know that with the reduction in fund-
ing and the sophistication required from
existing funding sources, collaboration will
increase our chances of successfully
addressing the many issues that face com-
munities today.”
— LeAnn Simmons, United Way of

Treasure Valley, Idaho12 

Principle 1: Crossing sectors

Why is the practice of collaboration across sec-
tors universally endorsed but rarely accom-
plished? Because it is very challenging work.

Community-based collaboration is the process
by which citizens, agencies, organizations, and
businesses make formal, sustained commit-
ments to work together to accomplish a shared
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Collaboration 
Crossing sectors (public, private, and non-
profit)
Crossing political boundaries and recog-
nizing regions

Sustained Citizen Engagement

Welcoming new voices (especially under-
represented individuals and youth)
Visioning a different future (bottom-up
process)

Leveraging Regional Resources

Analyzing a region's competitive advan-
tages (focus on strengths and identify
clusters)
Strengthening competencies of local
elected officials
Engaging key intermediaries 
Investing local capital

Eight Key Principles of
Effective Rural Governance

Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter?   7
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vision.13 In the language of partnering
arrangements, collaboration is the highest and
most difficult level of working with others—
more formal than networking, cooperation,
and coordination.14 But in many rural regions,
even networking across sectors can be tough.

The abyss between rural elected officials and
community builders seems particularly wide.
(The term “community builders” refers to any
non-governmental individual and/or group,
formal or informal, working to strengthen the
community or region.15) Local governments
may engage with community builders in ways
that range from undermining, to neutral, to
supportive.16 Likewise, community builders may
interact with local governments in manners that
vary from confrontational, to neutral, to collab-
orative. It seems rare that the reciprocal rela-
tionships are both supportive and collaborative.

Associations between the sectors are so vital,
yet tricky, that the Roundtable on Community
Change at the Aspen Institute launched a dis-
crete research and practice initiative on the
topic. Over the next two years, the
Roundtable's new project on Local
Government and Community Building will col-
lect and disseminate information about the pre-
requisites to successful engagement between
community builders and local government.17 To
encourage community builders that local gov-
ernment matters, can be trusted in efforts to
improve community outcomes, and should not
be ignored, the Roundtable observes:

“Beyond financing, local government has
the capacity to affect low-income commu-
nities in a myriad of ways through its pub-
lic policies, rules and regulations, discre-
tionary decision-making authority, purchas-
ing and investment decisions, relationships
with regional authorities, and so on.”18

In much the same way, the RGI is pushing
local elected leaders to cross the institutional
fault lines between public, private, and non-
profit constituencies to acknowledge that no
community is well-governed by a few highly
vocal individuals or groups, especially if those
individuals are all elected officials. Likewise,
the RGI hopes to persuade policymakers to
reduce the narrow, programmatic silos that
prohibit or discourage collaboration across
sectors and to institute new policies that facili-
tate cross-sector partnerships.

Cross-Sector Collaboration Resolves
Severe Health Hazard

In early 2000, the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) designated a large 
part of Jasper County, Missouri as a Federal
Superfund Site due to dangerous levels of lead
contamination. Immediately, business leaders
and elected officials realized that the designation
could have disastrous consequences for eco-
nomic development and, most importantly, the
health of local children. To avert this disaster,
Jasper County residents set aside their narrow-
mindedness and collaborated across sectors.
As a result, today blood lead levels among the
county's children are in the safe zone, below the
national average.

In the early 1900s, Jasper County was the
heart of the largest lead mining region in the
world. A century later, the county discovered
the price for those excesses—lead and other
heavy metals deposited on the land. The long-
term effects of childhood lead poisoning are
severe: reduced IQ, learning disabilities, hear-
ing loss, reduced height, and hyperactivity.
Excessive lead exposure can cause coma, con-
vulsion, and even death. These were risks the
citizens couldn't take.

Case Study



The county's response was immediate and
innovative. The county commissioner estab-
lished an Environmental Task Force of Jasper
and (neighboring) Newton Counties to provide
guidance and leadership in resolving the prob-
lem, with help from the federal government.
The 25-member task force included a mix of
public and private individuals: county commis-
sioners, mayors, EPA and Missouri Department
of Natural Resources representatives, business
leaders, school officials, health officials, con-
cerned citizens, and a con-
sulting engineer.

The diverse group
looked at all of the
environmental issues
affecting both counties
and developed one of
the first county-level
environmental master
plans in the nation. One
innovative solution, later
commended by EPA, was to encapsulate lead
waste in the roadbed of a local highway. The
task force also designed a creative public aware-
ness campaign to educate citizens about the
dangers of lead. It included coloring books,
“no-lead” Girl Scout badges, model school cur-
riculum, and more.

“The effort succeeded,” says former Jasper
County Commissioner Anna Ruth Crampton,
“because we set local and territorial issues
aside. We concentrated on the larger environ-
mental problems threatening the welfare of
Jasper and Newton County citizens.”

Adapted from Jasper County's winning 
application to the 2004 National Association of
Counties Caucus Courthouse Award.

Principle 2: Collaboration across 
political boundaries

“Few of the problems that face rural commu-
nities respect jurisdictional boundaries. The
truth is, few rural communities have sufficient
resources and population to attract competitive-
ly priced infrastructure, facilities and services.
Therefore, individual communities must join
with others in creating regional approaches to

development. Likewise, it only
makes sense for govern-
ments to allow and encour-
age such regional coopera-
tion.”
—The Nebraska City
Declaration issued 
on October 18, 2002, fol-
lowing the Summit on
Rural America

Across rural America, it often seems that
fences circumscribe communities' political
borders, blocking collaboration with neigh-
boring towns, cities, or counties. Be it ancient
grudges from sports competitions, resentment
over business location decisions, or new
desires to block off the growing immigrant
population, many rural communities thwart
collaboration across political boundaries.

Ironically, this single-minded attitude is likely
feeding the fires of state campaigns for con-
solidation among cities and counties. A small
community's best defense against coerced con-
solidation may well be voluntary cooperation,
especially efficient use of limited resources.

There are legitimate reasons why towns, cities
or counties act unilaterally. But, in an era of
devolved public responsibilities, government 

Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter?   9

It makes sense to collaborate
across political boundaries 
because so many critical 

economic and social issues 
overflow a community's borders.



