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A Message from Ellen Lazar

Neighborhood Reinvestment was particularly pleased to sponsor the NeighborWorks®
network’s first national rural policy forum at our February 2003 Training Institute in
Atlanta.

The NeighborWorks®  network has become increasingly active in rural markets
around the country. Today, 66 out of more than 220 chartered NeighborWorks®
organizations — 30 percent of the network — provide services to rural areas.
Practitioner leaders serving on our Rural Initiative steering committee have asked
Neighborhood Reinvestment to help connect community development policy to what
is actually happening in rural America. This policy forum was one step forward in our
commitment to serve these rural organizations.

We also recognize the leadership role that the W. K. Kellogg Foundation continues to
play, not only encouraging grassroots participation in meaningful policy dialogues, but
also exploring the powerful synergies that exist among rural, suburban and urban mar-
kets. Our special thanks to the Kellogg Foundation for co-sponsoring this forum.

This training event has truly been a partnership effort. We recognize and want to also
thank individual members of the design team and the organizations that endorsed the
forum — the Housing Assistance Council, National Rural Housing Coalition, Rural
Policy Research Institute, and the Center for the Study of Rural America in Kansas
City. At Neighborhood Reinvestment, we place a high value on learning and knowl-
edge sharing. We hope you enjoy this summary of an event that planted seeds for the
future of rural development in the NeighborWorks® network.

Ellen Lazar is Neighborhood Reinvestment’s executive director.
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n February 19, 2003, rural advocates gathered to begin a discussion about a
national rural policy agenda and strategies for implementation. Designed to

tease out and underscore an approach developed by and for community development
practitioners, the forum occurred during the Neighborhood Reinvestment Training
Institute in Atlanta. The forum was sponsored and presented by the Neighborhood
Reinvestment Corporation’s Rural Initiative, co-sponsored by the W.K. Kellogg
Foundation, with additional support from the Federal Home Loan Bank of Atlanta.

Attendees enthusiastically explored the challenges of rural development and the
ways in which practitioners, in particular, might address these challenges through
strategic policy development and implementation. This meeting was the first step
toward a national dialogue, using this coalition of voices to initiate statewide and
regional discussions between empowered practitioners and policymakers.

Call for a Unified Voice

The Rural Initiative Steering Committee conceived of this forum to ensure that
rural practitioners are involved in helping to set a new agenda
that would translate into national rural policy. A forum plan-
ning committee began by investigating some of the discus-
sions that were already taking place around the country. The
committee became aware of the Rural Policy Research
Institute’s (RUPRI) symposium on this  topic in Nebraska
last fall.1 Several forum  planners attended that conference
and had the opportunity to participate in early drafts of
the Nebraska City Declaration, a working document
that articulates the vision that policy will be made
WITH rather than FOR rural Americans. This
forum  reinforces those ideals and begins an
inclusive, national dialogue between rural
NeighborWorks® organizations and other rural
community development constituencies.

Josie Cuda, director of the Randolph County
(West Virginia) Housing Authority, and co-chair
of the Rural Initiative Steering Committee, provided
welcoming remarks that stressed the overdue need for such a
dialogue. Cuda called for cohesion: “We need more connections. We need policy-
makers who are willing to take the blinders off [about the notion of idyllic rural life]
and stand in solidarity with us. What is solidarity?  It is people standing together
who feel each other’s pain, understand each other’s reality, and work together to create
joy.” Cuda continued, “Rural policy will only be responsive to the needs in our com-
munities if you invite the policy formulators and policy legislators to stand with us. It
is up to us to engage our communities and lift up our voices with theirs so that a new
vision of rural life is reflected in national policies.”

