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Rural Development Commission




Rural Development Commission Meeting XI

October 5, 2005, 10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m.

Central Platte NRD, Grand Island

Meeting Minutes

The Mayor of Grand Island was present to welcome the Commission and express his support for rural development.

Marcia Baumann called the meeting to order.  Motion to approve the Agenda; the July 12, 2005, RDC Minutes; and the Director’s Report was made by Richard Baier and seconded by Matt Williams.  Motion carried with a unanimous roll call voice vote.

Marcia Baumann opened the meeting with self-introductions of all commissioners and guests present.  Linda distributed notebooks to all commissioners containing such items as past emails, reimbursement forms, agendas, member information, term limits, past minutes, operating guidelines, etc.  Currently there are 29 official members of the Commission.  The Governor would like to have 25 members or less.  We will be looking to balance the size with representation, as several of our western commissioners have recently resigned.

Marcia reported that the Executive Committee met in September and reviewed the Operating Guidelines one more time.  Mary Gerdes motioned to adopt the Operating Guidelines; seconded by Gayle McClure.  There was discussion over what constitutes a majority.  It was determined that majority would consist of more than 50% of those commissioners present at a given meeting in which there is quorum.  The use of Robert’s Rules of Order as Amended shall be used when a conflict arises, otherwise discussion shall remain informal.  Motion carried with a unanimous roll call voice vote.

Motion was made by Gayle McClure to accept the resignation of three commissioners (Tim Holzfaster, Ellen Lierk, and Bill Fehrman); seconded by Mary Gerdes.  Motion carried with a unanimous roll call voice vote.  Linda will send a note to said commissioners regretfully accepting their resignation.

Marcia stated the need to ratify our officers and select nominating committees by the end of the meeting.  Anyone interested may let Marcia know by noon today or she will select individuals.  The Annual Meeting will be in January in keeping with the statutes.  Marcia then discussed committee structure and stated that there will be a lot to do this year with new programs.  It will be important for members to work in committees of their choice.  Any actions or recommendations will need to come back to the Commission; a committee cannot act independently.  Committees should meet or conference call 4-6 times per year.

Motion was made by Marilyn Mecham to empower the executive committee to act on behalf of the Commission between meetings; seconded by Richard Baier.  The Commission discussed concern over possible issues of conflict where the Commission may be divided.  A clarification of the motion stated the intent was for the executive committee to act on issues the Commission had already stated their position on or supported.  A reminder was given that the Listserv is not for comment, due to public meeting laws, but only for factual information or clarification on a topic previously discussed by the Commission.  A friendly amendment was adopted to the motion to empower the executive committee to endorse or support issues with feedback of the Commission and consultation of issues previously discussed and on which the Commission has taken a stand.  The executive committee would have the ability to voice positions of the Commission.  Motion carried with a roll call voice vote.  

The Commission discussed the need to be careful of what topics are endorsed.  Commissioners can lobby an issue as much as they want as individuals.  Linda cannot lobby as a state employee.  She can only give educational information and factual data.  

The national rural Partnership for Rural America is looking for assistance lobbying on a national level.  They would like the Commission’s support of a program to provide funding toward each of the state’s RD programs.  A discussion ensued about the USDA-Rural Development’s role in funding the state RD programs.  Scott Blehm explained some of the concerns about previous funding and considerations about possible future funding.  Chuck Hassebrook motioned to support the federal appropriation request; seconded by Ross Garwood.  There was discussion about whether this money would tie the hands of the Commission.  The Nebraska Rural Development Commission’s national recognition is approved and accepted for seven years from the date of compliance in the program.  This new money would not just be for Nebraska but would also go to 36 other state commissions.  Our Commission would be limited in how we spend those specific federal funds, but it would not regulate the spending of other commission dollars.  There was additional discussion about possible strings on the new funding, what it could be used for, and what conditions would be required.  Call was made for a vote to endorse the federal request for assistance.  Motion carried with a roll call voice vote.  

There will need to be three or four individuals on the Grants Review Committee.  These will be assessment teams to make recommendations to Richard and the Governor for funding of the two new grant programs, Building Entrepreneurial Communities and the Value-Added Agriculture.  We need to strategically award grants and nurture these communities in order to take success stories back to our senators.  Commissioners interested in the review committee were asked to contact Linda.

Sandy Scofield commented on a joint project between the Nebraska Rural Initiative and the Rural Development Commission. We are reviewing a program Wyoming has for their communities.  The project will need people with specific areas of expertise, such as financial or engineering, rather than a team of generalists to assist communities with an assessment and follow-up process.  

The Marketing and Public Relations Committee needs to focus on educating and marketing to our senators.  We will lose 20 senators who will term limit out.  We also need to redesign our web page and get collateral materials produced for conferences and presentations.