10 Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter? 

cut-backs, and limited philanthropic resources,
neighboring communities need to work together.
This is especially true for isolated rural com-
munities. For services that are capital intensive,
such as public works, equipment sharing across
communities can save money. Economies of
scale also exist in many
back office services
such as dispatching and
payroll.19 

It makes sense to col-
laborate across political
boundaries because so
many critical economic and social issues over-
flow a community's borders. Economic devel-
opment, in particular, is most effectively
accomplished on a regional basis, starting with
an analysis of the region's unique competitive
advantages (see page 18).

Finally, collaboration leverages political power.
Individual towns, acting on their own, don't
have sufficient political clout to affect policy.
But a region of communities teaming together
can prompt change.

The stark reality of scarce resources oftentimes
forces contentious neighbors to work together.
For example, the state of New Mexico, the
Navajo Nation, and its neighboring city of
Gallup are now collaborating over water rights
to the San Juan River. What finally brought
people together was the dawning awareness of
scarcity. When the San Juan flowed abundantly,
the question of first rights was irrelevant. But
when a severe drought hit in 2002, attitudes
started to shift. In commenting on the water
settlement, a consultant to Gallup said:

“It's a vast sea change in thinking on both
sides of the cultural divide between Indian
and non-Indian. It says that we have a
common future, that we have a common
direction to go in, that your doing well is
important for me to do well.”20

The challenge to collaboration across political
boundaries is keeping place in space—pro-
moting regional strategies without sacrificing
local integrity. As RUPRI Director Charles
Fluharty explains:

“A community's unique cul-
ture and context must
remain nested within the
new regional approach.
While our future must not
be constrained by the per-
spective of an 1860 sur-
veyor…the cultural con-

text and community framing
which inform these myopias are also a
storehouse of great wisdom, passion, and
commitment.”21

Collaboration Among Towns Improves
Municipal Services

The Towns of Mapleton, Castle Hill, and
Chapman save capital equipment expenses and
provide more efficient, better-staffed services
because they collaborate across political
boundaries. These three small towns in rural
Aroostook County, Maine have a long history
of sharing services. Beginning with a coopera-
tive fire department, the towns periodically
split services and equipment as a matter of
convenience.

But in the mid-1970s, the collaboration
matured into a more formalized, long-term 
arrangement. The towns agreed to construct a
municipal building to house general govern-
ment administration and the fire and highway
departments. Local officials drafted a formal 
joint ownership agreement that incorporated
long-term maintenance and repairs for the
structure.

Collaboration leverages political
power...a region of communities 

teaming together can prompt change. 

Case Study



In the mid-1980s, town leaders established a
mileage-based formula for sharing highway
expenses. Over a 12-year period, these incre-
mental efforts led to a comprehensive inter-
local agreement among the three towns that
remains in effect today. Eighty percent of the
towns' annual budgets are now cost-shared.

The inter-local agreement establishes a formal
relationship among the towns by defining the
following: each town's responsibilities to the
agreement, cost-sharing formulas, activities to
be shared (nearly all services), and the process
and financial obligations associated with joining
or withdrawing from the
agreement. The agree-
ment works because
goals for services are
similar among the
towns, trust has devel-
oped, local officials are
equally dedicated to the
agreement, and there are clear geographic
advantages (all towns are abutting).

As a result of the inter-local agreement, the
three towns save taxpayer dollars, have a more
efficient and better trained staff, and maintain
less capital equipment (especially plow trucks,
graders, and fire trucks). The collaboration is a
promising model for other small communities.

Information provided by John Edgecomb, Town
Manager for Mapleton, Castle Hill and Chapman 

Scarce Resources Inspire Winning
Collaboration

The reality of scarce resources pushed several
northern Idaho communities and a Native
American tribe to cross sectors and political
boundaries. Local leaders created two regional
joint power agreements: one to promote eco-

nomic health and another to work on environ-
mental and natural resource issues. Agreement
participants include Boundary County, the City
of Bonners Ferry, the Kootenai Tribe of Idaho,
the City of Moyie Springs, and Boundary
County School District #101.

By joining collectively, the region has achieved
the following outcomes:

Completely rebuilt the downtown business 
corridor. Added new concrete streets, side-
walks, lighting, landscaping, storm drains,
ADA access.

Reconstructed and widened
the main highway 
into Bonners Ferry to
include sidewalks, lighting,
curbs, and gutters.

Secured funding to con-
nect two separate 

business centers with a
pedestrian underpass.
Secured funding to build an international 
gateway visitor center, landscaped parking,
and rest area in the downtown corridor of
Bonners Ferry.
Launched construction of a new regional 
public high school and renovated and mod-
ernized the regional junior high/middle
school and all elementary schools.
Established a new Boundary Regional 
Health Center and successfully recruited
physicians, dentists, and mental health profes-
sionals to the area.
Contracted with EPA to complete the area's 
Total Maximum Daily Loads study require-
ments, as required by the federal Clean Water
Act.
Successfully avoided including Kootenai 
River Burbot on the Endangered Species Act
(ESA) list by working collaboratively to estab-
lish recovery efforts outside of the ESA.
Because two-thirds of Boundary County is
national forest land, the ESA is a big issue.

Effective Rural Governance: What Is It? Does It Matter? 11
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Collaboration Along the New River
Corridor 

In 1997, New River community leaders in the
mountains of North Carolina, Virginia, and
West Virginia came together to identify critical
issues and develop a shared vision of working
together for the future of the river. This
unprecedented regional effort was sparked by
the Clinton Administration's American
Heritage Rivers Initiative. The Initiative was
designed to help Americans protect their
waterways and revitalize their communities
through natural resource protection, cultural
resource preservation, and economic revital-
ization. The New had a history of river enthu-
siasts, but this was the first time that citizens
joined together, across a broad region, to work
for something positive.

Leaders set out to build support for nominat-
ing the New as an American Heritage River.
The “heritage” part was easy—the New is
thought to be the oldest river in North
America and second oldest in the world, pre-
dating the formation of the Appalachian
Mountains and the Atlantic Ocean. But the
organizing work was tough. Over late night
suppers, early morning breakfasts, and kitchen
table talks throughout the region, local leaders 
met, “broke bread,” told stories, “swapped
lies,” and planned for the future of the river
they love. Residents from all walks of life
came together: economic developers, conser-
vationists, farmers, tourism leaders, artists, eld-
ers, and young people.