Essentially, it is incumbent upon practitioners to rally together, find partners, create
new ones, and relay a message that’s palatable and real. Beginning with this forum, a
fresh dialogue is occurring for the single purpose of having an impact on the formula-
tion of a new national rural policy. Cuda recognized the good work already being
done in this area by the Minnesota Rural Partners, the Center for the Study of Rural
America, the National Rural Housing Coalition, the Rural Policy Research Institute,
and others, and hoped to partner these and other efforts toward achievement of that
goal.
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1 The RUPRI symposium on rural policy took place October 16-18, 2002, in Nebraska City, Nebraska.



This forum strategically included practitioners and resource participants, individuals
with expertise in policy development, research, and coalition management.
Participants were encouraged to capitalize on this unique opportunity to share their
thoughts about what policies need to be made or changed, and how policy changes
happen. Cuda emphasized that “the sharing of this knowledge, both practical and
academic, is key to effecting long-term change. Indeed the combination of knowl-
edge, experience and profound dedication right here in this room today, can begin to
generate the innovative ideas we need to revive rural America...”

Caroline Carpenter, a Kellogg program officer, reinforced the message that the
Kellogg Foundation hopes to help build the bridge that will connect those with direct
experience about what works in rural areas to policymakers. Carpenter shared her own
recent “discovery” that rural policy is not just for specialists, but is an area that benefits
from diverse input and active participation from all stakeholders.

Rural Policy as Distinct from Farm Policy

Participants had been provided a copy of Dr. William Browne’s book, The Failure of
National Rural Policy, and heard directly from the author about his estimation of the
federal government’s insufficient approach to rural development. “We tend to look
first at the feds – to want them to take care of things – but we really need to start at
home. Jurisdictionally, rural is assigned to USDA, because it has been FARM policy
by definition and that is a fundamental part of the problem.”

Browne argued that institutional bureaucracy in the federal government requires
USDA to serve in a way that continues to be least disruptive. (In that way, according
to Browne, “the inefficiencies are not malevolent, just bureaucratic, but the devastation
is the same.”)  During the Depression, the government gave direct subsidies to farm-
ers to protect these clients during hard times. Browne argued that here is the begin-
ning of a “price support policy.” It was about research, education and other pieces too,
but mostly about subsidies – with larger farms getting larger subsidies.

Browne contended that all rural infrastruc-
ture development was designed to support
agriculture; thus, non-agriculture interests are
at a deficit. For example, rural colleges don’t
have concentrations of study in rural sociolo-
gy; they support the study of horticulture, etc.
Browne recommended that rather than
working through the strong and
rooted bureaucracy to compete with
agriculture interests, rural develop-
ment should find other vehicles to
take up the cause. He empha-
sized that farmers and farm advo-
cates are not the enemy, but their
aims are different. Even
Representative Eva Clayton – with a
great deal of support behind her
through the Black Caucus, etc. – was not
successful in using USDA’s farm bill to get support
for rural development.

Browne suggested that some of the other agencies do support some rural develop-
ment. However, they’re not prone to talk about rural policy, and they run into conflict
with USDA. For example, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(HHS), under Tommy Thompson, published a pamphlet called, One Place for Rural
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America, but USDA was unhappy with this perception and forced HHS to pull the
pamphlet. Very clearly, there is not one place for rural issues. Browne suggested that
advocates must push for a comprehensive focus on rural support throughout the agen-
cies rather than try to change USDA or create one new agency. He did not believe
that one agency would have enough grassroots support to be very effective.

One of the possible partners is USDA’s Cooperative Extensions arm, which, the
author said, has a history of community-based outreach while recognizing it is influ-
enced by USDA policies. “What is needed,” Browne argued, “is rural development
policy training and increasing political efficacy.” He advocated against pushing the
Bush administration for a White House Rural Development
Conference because of the administration’s lack of sup-
port for it – “why do it when it’s already a set up for
failure?” Much of what organizations are doing,
nationally, is “small ball” political change, and we
need to create a framework for multilevel rural
policy development. Browne also said that the
state rural development councils currently in
place (Arizona’s was never funded) are fading
away with lack of federal funding.

