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History:

The Nebraska Legislature created a new Nebraska Rural Development Commission (NRDC) during the 2003 session. In the summer of 2003, 38 commissioners were appointed.  Governor Mike Johanns appointed Lisa Dominisse as director of rural development in late October of 2003.  Commissioners met twice in late 2003 to put together operational guidelines and a strategic plan for the NRDC.  Under Governor Johanns’ direction, a NRDC office officially opened in North Platte, Neb., on January 5, 2004, marking the first time the NRDC has been located outside of Lincoln.  The NRDC held five commission meetings at various locations throughout the state, in calendar year 2004, with committee meetings held intermittently as needed.

The NRDC was given the following charge by Governor Johanns:

· Improve the business climate to enhance rural entrepreneurship development and small business development.

· Collaborate, coordinate, avoid duplication, and develop partnerships with existing organizations that are providing quality services related to rural development.

The NRDC completed the strategic planning process and adopted the following mission statement to guide the NRDC’s activities and decisions:

“The Nebraska Rural Development Commission is a voice for rural Nebraska communities in the creation of laws, policies, and other initiatives that affect economic, civic, and social conditions, and foster cooperation and understanding among all agencies and organizations, public and private.”  

Program Achievements:

To meet Governor Johanns’ challenge of improving the business climate to enhance rural entrepreneurship development and small business development, the NRDC initiated the following:

1.  Policy Initiatives: 

In 2004, the NRDC pursued policy changes and partnerships that impact rural constituents, small businesses and entrepreneurs with a special focus on small business development, entrepreneurial development, and business transfer. 

The NRDC also researched, drafted, and proposed legislative initiatives to enhance the financial climate and receptivity of entrepreneurial efforts in support of its mission.

2.  Business Succession Planning:

In addition to developing policy, the NRDC determined that there were several issues related to entrepreneurship and small business development that could be addressed through programmatic offerings and/or unique partnerships.  One area was business succession planning, often referred to as business transfer.  As a rural economic development strategy, it is more effective to grow existing businesses. 

Business succession planning is important because it helps retain businesses that, by default, may have otherwise closed due to retirement, or possibly be sold and relocated to another community.  According to business succession planning experts, the ramifications of a poorly planned sale of a business can be multi-faceted and detrimental.  In the event the business transition is not well managed, it can fail due to change in ownership or leadership.   Purchase arrangements can create a large tax burden for the buyer, seller, or both; and if done poorly, the impact on the entire community can be emotionally and economically catastrophic.  For these and other reasons, the NRDC addressed the need for business succession planning in rural communities as a way to maintain important businesses, services and critical jobs. 
To address business succession issues in rural Nebraska communities, the NRDC organized and hosted, in partnership with the Nebraska Department of Economic Development and Nabity Financial Services, a business succession planning workshop entitled, “Selling Your Business and Retiring: Benefiting Yourself and Your Community,” in six communities.  The workshop was aimed at rural business owners, bankers, attorneys, CPAs, and other professional service providers. Because the workshop was highly rated by attendees and in such demand, it was videotaped, edited, and made available for distribution to interested communities and organizations.

To further this effort, in calendar year 2005, the NRDC is working with the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City’s Omaha Branch and Creighton University to develop a toolkit for rural business owners that will help them become “succession plan ready”, and provide them with appropriate professional referrals so that more established rural Nebraska businesses will remain and have the potential to expand within rural communities.  Rollout of this project phase is expected to occur at the beginning of the second quarter.

3. NebraskaLand Fund Initiative:

In 2004, the NRDC also conducted focus groups with entrepreneurs in three areas around the state to research factors that contributed to and/or hindered their success and growth.  According to participating small businesses, one of the most difficult obstacles they encountered was access to capital during growth phases. The NRDC then initiated several strategies to create a healthy, receptive climate for small, emerging businesses in Nebraska.   Foremost in those efforts was the program to create a statewide investment fund using a sustainable business model that provides investors with a reasonable return on investment and, ultimately, enhances community development through access to much needed risk capital and other small business financing.  NRDC staff and top community leaders from around the state traveled to Oklahoma to meet with a CEO of a similar investment fund, and to examine the intricacies of forming and operating such a fund. 

A statewide investment fund would work with other financial resources to create a Nebraska business environment where any viable community, economic, and/or workforce development effort would be realized.  This unique public-private partnership is gaining momentum and expected to be operational within 12-18 months.

Collaborative Achievements:

To meet Governor Johanns’ challenge to collaborate, coordinate, avoid duplication, and develop partnerships with existing organizations that are providing quality services related to rural development, the NRDC did the following:

Collaborative Activities Calendar Year 2004:

1. The NRDC collaborated and formed productive, internal and external working relationships.  The commission networked with state and federal agencies to promote capacity building among small rural businesses and entrepreneurial ventures.  The NRDC also interfaced with other public and private organizations throughout Nebraska and the U.S.  The following are examples of economic development activities and associated partners:

· To help build financial capacity in the state’s distressed areas -MetaFund in Oklahoma City, Okla.; Nebraska Bankers Association and member banks; Nebraska Diplomats, Inc.; and Nebraska Microenterprise Partnership Fund.

· To help build network capacity and improve market access for rural entrepreneurs and small businesses -GBUCs in Chicago, Ill.

· To collaborate in ways that help us to maximize our resources and avoid duplication of programs and services - The Rural Development Initiative at the University of Nebraska; Rural Renaissance Group; National Rural Development Partnership; RC&Ds; Nebraska Community Foundation; Nebraska Economic Development Association (NEDA); congressional leaders and their staff; Nebraska Department of Economic Development; Nebraska Department of Agriculture, Nebraska Health and Human Services System; Nebraska Public Power District; Omaha Public Power District; Blue Cross Blue Shield of Nebraska and many others.

2. NRDC staff contributed as a member of the education committee for the NEDA conference, and recommended featured speaker Dr. Erik Pages, acclaimed entrepreneurship guru and author who speaks worldwide about entrepreneurship and the policies and environments that support its development and growth.

3. The NRDC worked successfully to secure continued bus transportation across Nebraska and into Denver, Colo., as the result of Greyhound Lines, Inc., abandoning its rural routes in 13 states across the U.S.  

4. The NRDC provided input to the Nebraska Public Service Commission regarding telecommunications issues across Nebraska particularly in the area of cellular service.

5. The NRDC was invited in August to determine how best to quantify economic impact of roads in rural areas in partnership with the Nebraska Highway Commission and Nebraska Economic Development Commission.

6. The NRDC is collaborating with the University of Nebraska teachers’ colleges on various campuses to develop entrepreneurial preparedness programs for teachers interested in adding this to their rural school curriculums. 
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