The New River nomination competed with
125 other rivers across the country. Elected
officials from both parties endorsed the desig-
nation. Dozens of letters of support from cit-
izens were submitted, along with hundreds of
signatures on petitions that had been circulat-
ed at regional community festivals. Creative

writing students wrote stories, poems, and
essays that painted a literary picture of life
along the New River. New River leaders were
relentless in their pursuit. In the end, the New
was one of 14 designated rivers.

Since 1998, more than 2,000 citizens and
numerous elected officials from 21 counties in
three states have worked to develop and
implement the New River work plan. More
than $20 million in public and private funds
have been secured to support sustainable agri-
culture projects, purchase conservation ease-
ments, plant buffers along the river and
streams, clean up and restore degraded mines,
develop riverfront parks and visitor centers,
promote downtown revitalization and heritage
tourism development, collect oral histories,
and develop youth corps programs.

For more information, contact The Conservation
Fund: www.conservationfund.org.

Sustained Citizen Engagement
Principle 3: Welcoming new voices

“I see so many rural communities stuck in
a circular form of logic. If the same people
keep doing the same thing, they are likely to
get the same result. The problem is, how
do you get different people? How do you
get different ideas? How do you get the
community to embrace these new ideas?”
— Terry Waugh, Nebraska Rural Initiative22 

These questions haunt many small towns
across rural America. It doesn't take a doctoral
degree in rural economics to know that better
results rarely arise from the same people doing
the same thing. But changing the leadership
mix is tough work; it runs against the grain.
There is no fail-proof formula for generating
new leaders, be they civic leaders or elected
officials. But there's a right way to start the
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process: by welcoming new voices, especially
those of people who have not traditionally
served in leadership positions.

Who are the new voices in rural America?
Sometimes they are newcomers who, if gen-
uinely welcomed into the process, can con-
tribute fresh ideas and access to new networks.
Or, new voices may be people who have
resided in the region for decades, but have not
(yet) volunteered their talents or been asked to
contribute their ideas. They may be “hands”
that have helped, not “mouths” who have spo-
ken. New voices may be African Americans or
Native Americans
who are active in
their churches, tribal
councils, and sports
leagues, but judge the
town's dominant
white leadership as
an un-welcome mat.

New voices may be
artisans, musicians, pre-
school teachers, and unconventional thinkers
who see economic and social issues through a 
different lens. These are often quiet people who
are best enlisted through one-on-one conversa-
tions or small house gatherings.

New voices may be women who assist with
school or church fundraisers, but do not (yet)
envision themselves as leadership material.
Women start businesses at twice the rate as
men and stay in business longer.23 Certainly,
rural communities are full of women who can
become strong public entrepreneurs.

New voices may come from rural America's
tremendous growth in immigrant, especially
Hispanic, populations. Most immigrants come
to the Unites States because of limited eco-
nomic options in their home country. They
bring along an entrepreneurial spirit that breeds
new business ventures. That same spirit can 

generate new ideas for the community's devel-
opment—more ideas than before and different
ideas because they originate from diverse per-
spectives and backgrounds.24 

A case in point is Garden City, Kansas, home
to a large meatpacking industry. At least one-
third of the city's population is now immigrant,
drawing from Mexico, Central and South
America, Southeast Asia, Somalia, and other
places. Three of the five city commission mem-
bers are Hispanic, yet the town is still searching
for new voices. Like many municipalities,
Garden City hosts a formal Leadership Garden

City program designed to
educate current and future
leaders in the community. A
few years ago, the program
transitioned from focusing
on individuals with positions
and connections to focusing
on people with passion and
conviction. As the program
director explains:

“We weren't seeing as much change gener-
ated in the community by graduates of the
program as we wanted to. We think effec-
tive leadership comes, first, from self-aware-
ness and personal conviction, not position
and connections.”25

Last but not least, new voices may be youth.
Rural America laments the exodus of young
people, yet few communities proactively engage
youth in local decision-making. Youth leadership
programs impart skills for young people to prac-
tice in their communities; however, the common
response to youth's presence is: “Wonderful,
here is someone to sell the donuts or do the
cleanup.”26 Maybe if more young people served
on official planning committees, orchestrated
local events, and gained entrepreneurship skills,
fewer youth would depart; or at least additional
youth would return home years later to raise
families and perhaps start new businesses.
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Rural youth engagement is one of four essen-
tial elements of the HomeTown
Competitiveness (HTC) Program, recipient of
the 2004 Innovative Program Award from the
Community Development Society. HTC pro-
vides a framework for rural communities to
help them identify reachable goals and strate-
gies focused on the four pillars of reversing
rural decline: building leadership and commu-
nity capacity, attracting young people, fostering
local philanthropy, and supporting entrepre-
neurship. HTC is a collaborative effort of the
Heartland Center for Leadership
Development, the RUPRI Center for Rural
Entrepreneurship, and the Nebraska
Community Foundation.27  

Another focus on youth engagement is the
Intergenerational Dialogue and Action
Process, an unusual process created by James
Gambone. An Intergenerational Dialogue
event is a one day, six hour meeting in which
people of all generations share their genera-
tional perspectives on a community selected
issue and develop action plans for change.28

The experience allows informal leaders and
novel ideas to emerge. And, because solutions
arise from the community itself, they are well
embraced by the majority of residents.29 

New Voices Mend Political Fences 

An interview with newly elected Kuna, Idaho
Councilmember Zella Johnson, former presi-
dent of Kuna ACT (Alliance for a Cohesive
Community Team), a grassroots citizens group.
“Every community has its issues and ours was
that communication was terrible. The commu-
nity was divided. You were on one side or
another. There were no synergistic qualities to
the community whatsoever.

And there was no public input. The city coun-
cil and the mayor pretty much did as they
pleased. They would say, 'this is what we're
going to do and that's the way it is.' People
became angry because they didn't feel they
had a voice in any of the decisions. So a group
of us thought the people needed more of a
say as to what was going on in their communi-
ty and they needed to buck the system a little
bit. That's when we organized a study circle.