Browne told participants that in order to
see change, they must organize at the local
level and know where to go to make change.
There is a great need for increased transparen-
cy and increased activism.2 In addition, there is a
great need for public policy training in order to be able
to look beyond the current treatment of rural development policy through
USDA. Participants queried Browne: Was he suggesting that there be a separate poli-
cy agenda for each agency?  He responded that may be necessary, but that there are
partners out there who should be willing to help. What about influencing corporate
players such as Monsanto, or powerful organizations such as the Farm Growers
Association, to become partners in these issues?

Anita Fonte, Arizona Community Foundation, suggested that working with exten-
sion agents might offer some inroads, because they have a broader sense of mission or
purpose. Bernie Mazyk, South Carolina Association of CDCs, raised the issue that
any solution must have sustainability and breadth of coverage. Browne agreed, “Even
if extension services are effective in some places, they are not a dependable source of
service; more must be done to address the challenges of rural.”

Peter Carey, Self-Help Enterprises, suggested that the establishment of Rural
Development Agency at USDA was one of the most positive moves, even though the
quality of each program differs with the quality of staff from state to state. Browne
responded that the Rural Development Agency inside USDA is “irrelevant” and does
not help direct resources to rural challenges. Several participants disagreed with
Browne’s premise, arguing that the farm bill might still be the way to think about pol-
icy change, and might be the best way to get some dedicated resources for rural devel-
opment.

Browne concluded his formal remarks by urging that alliances be built at the local
level in order to build the collective strength that will be necessary to change the rural
policy approach, no matter what the vehicle used to deliver the necessary programs.
He suggested that there is great need for training at the local level on the policy
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process. Neighborhood Reinvestment does a good job for its network but more is
needed. Browne objected to groups that feel they can hire an attorney to handle their
policy interests. It is critical to give people a sense of policy efficacy – and this is even
truer for rural populations because they lack the social capital that exists for urban
populations.

Group Think: What Is Rural Quality of Life?

Forum facilitator Gordon Goodwin lead a series of participatory small group dis-
cussions during which attendees were encouraged to think broadly about what consti-
tutes a rural quality of life. In consolidating all opinions, the group vetted critical life
issues and found consensus around the following essential qualities:

� Livable wage
� Good, local education
� Independence
� Sense of pride/ownership
� Civic participation and community commitment
� Choice/opportunity/affordability
� Attachment to place/space/land
� Safety/comfort
� Availability of basic services including faith, retail, commercial
� Public transportation

Through this process, participants underscored the shared values and principles of a
rural lifestyle. Not surprisingly, what emerged are basic quality of life issues, most of
which might be applicable to either rural or urban dwellers. Rural populations seek
the same access, comfort, and opportunity.

Consensus Points: Framing a Public Policy Agenda

As they considered the values and principles of rural quality of life, participants
were asked to offer the strategies they currently implement in their own communities.
The results were compiled by group discussion, negotiation, and consensus into broad
categories and serve as early thinking into the kinds of serv-
ices that would need to be included in a rural policy
agenda. The following are the categories of responses
that emerged during the facilitated exercise:

Infrastructure Improvement
� Physical improvements to the community (sewer,

water, streets, etc.)
� Develop and upgrade community infrastructure

including education, social (recreation), and services
� Create/maintain local financial assets
� Develop and sustain community institutions that

empower

Community Development
� Economic development
� Housing
� Job creation
� Asset development
� Strategic development with a regional vision that is long-range and

won’t compromise the future 
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1. Calece Johnson
2. Kim Honor
4. Mark Sadler
6. Barbara Burnham
7. Betsy Wallace
8. Keith Zimmerman
9. Jeff Eaton