Richard Baier introduced the Department of Economic Development field staff present, stating their focus was on business retention and expansion around the state.  He passed around a handout of Economic Benchmarks, examining areas of progress in Nebraska against itself, the Plains States, and the nation.  In a job growth index, Nebraska is ahead of the other Plain States.  He noted that even China’s manufacturing decreased by 30% last year as they are facing the same thing we are – automation.  Healthcare seems to be a big driver in the country right now.  He noted patents are a quick way to look at innovation, and Nebraska’s number of patents is low, comparatively.  The young people with training in technology are leaving the state.  In tourism, we are below the regional and national average.  We are also lagging behind in home ownership.  Iowa is #1 in the nation right now.  DED has been trying to encourage home ownership, because if a person owns, they are more likely to feel part of the community, invest, and stay longer.

Richard also shared an update on the LR 105 Legislative Taskforce which is evaluating all rural development programs in Nebraska.  After reviewing the programs, they are not seeing the duplications in programs they thought were there.  They are also seeing that staffing of these programs is very minimal.  There are a lot of programs, but there is also a lot of diversity in the state.  The perception was that we were spending a lot of state dollars when in fact the dollars spent are mostly federal.  In the case of federal money, the legislature has little control over the program usage.  Richard commented that a concern is a downward trend we’re seeing in federal funding.  If this trend continues, it will be difficult or impossible for states to be able to pick up the difference in the loss of federal funds.

In regard to marketing, Richard shared that we are using the Nebraska Advantage flyer and now marketing the package outside of Nebraska.  At the Diplomats Passport event, 25 companies were represented along with 475 attendees from Nebraska.  We have taken the Nebraska Advantage to the Omaha Products Show and will be taking it this week to the Omaha Space Symposium.  Richard also mentioned marketing and networking opportunities at the IEDC Conference in Chicago, the IAMC Conference in Corpus Christi, and corporate meetings in Dallas.  The Nebraska Advantage has also been featured in Fortune and other site selection journals and magazines.  The state is still in need of employees and DED will be hosting another Alumni event held in Denver on April 1st, and again next fall in Chicago on September 23rd.

The floor was opened for public comment.  The Commission took a break in proceedings for a networking lunch.

The grant review process and timelines were discussed.  Public hearings have been scheduled.  We hope to award the grants by late February or early March.  We will have a conflict of interest form to sign for those on the Grants Review committee, as it’s hard to find those who can say they have no knowledge when there are so many connections to these communities.  The committee will need to be prepared to be available the first week or two of February to review grants.

The Commission then broke into working groups, with everyone selecting a taskforce in which to participate.  Each of the committees will need a chairman and reporter.  The committees are then reported back to the Commission before the meeting adjourned.

Finance and Ease of Access Committee Report:  The members of this committee agreed money should be given to a worthy recipient.  Targets included identifying a borrower, someone needy and a banker/resource.  There needs to be a process that is comprehensive in scope but personal in meeting needs.  There should be economic incentive tied to it; education and training component; and post-event counseling and mentoring group.  This might include an entrepreneurial team and volunteers would be on a fixed team basis.  The product would be similar to the Nebraska Fund and need a centralized way to disperse funds.  The committee will put their recommendations into a report and identify sources for the teams.

Marketing and Public Relations Committee:  The members established three goals:  1) Create an identity for the Commission, including creating a logo, designing the website, and providing displays for conferences and activities; 2) Promote visibility and availability by creating a calendar of events and a networking strategy in a uniform, systematic way; and 3) Develop recruiting and retention strategies, including telling our contacts of our economic and social conditions in rural Nebraska.

Legislative Committee:  Members discussed the following as possible legislation to endorse or introduce:  clean up legislative acts from last year, addressing microenterprise as well as Nebraska Advantage; define distressed communities; go after the additional pot of money available at the state level for community colleges and give some property tax relief; endorse on a federal level a portion of the farm bill; endorse LB 690 Career Partnership Act; work on a home telecommuter incentive; look into a homesteader stipend and a scholarship of a school graduate that starts a business; endorse lift legislation; make a recommendation to the Commission to endorse Amendment 1, proposed legislation to increase legislative pay from $12,000/year to $21,000/year.

The Legislative Committee further commented that the purpose of supporting Amendment 1 was to maintain the quality of rural representation in the legislature.  John Jordison made a motion to support Amendment 1; seconded by Matt Williams. The amendment would be important to encourage more individuals to run in rural areas.  Too many districts are running unopposed and, as it stands now, running generally means if you have a real job you have to quit or the job suffers.  Also, it was suggested the Rural Development Commission needs to find out why rural individuals and those in agriculture are not supporting this amendment.  Term limits going into affect will have a big impact, and it’s important to our long-term interest to have representation in those leadership positions as some big decisions will need to be made soon.  Call was made for a vote to support Amendment 1.  Motion carried with a roll call voice vote.
Meeting adjourned at 3:00 pm.

Minutes were prepared by Christa Kinsley, reviewed by Linda Fettig, and are presented on behalf of Senator Stuhr, Commission Secretary.
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