(A study circle is a group of 8-12 people from
different backgrounds and viewpoints who
meet several times to talk about an issue. In a
study circle, everyone has an equal voice and
people try to understand each other's views.
They do not have to agree with each other.
The idea is to share concerns and look for
ways to make things better. A facilitator helps
the group focus on different views and makes
sure the discussion goes well.)

I would say that study circle was the reason I
decided to join the town council. When I sat in
the circle, I realized that I wasn't the only per-
son disgruntled with the current government. I
didn't think for a million years that I would ever
run for office, but I could see that we needed
new leadership and a change in the community.
We needed to have more democracy.

I feel that the dynamics of Kuna—and how
we communicate—have completely changed
due to the study circle process. There's just a
different level of communication, a different
feeling in the community. Now, if there are
big issues—school reform, comprehensive
plans, economic development—people say,
'let's take it to study circles.'”

Kuna is Idaho's fastest growing small city. We
just passed a school bond for two new elemen-
tary schools and there is much talk about how
to set the new boundaries and age of enrolling
students. The school superintendent very wise-
ly said, “let's take it to study circles. Our 
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democratic process has made Kuna a healthier,
happier, and more collaborative community.”

Adapted from an interview published in Focus on
Study Circles, Fall 2004, Study Circles Resource
Center. More information about study circles is avail-
able at www.studycircles.org.

A Unique Response to Rural Youth “Brain
Drain”

The small town of Elsa, Texas is located 15
miles north of the Texas-Mexican border in
the Rio Grande Valley. For generations, this
region has been isolated geographically and
socially. In the early 1920s, real estate and
development companies came into the area,
creating what is still known as the “Magic
Valley.” They built an economy dependent on
uneducated and poorly paid Mexican laborers.

The regional Edcouch-Elsa High School (E-E
HS) serves the state's fourth poorest public
school district. Approximately 98 percent of
the student body is of Mexican origin. Since
1992, E-E HS has operated a nationally recog-
nized college placement program, sending
more than 80 high school graduates to Ivy
League universities. This is a tremendous
achievement for a school district in which
approximately 90 percent of households have
an annual income of less than $10,000 and
few parents have a high school diploma or flu-
ency in English.

In 1997, local leaders established the Llano
Grande Center for Research and Development,
a school- and community-based organization
housed at E-E HS. The Center nurtures grass-
roots, youth-directed projects aimed at solving
local problems. This unique agenda grew out
of its early work in 1997 mapping community
assets. Among the most critical assets identified 

were local youth who were leaving the
Edcouch-Elsa community in pursuit of higher
education at elite universities. The Center
viewed this trend not as a “brain drain,” but as
a hemorrhaging of community assets. Elsa's
leaders sought to reclaim talented human
resources by engaging local youth.

In June 1999, Ernesto Ayala, a 1995 graduate
of Brown University, returned to Elsa to “give
something back to the community.” Hired as
the Center's Director of Community-Based
Research (now its Director of Finance), Ayala
taught students how to employ survey
research to identify, understand, and devise
solutions to pressing community problems.

Today, youth draw on a variety of tools to
research, strategize, and communicate solu-
tions to community and economic develop-
ment concerns. Through an e-mail list-serve,
many E-E HS graduates contribute ideas and
strategies for projects back home. Some stu-
dents return to the area, during school and
summer vacations, to orchestrate community
research, communications, and policy-develop-
ment efforts.

The Center's work has created more than 75
jobs (part time and full time) and provided
high school students with professional skills
(in research, interviewing, and radio and video
production) to be used in future careers.
Equally important, the Center is grounding
kids in the community. As Center Executive
Director Francisco Guajardo explains, “when
kids understand their community and are
proud of it, they have a reason to come
back.”30

Adapted from a case study on Elsa, Texas in
Technology and Grit at the Grassroots, a publication
of the National Center for Small Communities.
Llano Grande Center for Research and Development
Web site: www.llanogrande.org.31
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Principle 4: Visioning a different future

“A generation of work in community
development has taught us that successful
community renewal invariably springs
'from within,' when the people who care
about a community join together in fierce
determination to revive their civic and
economic fortunes, whatever the
obstacles.”
— Program for the Rural Carolinas, The 

Duke Endowment32

Thriving communities do visioning from the
bottom up. Regrettably, most communities do
exactly the opposite; they plan from the top
down. A committee of key decision-makers
examines the region's strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats (SWOT analysis)
and designs a vision for the future. The vision
is translated into goals, packaged into specific
projects, and presented to the citizenry.
Consultation with the public takes the form of
marketing the vision, goals, and projects
through newspaper articles, Web site postings,
and public meetings after the plan is devel-
oped. The public is informed, but not
engaged.33 That is ineffective governance.

Bottom-up visioning operates much differently.
It honors the principle that everyone has a say;

no one owns the process—not the sparkplugs,
the champions, or the city fathers. Visioning
begins not with a committee of key decision-
makers but with everyday people: seniors living
on fixed incomes, retail clerks, high school stu-
dents, low-income families, shop owners, par-
ents of young children, government workers,
and anyone else who chooses to participate.

A meaningful visioning process equips ordi-
nary people with sufficient knowledge and
tools to rationally chart a different future. It
trusts that when you connect people, produc-
tive things happen, no matter how messy the 
process feels (especially at the onset). Equally
important, the process has honest follow-
through. As an experienced rural development
practitioner explains:

“People have a lot of experiences in
brainstorming and visioning that are not
valuable. The conveners say that they want
to hear people's feelings and ideas, but the
output goes nowhere and people feel
diminished. It's not a truthful process.”34

A variety of bottom-up visioning approaches
are taught and/or led by the Extension
Service, community foundations, county plan-
ners, private consultants, and others. The indi-
vidual techniques vary,35 but all visioning
should turn traditional strategic planning on its

Long-term
Community Goals
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head (see figure below). Starting with citizen
input, the process should gradually evolve
from big picture visions, to community goals,
to concrete projects. By bringing people
together to collaboratively craft a vision for
the future, ideas become reality faster and with
greater consensus.