10. Frank Parks
11. Harold Branch
12. William Browne
13. Amy Lockwood
14. Gary Wolfe
15. Ron Holland
16. Jack Jensen 
17. David Dangler
18. Meg Pond
19. Josie Cuda
20. Michael Quaranta
21. Peter Carey
22. Jennifer Jackson
23. Caroline Carpenter
24. Kevin McCumber
25. Fred Hanss
26. Nancy O’Brien
27. Abe Harris
28. Margaret Feml
29. Lynnn Brazen
30. John Elza
31. Ted Dodge
32. Bernie Mazyck
33. Jean Marie Lipani
34. Lynn Talley
35. Kevin O'Neill
36. Kendall McDaniel
37. Joy McCracken
38. Anita Fonte
39. Jane Leonard
40. Joe Waters
42. Gina Chamberlain
43. Rosa Rios Valdez
44. Gordon Goodwin
45. James Klessens

National Rural Policy Forum Attendees
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Members of Neighborhood Reinvestment’s Rural Initiative Design Team:

� Caroline Carpenter, Program Officer, Kellogg Foundation
� Josie Cuda, Director, Randolph County Housing Authority, and Co-chair, Rural Initiative Steering Committee

� David Dangler, Manager, Rural Initiative, Neighborhood Reinvestment 
� Gordon Goodwin, Community Development Consultant (and Facilitator)

� Kris Pearson, Executive Director, RNA Community Builders
� Mark Sadler, Curriculum Consultant, Neighborhood Reinvestment Training Institute
� Joe Waters, Rural Development Specialist, Rural Community Assistance Corporation
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Leadership and Capacity Building
� Build entrepreneurial capacity (skills and resources)
� Direct investments
� Access to capital
� Build champions
� Build greater capacity for local leadership 

Affordable Housing and Home Ownership Opportunities
� Create homeowners (stakeholders)
� Ensure adequate housing development and/or preservation
� Attract investments for housing

Institutional and Grassroots Capacity Building
� Organize for community participation by all
� Build greater capacity for grassroots advocacy
� Create institutions for leadership/capacity building
� Collaborative leadership development
� Demand accountability from civic/elected leaders
� Enhance individual/community self-reliance
� Cultivate champions (political, social, etc.)

Collaborations and Partnerships
� Create alliances that work toward a common vision
� Build relationships with stakeholders
� Use partnerships to leverage funds, talent, capacity
� Build regional approaches from within

Participants discovered through this exercise that consensus
decisions are possible, even with a group as disparate and regionally
diverse as forum  attendees. Fundamentally, there are basic agenda
items that resonate. Participants realized that this process might be
used to develop an appropriate policy agenda with stakeholders at the local,
regional, or state level. Participants discussed whether the outcome of this exercise
lead to results that look different enough from what USDA Cooperative Extension
Services are currently doing. For example, research on what types of services are sup-
ported by which agencies would be useful. One participant also suggested that it
would be helpful to know about what other nonprofit or coalition agencies are doing
to address other rural issues such as education, healthcare, etc.

Action Items

Forum participants agreed to work together to create awareness of rural community
values and push for a preservation agenda. What can this group and others do to
organize efforts so that it is meaningful and full of impact?  Participants considered
which concrete next step actions would be helpful. While the needs and various
efforts may be chaotic and overwhelming, a solution-driven strategy is possible.
Discussion led to a determination that the following strategies would be useful:

Develop a Compelling Rural Agenda: Expand the dialogue; create descriptions of
rural living as asset-based and contributing to the whole (accentuate the positive – no
sad stories here); describe the needs in terms of social justice; create a canon of rural
myth busters and positive stories, raising up the importance of the principles and val-
ues; consider local or regional approaches as appropriate (parts of the Nebraska City
Declaration might be a stepping stone); and always maintain a grassroots agenda.

Coordinate Existing Efforts: Great work is already being done by a number of part-
ners interested in a rural policy agenda. (After RUPRI’s Nebraska City conference,
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for example, 700 people representing organizations from all over the country have
continued the discussion online. There are a number of ways in which advocates
might use the Nebraska City Declaration or versions of it to further their cause.)
Explore what policy efforts exist and how to partner with them; perhaps explore a
comprehensive rural policy, not just community development and economic develop-
ment, but include access to education, healthcare, etc.