One caution about visioning: it's essential to
balance the tough, big-picture work with 
achievable projects. As futurist Joel Barker 
explains: “Vision without action is merely a
dream. Action without vision just passes the
time. Vision with action can change the
world.”37 In the arena of community and eco-
nomic development, people often act too long
before they plan or plan too long before they
act.

The over-planning
communities dot all
the i's, cross all the t's
and set all short-term
projects aside. When
planning is divorced
from action, people
often lose faith and
interest and the process
dies on the vine.38 This is one of the reasons
why elaborate, time-consuming, and expensive
planning exercises don't work well for many
rural communities. Other communities think
too small; they get the benches on Main Street
and go no further. These communities are so
focused on individual projects that they never
develop the capacity for deep and lasting
change.39 

Communities that can think big, while also
identifying and carrying out manageable proj-
ects, are better able to generate and sustain
community engagement. Concrete results
breed confidence and energy and public cele-
brations of the results build support for the
tougher, bigger picture work.

Leveraging Regional Resources
Principle 5: Analyzing the Region's
Competitive Advantages

“Rural economic development must focus
on the unique strengths of each area,
rather than concentrating on ameliorating
generic weaknesses.”
— Michael Porter, Competitiveness in 

Rural U.S. Regions40

Every rural region is unique. Certainly, many
rural areas share common social and economic
challenges associated with low population den-
sity. But, no single development strategy suits
every rural region. To move towards prosperity,

rural communities must col-
laborate across political
boundaries (see page 10)
and capitalize on the
region's distinctive com-
petitive advantages.
Successful development
policies or strategies are
region-specific, meaning

they build on what is unique
and a source of value to residents within the
region.41 This fundamental ingredient of gov-
ernance can be accomplished without surren-
dering a community's individual identity.

Regional assessment varies in name and
approach: SWOT analysis, environmental scans,
assets-based development,42 etc. But regardless
of technique, there is growing consensus in the
rural development field about the importance
of assessing regional competitiveness and con-
ducting cluster analysis. As Harvard University
Economist Michael Porter explains:

“Viewing regional economies in terms of
clusters is central to understanding the
competitiveness of rural areas and how it
can be improved. Each rural area will dif-
fer in its cluster composition and [for rural
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regions linked to urban areas] in the
opportunities created by the cluster
strengths in nearby metropolitan areas.”43

Cluster analysis examines industrial sectors in
a comprehensive way. It looks not only at how
individual businesses in a sector are compet-
ing, but also at the overall environment that
supports such businesses—the suppliers,
workers, educational institutions, wholesalers,
end users, and government regulators.44 

Many rural regions are highly dependent on
particular sectors such as manufacturing, tex-
tiles, wood products, natural resources indus-
tries, health care, government, and agriculture.
But, except for a small number of counties,
agriculture is a small part of the overall econo-
my. Even in those counties, agriculture makes
only a modest contribution
to the region's employ-
ment.45

Unfortunately, rural
regions have sparse access
to rigorous, unbiased, and
affordable analysis of
regional clusters and com-
petitive advantages. As
Fluharty remarks:

“Public decision makers
have no dearth of consultants willing to
extract dollars from the public till with
‘black box’ solutions. Likewise, many [pro-
gram experts] offer turf-based solutions.
Lacking this quality analysis, public deci-
sions will often remain incremental and
less than optimal.”46

Rural regions would benefit greatly from
greater investments in regional assessment
resources. With the exception of the USDA 
Extension Service and some rural community
colleges, most competitive analyses are not pro-
vided as a public good. Unless significant, new

investments are made by state and federal gov-
ernments or major foundations, access to these
decision-support tools will remain limited.

True North: Northeastern Minnesota's
New Regional Identity

Historically, northeastern Minnesota has
depended on two commodities—iron ore and
timber. The rise and fall in iron and timber
prices has resulted in a rollercoaster ride for
the region's economy. Over the past two
decades, the situation has worsened. Dramatic
consolidation in iron activity led to a sharp
loss of jobs in the region. In the 1980s, min-
ing accounted for 50 percent of the jobs and

60 percent of the income
in northeast Minnesota.
Today, mining repre-
sents less than 10 per-
cent of both.

This economic slide led
many groups to envi-
sion a new economic
future for the region.
Many ideas were float-

ing around the region,
but it lacked a way to weave the various threads
into a single plan. In 1999, that changed. The
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities
System decided it was time to rethink how the
many community colleges in northeastern
Minnesota were organized and governed. For
their part, the community colleges were begin-
ning to see the need to pool resources to save
administrative costs. They also realized the eco-
nomic and fiscal crisis spanned several towns
and counties in the region.

Their dramatic step was to reorganize the gov-
erning structure of the region's community
colleges. Six colleges came together under one
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“super regional” umbrella, with one president.
That umbrella, the Northeast Minnesota
Higher Education District (NMHED), repre-
sented a regional master plan to address the
lifelong learning needs of area residents.

The creation of NMHED has been a catalyst
for critical changes in other key institutions in
the region. After seeing some of the benefits
of the regional community college, govern-
ments throughout the region have begun to
cooperate more often and more extensively.
The Range Association of Municipalities and
Schools now serves as a forum to identify
high-priority projects and
opportunities to share
resources. New multi-
jurisdictional partner-
ships also have formed.
The Central Range
Initiative is bringing
together five sanitary
districts to explore
strategies for redevelop-
ing unused waterways.

In short, one small change in governance—
the birth of a super regional community col-
lege—created a cascade of changes in how
key institutions interact and make decisions.
Today, the regional thinking has even been
given a new identity. “True North” was estab-
lished at the NMHED to be an umbrella for
the new regional partnership. NMHED
President Joe Sertich describes True North as
“a brand identity for our new regional strate-
gy.” In essence, the region's community col-
lege has become the institutional home for a
new regional development strategy and a
forum where new regional initiatives come
together.

Excerpted from Innovations in Rural Governance,
2003 Annual Report, Center for the Study of Rural
America, Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City,
January 2004.

Handmade Crafts: Building Western North
Carolina’s Sectoral Economy

Under the leadership of HandMade in America,
a regional nonprofit, communities in 22 coun-
ties of western North Carolina have worked for
more than a decade to create a “sectoral econo-
my” based on the handmade craft traditions of
Southern Appalachian mountain residents. This
regional, assets-based approach is countering
rural North Carolina's tough realities of factory
closings, job exodus overseas, aging population,

rising service costs, and
shrinking tax revenues.

Craft heritage tourism,
small town revitalization,
and adaptive re-uses of
abandoned landfills to fire
glass-blowing craft busi-
ness incubators are just a
few of the asset-based
economic development

initiatives that are helping to
connect Western North Carolina citizens and
communities across ridges and river valleys.
The “invisible craft factory” is helping to
strengthen communities in economic transition,
while protecting natural areas and empowering
workers in traditionally distressed areas.47

This is one example of how HandMade in
America inspires community strategies to
enhance a region's role, nationally and interna-
tionally, within the handmade field. HandMade
in America works to implement environmentally
sustainable economic solutions that emphasize
the craft industry, enhance opportunities in the
marketplace, and develop entrepreneurial strate-
gies for the region's crafts artisans. As executive
director Becky Anderson, explains: “We don't
teach crafts-making or make or sell objects, but
we do serve as a support system for craftspeo-
ple and the craft industry.”48
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Principle 6: Strengthening the
Competencies of Local Elected
Officials

Few people who get elected to local govern-
ment office are prepared for it. On top of
budgeting, personnel procedures, public safety,
and liability issues, there are development ques-
tions, land use issues, relationships with the
media, and so on. The majority of small, rural
communities cannot afford a professional city
or town administrator, so management duties
rest with the novices. Even veteran rural elected
leaders often find the responsibilities daunting.

Given the demands of the job, why don't
more local officials get the training and sup-
port to more assuredly
govern their cities,
townships, or coun-
ties? Why don't
more rural leaders
develop the skills to
tackle the big chal-
lenges, such as job
creation? Is it
because so few
local government
leadership programs
build the new competencies that today's offi-
cials really need?

The answer is complex. First, many elected
officials see their role as prescribed and limited.
Rural government leaders serve part time, with
little or no compensation. They are shop own-
ers, dentists, school teachers, homemakers,
entrepreneurs, and elected officials. Given the
number of hours in a day, rural elected offi-
cials tend to focus on the day-to-day financial
and legal duties of governmental office. This 
caretaker mindset is entirely understandable,
but it means that higher-level competencies—
such as how to enhance citizen participation 

or create a vision for the future—are seldom
acquired or used.

Second, our system for strengthening the
competencies of local government leaders is
scatter-shot and under-resourced. Local gov-
ernment leadership training does exist, but the
offerings vary greatly in quality and availability.
Assuming they can take time off from their
day jobs or evening family obligations, rural
officials may have to travel considerable dis-
tances to participate in training programs,
sometimes at their own expense.

Most state government departments of local
affairs have scaled back their education efforts.
Several national associations of local govern-
ments49 hold annual educational conferences

and workshops, but the required
expense and time tends to dis-
courage attendance by part-
time rural officials. Quite a
few foundations support local
leadership initiatives, but they
are typically targeted to emerg-
ing civic leaders, not local gov-
ernment officials.

Unfortunately, the local offi-
cials who would most benefit from leadership
training may be those least likely to seek it
out.50 They may come from limited-resource
towns that would most profit from regional
and collaborative strategies, but are too
entrenched to change. Or, they may just be
worn out by long meetings, tough budgeting
decisions, and pressures to secure additional
financing or comply with state and federal
mandates—not to mention their day jobs.

Because the health of rural communities is
linked to an effective governing system, it is
increasingly important for rural officials to
acquire these higher-level competencies. This
will only happen if citizens and private and 
nonprofit leaders champion skill development

Rural government leaders serve
part time, with little or no 

compensation....they are shop owners,
dentists, school teachers, homemakers,

entrepreneurs, and elected officials.



for area elected leaders. The process starts by
learning which agencies or organizations in the
region and state offer quality leadership train-
ing for rural elected officials.

Many state universities offer
some variety of local official
training, often in partnership
with state associations of
cities, townships, or counties.
The state association role is
to legitimize and market the
program to its membership.
Each land grant institution
has its own program priori-
ties or banner programs tar-
geted to local governments,
but the strongest programs incorporate techni-
cal follow-up by local county extension spe-
cialists.51 For a fee, state associations of cities,
townships, and counties offer leadership train-
ing for their members at annual educational
conferences and occasional workshops. Some
programs are especially targeted to small or
rural communities, such as Texas Municipal
League's Small Cities Problem-Solving Clinics.

Only a few states have sophisticated statewide
organizations focused on rural people and
communities. The best example is probably
the North Carolina Rural Economic
Development Center, a nonprofit organization
created in 1987. The Rural Center serves the
state's 85 rural counties, with a special focus
on individuals with low to moderate incomes
and communities with limited resources. It
conducts research into rural issues, advocates
for policy and program innovations, and
builds the productive capacity of rural leaders,
entrepreneurs, and community organizations.

For nearly 20 years, the Rural Center has
maintained and broadened its support among
North Carolina leaders, adding or spinning off
programs and effectively becoming the hub of
the state's multi-faceted rural development

efforts. It has created, tested, and implemented
numerous novel programs, many of which
have become models for the nation. Building
on this work, the Rural Center is beginning to
shape a major initiative to increase the vitality

of North Carolina's
small towns. Details
about this new initia-
tive are expected to
be announced at the
Rural Center's Rural
Partners Forum in
November 2005.52 

Many regional devel-
opment organiza-

tions provide leader-
ship training and/or hands-on management
assistance to rural governments. The names
vary—economic development districts, regional
planning organizations, area development dis-
tricts, regional development commissions—but
generally these organizations assist member
local governments in the areas of infrastruc-
ture, transportation, housing, and/or economic
development. To receive training, information,
and representation, most regional organizations
belong to the National Association of
Development Organizations, the National
Association of Regional Councils, or both.

Township Governance Academy
Strengthens Officials' Competencies

In October 2003, the Michigan Townships
Association (MTA) made an intriguing obser-
vation: for many elected officials, service on
the township board was not as rewarding as it
could be. Township leaders often lacked the
necessary knowledge and skills to make effec-
tive decisions. They needed fresh ideas, more
advanced skills, and new ways of conducting
business as a township board. And, their 
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public service needed to be more outcome-
based and results-oriented.