Develop a Formal National Vehicle: Organize and raise the issues and concerns of
grassroots rural voices; develop a common platform that might be used at various
appropriate levels to move a rural development agenda; is dedicated staff possible?
Suggestion that the Rural Initiative could house the effort.

Continue Advocacy: Educate policymakers at the various agencies; be
a part of statewide and regional conversations; initiate/sustain dia-
logues at every level, including local; increase awareness of public
policy as an important strategy for improving rural quality of life.

Create Connections to Critical Players: Be proactive in developing
important relationships with organizations and agencies that would
be useful, such as the Congressional Rural Caucus, National Rural
Electrical Cooperatives, and other private industry associations
with a special connection to rural interests. The current farm
bill includes a White House conference on rural develop-
ment.

List Current Resources: One participant suggest-
ed that an organized review of all rural resources
across agencies will highlight the continuing
gaps and needs. For example, what are USDA
Cooperative Extension Services doing and what
needs are not being addressed by any of the agencies? 

Public Education: Learn how to talk about these issues in a way that invites response,
elicits public awareness, and reinforces enlightened self-interest.

As the forum concluded, participants agreed that there was much hard work to be
done but, with some concrete direction and effective collaboration, a national rural
policy agenda would help bring rural communities a broad base of support. As Josie
Cuda said in her introductory remarks, “Recommendations and ideas lifted up during
your conversations will begin to call forth a new vision for rural America, and a new
public policy agenda which supports that vision. We look for your input on the next
steps and how we stay connected as we take this conversation to our home communi-
ties.” The Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation Rural Initiative will continue to
support practitioners and their partners in this hard work.
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Appendix

Partner Efforts and Resources

The following is by no means an exhaustive list but merely a reflection of the growing
variety of resources available on the subject of rural development policy.

� The Arizona Community Foundation (www.azfoundation.org) has been working
with its partners and the governor to recognize The Declaration of Interdependence.

� The Aspen Institute's Rural Update: a variety of serious and humorous topics, by 
e-mail only. To subscribe, go to www.aspeninstitute.org/csg/csg_newsletter.asp.

� Federal government agencies such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(www.usda.gov ), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (www.hhs.gov ),
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (www.hud.gov), and the
U.S. Department of Labor (www.labor.gov ).

� The Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City through its Center for the Study of Rural
America holds annual policy conferences and recently published The New Power of
Regions: A Policy Focus for Rural America. (www.kc.frb.org/RuralCenter/
RuralMain.htm ).

� The Heartland Center for Leadership Development (www.heartlandcenter.info), an
independent, Nebraska-based nonprofit.

� The Housing Assistance Council (HAC) recently produced a Guide to Federal
Housing and Community Development Programs for Small Towns and Rural Areas avail-
able at http://ruralhome.org/pubs/pressreleases/2003/pubsfedprogs.htm. HAC News
is a bi-weekly publication with updates on rural housing, legislation and research
findings. To subscribe, send an empty message to hacnews-subscribe@list.rural-
home.edu.

� Minnesota Rural Partners (www.minnesotaruralpartners.org) offers online busi-
ness support technical assistance and is a partner with RUPRI.

� The National Association of Counties (www.naco.org) could be a good partner
for rural practitioners (as noted by Bill Browne).

� National Rural Funders Collaborative (www.nrfc.org) works to
increase philanthropy in rural America and has had one national
round of competitive grants to rural community-based organizations
engaged in substantive collaborative efforts.

� The National Rural Housing Coalition (www.nrhcweb.org)
is a membership organization actively working to create
additional resources for rural housing.

� The Rural Development Leadership Network
(www.ruraldevelopment.org ) is a national, multicultural
social change organization that supports community-based
development in poor rural areas through hands-on projects, education, leadership
development, peer exchange, and networking.