As the legislative advocate and educational
association for 1,242 Michigan townships and
6,526 elected township officials, MTA decided
to take action. MTA created the Township
Governance Academy (TGA), a voluntary cre-
dentialing program for township leaders. The
high-impact learning program builds the com-
petencies of both newly elected and veteran
township officials.

A cadre of experienced
TGA instructors lead
interactive courses in
three categories: founda-
tion courses (core com-
petencies; 28 required
credits), boardsmanship
courses (visioning and board decision-making;
24 credits) and electives (18 credits). A mix of
half- and full-day classes is offered on a rota-
tional basis at selected locations throughout
the state. To graduate from the Academy, can-
didates also must demonstrate that they have
applied a learned skill to township governance.

The complete program costs approximately
$1,200 to $1,500, excluding personal expenses.
Limited scholarships are available.

More information about TGA is available at
www.michigantownships.org.

Principle 7: Engaging Key
Intermediaries

New research at Harvard University's Art and
Science of Community Problem-Solving
Project is explaining the subtle agents of
change in communities. Xavier de Souza
Briggs calls these agents intermediaries: peo-
ple, organizations, and institutions that add
value to the world by connecting and support-
ing and by enabling others to be more effective.

The special power of intermediaries is that they
make things happen without calling attention to
themselves. They initiate, but then step back, so
that others can own and take credit for what
happens. As respected, honest brokers, inter-
mediaries assume roles that others cannot easily
perform. And because they are frequently
ahead of the curve, intermediaries often devel-
op the market for what they wish to provide.53 

Rural sociologists Cornelia and Jan Flora use
the term bridging capital to talk about the vital

connections among diverse
groups, including those
outside the community.
Effective communities
possess both bonding capi-
tal (connections among
similar individuals and

groups) and bridging capital.
Intermediaries are among the diverse groups
outside the community that provide bridging
capital.

One of the crucial differences between stagnat-
ing and flourishing rural regions is the existence
of engaged intermediaries. They may be close
by (such as community colleges), in the larger
region (such as community or regional founda-
tions), or far away (such as community assis-
tance organizations/agencies or private founda-
tions). They may become engaged on their own
or be solicited by others. They serve an array of
roles: as facilitators, educators, capacity builders,
social investors, performance managers, coali-
tion builders, and organizers of new groups.53 

Briggs identifies five types of institutions or
organizations that serve as intermediaries:
government, civic or non-governmental
organizations, foundations or funders, issue-
focused organizations, and capacity-building
institutions. A given community may be home
to any one or more of these intermediaries,
often with diverse and overlapping functions.56

But for rural communities, there may be just
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intermediaries assume roles that 

others cannot easily perform. 
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one or two intermediaries effectively engaged
in the region and the intermediary may serve
more than one role.

Rural community colleges are among the most
powerful rural intermediaries. Community col-
leges have evolved over the last half-century
from liberal arts schools preparing students
for four-year colleges to schools more focused
on technical and vocational training, often
with missions explicitly oriented toward local
economic development. Some 40 percent of
all community colleges are in rural areas or
small towns and, often, they are the only insti-
tutions of higher learning in the area.57

The qualities of rural com-
munity colleges make
them strong intermediary
candidates. They are
politically neutral institu-
tions that are respected
and trusted by diverse
populations within their
region. They are deeply
rooted in their communi-
ties. Because community colleges serve multi-
county districts, they are natural players in
regional development efforts. Moreover, rural
community colleges are being challenged to
actualize their broader mission: education for
community and economic transformation.

Another strong intermediary in rural regions is
community foundations. Community founda-
tions are community-based, nonprofit organi-
zations that raise and manage a wide range of
endowed and non-endowed funds from indi-
vidual and organization donors. In recent
years, they have been among the fastest grow-
ing source of charitable dollars in the United
States. Community foundations use the stream
of revenue produced by these funds to make
grants and conduct community betterment
programs within the specific geographic area
served by the foundation. Beyond grantmak-

ing, most community foundations perform key
intermediary roles in convening, visioning,
information gathering, knowledge sharing, and
resource development.

Rural community foundations are unique in
their ability to see and influence a wide and
interconnected array of rural community and
economic development challenges and oppor-
tunities. They can respond quickly to a wide
range of issues and bring diverse and some-
times divergent members of the community
together in a nonpartisan manner. In rural
areas, community foundations are often the
only institutions that span the many jurisdic-
tions in a natural economic and cultural region

and are positioned to pull
the region together.
Also, community foun-
dations have perma-
nence. Because they
build permanent
endowed funds from
local donors dedicated
to the geographic area

they serve, community
foundations are in a rural region to stay.59 (See
page 26 for additional information about com-
munity endowments intergenerational transfer
of wealth.)

The engagement of vigorous rural community
foundations is so vital to rural regions that the
Aspen Institute's Community Strategies Group
created a learning network focused on Rural
Development Philanthropy (RDP). Three of
the RDP's four learning questions center on the
intermediary roles of community foundations:

How can community foundations use grant-
making and program activities to enhance
the economic security of low-income rural
families and communities?
How can community foundations raise 
significant endowment funds from and for
rural communities to support rural commu-
nity economic development? 

One of the crucial differences
between stagnating and flourishing

rural regions is the existence of
engaged intermediaries.
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How can a community foundation build a 
region's awareness that its identity and eco-
nomic and social well-being depend upon
both its rural and metropolitan areas?60

In some cases, the most effective intermedi-
aries are people, organizations, or institutions
considerably outside the area. These external
intermediaries can sometimes urge the com-
munity in new directions and then get out of
the way. A good example of external media-
tion is Rural Development Initiatives (RDI), a
nonprofit organization
spun off from the
Oregon Economic and
Community
Development
Department in 1992.

When a community finds
itself stalled and burned
out because it does not
have the needed capacity,
RDI is available to offer
expertise and technical
assistance. RDI builds the capacity of rural
communities to make strategic decisions about
their futures and to act on those decisions to
ensure a high quality of life and vital sustain-
able economies. The organization has worked
with more than 120 communities and over 400
people have graduated from its rural volunteer
leadership development program, Rural
Futures Forum (RFF)61. Although RDI is a
particularly robust intermediary, similar organ-
izations or agencies exist in other states.

A Strong Intermediary, New Voices, and
Grassroots Visioning in Rural, Northern
California

The Humboldt Area Foundation (HAF), in
rural, northern California, illustrates how 

powerful intermediaries can initiate an activity
and then step back so that others own and take
credit for the results. The nonprofit community
foundation serves as an independent staging
ground for residents, individually and in con-
cert, to build social, economic, and environ-
mental prosperity in California's North Coast.

HAF believes that good ideas, and the hard
work necessary to accomplish those ideas,
come from all facets of the north coast com-
munity. That is why HAF, together with two

other intermediaries—
Humboldt State
University and the
College of the Redwoods,
the local community col-
lege—convened
Redwood Coast Rural
Action. (RCRA).

RCRA brings together
diverse, grassroots civic

leaders from the four rural
counties of Del Norte,

Humboldt, Mendocino, and Trinity. The con-
veners provide infrastructure and staffing, but
never control the agenda, which comes from
RCRA working groups on the economy, com-
munity health, and the environment.

The goal of RCRA is to inspire intentional,
healthy regional decision-making and action
that: conserves natural resources, diversifies 
and expands the employment base, maintains
a rural quality of life, cares for the health of
the region's population and communities, and
expands opportunities for family economic
success. It's a tall order, but one that is already
moving forward.

Inclusive regional leadership has emerged
from the four counties covering an area larger
than Massachusetts. At the table for the first
time—each committing at least 10 days a
year—are tribal, environmental, business

Rural community colleges are
among the most powerful rural 

intermediaries...because they serve
multi-county districts, they are natural
players in regional development efforts.

Case Study



entrepreneurial, educational, and community
health leaders. They represent the political left,
right, and center. The most difficult issues in
the region are explicitly on the table.

RCRA is the second, and regionalized, out-
growth of the Institute of the North Coast
(INC), a Humboldt County pilot project initiated
in 1996. INC sought to assert citizen leadership
over failed attempts to revive a declining
resource-based economy and respond to press-
ing social issues, including domestic violence.
INC generated a com-
pletely restructured
economic development
system of support for
entrepreneurs and
business clusters and
brought new coopera-
tion between business
and environmental
interests. The regional-
ized RCRA is follow-
ing in the same foot
steps.

Principle 8: Investing Local Capital

A final, bottom-line distinction between declin-
ing and thriving rural communities is if, and
how, they invest in themselves. It's plain good
judgment, yet many rural communities look to
outside funders and assistance providers with-
out first committing their own resources.
Regions that invest in themselves leverage addi-
tional capital, be it monetary, physical, or in-
kind.

Community endowments are powerful vehicles
for capturing and investing local capital, espe-
cially in rural regions experiencing significant
intergenerational transfer of wealth. In 2001
the Nebraska Community Foundation (NCF)
completed analyses of both the magnitude and 
peak of the intergenerational transfer of wealth 

for each of Nebraska's 93 counties. Nebraska,
especially rural Nebraska, is a “land rich, cash
poor” economy, primarily driven by production
agriculture. With a great deal of rural poverty
(seven very rural Nebraska counties ranked
among the 12 poorest in the nation in 2001),
an aging population, and several decades of
out migration of young adults, building strate-
gies based on community assets is critically
important.

Based on the groundbreaking work by Havens
& Schervish (Boston College,

1999), NCF estimates that
$94 billion will transfer in
the next 50 years in rural
Nebraska (750,000 citi-
zens). More important
than these vast sums is the
timing, with 86 of 93
Nebraska counties experi-
encing their peak transfer
on or before 2039; 26 very

rural counties will peak on
or before 2014. By comparison, the peak trans-
fer for the United States will not occur until
sometime after 2050, if ever.

Using this analysis as a call to action, NCF is
setting up affiliated community funds across the
state and helping those funds to build endow-
ments. In total, 69 community-affiliated funds
now have more than $25 million of combined
endowment and expectancies, nearly triple the
combined total of three years ago.62 

Given the intense competition for government
and foundation dollars, only self-investing com-
munities will merit additional support in the
years ahead. The investments may be modest,
perhaps non-financial, but they demonstrate the
community's or region's dedication to change.
That is how rural regions evolve into vibrant
places.
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Community endowments are
powerful vehicles for capturing and
investing local capital, especially in

rural regions experiencing significant
intergenerational transfer of wealth.
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Although the Rural Governance
Initiative is not a formal research pro-
gram, the following questions ground

its work. Reactions, experiences, and recom-
mendations are welcome.

How can rural communities most effectively 
attract and sustain new voices in local deci-
sion-making, including ethnic minorities,
newcomers, youth, and others who are typi-
cally absent or marginalized from the com-
munity's leadership? What strategies or
forums help to change the leadership mix?
More broadly, what actions or situations
inspire people to participate in civic meet-
ings, forums, etc.?

How are collaborations (across sectors and 
political boundaries) most effectively formed
and nourished over time? If collaborations
are initially opportunistic (formed for the
purpose of acquiring funding), how can they
mature into more solid, legitimate collabora-
tions? What role do intermediaries play in
building lasting collaborations? When and
how are intermediaries most influential? 

What information or experiences impel rural 
people to acknowledge the concept of
regionalism (multi-community)? Does
regional competitive analysis push people to
appreciate and capitalize on the region's
unique assets? How can rural communities
use data to drive the self-evaluation process?
Do resource-alignment approaches, such as
Minnesota’s Regional Economic
Development Group, move regional efforts
to a new level?

What conditions and experiences push local 
elected officials to acquire higher-level com-
petencies? Specifically, what circumstances
enable public institutions to see a common
future with nonprofit institutions? Do
organized leadership programs spread or
inspire more innovations by local elected
leaders? If so, which leadership development
formats, curricula, and delivery mechanisms
appear to achieve the greatest impact?

Research Questions for the RGI

Nancy Stark 
Director
Rural Governance Initiative 
RUPRI/CFED 
777 N. Capitol Street, NE 
Suite 800 
Washington, DC 20002 

Phone: 202.207.0158 
Fax: 202.408.9793 
E-mail: nancy@rupri.org 
(or nancy@cfed.org)
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