� The Rural Funders Working Group (www.nfg.org/rural ), a special interest group of
the Neighborhood Funders Group, helped to spin off the National Rural Funders
Collaborative.
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� Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation’s Rural Initiative and RNA Community
Builders, the association for rural NeighborWorks® organizations, offer updated
information on their services along with links to other rural resources (www.nw.org).

� Rural LISC (www.ruralisc.org) supports rural CDCs and has provided staff support
for the national Stand Up for Rural America Campaign including a regular newslet-
ter and list serve.

� Rural Policy Matters is a monthly newsletter of rural school and community action
from the Rural Trust Policy Program. Visit www.ruraledu.org to see back issues and
sign up.

� Rural Policy Research Institute (www.rupri.org) offers a number of connections for
rural advocates and developers. With a list serve and a national rural conference,
they have managed authorship of the Nebraska City Declaration, which is a call to
action for rural America and was compiled by several rural states. The Nebraska
City Declaration has laid the groundwork for many rural public policy efforts
throughout the country.

� The Rural School and Community Trust (www.ruraledu.org) is a
nonprofit educational organization dedicated to enlarging student
learning and improving community life by strengthening relationships
between rural schools and communities and engaging students
in community-based public work. Through advocacy,
research, and outreach, the Rural Trust strives to cre-
ate a more favorable environment for rural school-
ing, for student work with a public audience and
use, and for more active community participation in
schooling.

� The Rural Trust Policy Program
(http://www.ruraledu.org/policy.html) seeks to under-
stand complex issues affecting rural schools and commu-
nities; to inform the public debate over rural education poli-
cy; and to help rural communities act on education policy issues affecting them.

� The Southern Rural Development Center (www.srdc.msstate.edu) is one of four
regional rural development centers supporting research and extension efforts to
improve the lives of people living in non-metropolitan areas of the United States.

� The Southern Rural Development Initiative (www.srdi.org) is a regional collabora-
tive intermediary working on strategies and advocacy in development of the rural
South.

� Thriving Hometowns Network (www.smallcommunities.org/ncsc/THN.htm) is a
compilation of more than 50 original and in-depth community and economic devel-
opment case studies drawn from small communities (most less than 10,000 popula-
tion). The Network is a fully searchable electronic database, available free of charge
to anyone with Internet access. Think of it as a collection of "virtual site visits!"

� The Welfare Information Network's monthly Rural Issues Update: e-mail
rbrown@financeproject.org with the message "add me to the rural e-mail list."
Include your name, title, and organization.

� The W.K. Kellogg Foundation (www.wkkf.org) has a list serve, and has indicated its
intention to maintain interest in support of a rural policy agenda.
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Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation

Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation, which founded and supports the national
NeighborWorks® network, is a public nonprofit corporation chartered by Congress in
1978 to revitalize neighborhoods through increased home ownership, resident leader-
ship, development of decent affordable rental housing, training, and resident leader-
ship. The NeighborWorks® network of more than 220 local organizations serves more
than 2,300 urban, suburban and rural communities, and last year generated approxi-
mately $1.7 billion in local investments. More information on Neighborhood
Reinvestment and the NeighborWorks® system is available at http://www.nw.org.

The Rural Initiative 

Neighborhood Reinvestment launched its national Rural Initiative in spring 2000. By
June 2001, a practitioner-based steering committee, co-chaired by Josie Cuda of West
Virginia and Harold Branch of Arizona, articulated a strategy for the initiative.

As of this rural policy forum, 66 out of more than 220 chartered NeighborWorks®
organizations – 30 percent of the national network – serve rural populations.

Neighborhood Reinvestment’s Rural Initiative is committed to comprehensive rural
community development. Priorities include a national partnership with USDA’s Rural
Development, a rural Program of Study with certification by the Neighborhood
Reinvestment Training Institute, additional resources for RNA Community Builders,
and increased visibility for the work of rural NeighborWorks®  organizations.
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