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INTRODUCTION –

The follow is an assessment for McCook by the Hometown Competitiveness (HTC) Team in the areas of Charitable Assets, Leadership, Youth and Young Adults, and Entrepreneurship.  In addition, community development capacity is addressed with recommendations for possible choices to be considered by community leaders. This report builds upon the Observations and Proposed Assessment Outcomes report issued on October 18, 2006, and input from the McCook HTC Steering Committee regarding that report.  The goal of this assessment document is to help McCook leaders evaluate key community economic development issues and opportunities, and determine priorities for implementation in Phase 2 of HTC.

CHARITABLE ASSETS –

Team Leader: Jana Jensen, Nebraska Community Foundation

 
Good progress is being made on several fronts regarding charitable assets development in McCook.  The following are highlights of this work and recommendations that have been developed in concert with Nebraska Community Foundation (NCF) staff.

 

As noted as a community priority during the HTC Observations and Proposed Assessment Outcomes meeting on October 18, 2006, McCook leaders are creating a cooperative working group consisting of the McCook Community Foundation (MCF), the McCook Community College Foundation, and the McCook Hospital Foundation.  The group is meeting quarterly and providing ongoing education for financial professionals including bankers, accountants, lawyers, attorneys, financial advisors, insurance agents and realtors in and around McCook.

 

An identified challenge in the HTC observations report was the need for better communication with the wider community.  McCook foundation leaders are endeavoring to work collectively with the boarder community in raising awareness for charitable giving.   Based upon the progress being made, we foresee this cooperative effort only getting stronger. 

 

It is our recommendation that this partnership continue to work together to seek out community improvement projects that enhance the quality of life in McCook and also engage additional donors, advocates and volunteers in the community.  A key opportunity is the effort to engage McCook alumni in charitable giving to the community.

 

McCook has been the recipient of two six-figure gifts in the past six months.  These gifts may contribute to their unrestricted endowment fund that in turn would allow the MCF the ability to make more and larger grants in the next year and beyond.  The MCF also has several expectancies in place that upon maturity may also benefit their unrestricted endowment.

A challenge identified in the initial observations was limited funding available for MCF staff.  It is recommended that as endowment earnings grow, they be considered as a potential source of funds for MCF staffing and perhaps to help sustain community economic development staff positions in McCook.

 

The MCF Fund Advisory Committee (FAC) is planning to kick off an endowment building campaign in 2007 or early 2008.  A strategic planning meeting in April 2007 will begin to organize the effort, devise a time line and develop a plan for the endowment campaign.

 

Jim Gustafson, with the NCF, will be leading work in McCook to help identified donors better understand planned giving methods in which individuals can give back to their community through the MCF.

A third identified challenge in the HTC observations report was the need for broader MCF board representation.  The MCF will be creating a Fund Advisory Committee (FAC) structure with existing MCF FAC members serving as committee chairs thus allowing additional volunteers to serve as committee members.  The MCF does not foresee adding many more additional FAC members, but does hope to engage a boarder community volunteer base through the committees.

 

Recommended Next Steps

1. Kick off endowment building campaign tied to FAC donor visitation training and visits

2. Continue McCook foundation cooperative working group and education efforts

3. Create the MCF committee structure and engage more community volunteers

4. Continued efforts with alumni group in charitable giving education and advocacy
LEADERSHIP – 

Team Leader: Milan Wall, Heartland Center for Leadership Development
Approach

Our approach to the leadership assessment included consulting with members of the committee that was formed to review and revitalize the Leadership McCook program, sharing examples of other communities’ approaches to leadership development, and reviewing materials developed by the committee as it planned its assessment of leadership Challenges and Opportunities.  We also interviewed technical assistance providers who have a longtime familiarity with McCook and its leadership strengths and experiences. 

Insights and Observations

Civic and community leadership in McCook, as in many other Nebraska communities, has been populated principally by the same or similar people for some period of time, little turnover or planned transition.  As a whole, the community historically has been somewhat resistant to change, although this appears to be transitioning into more openness to change and more willingness to take risks.  

Leadership McCook, a “civic literacy” approach to leadership development, was active for a period of more than a decade, but it has been inactive since 2003.  Civic literacy is a traditional approach that emphasizes becoming knowledgeable about key community institutions.  While conventional wisdom suggests that graduates of this program have found their way into community leadership positions, there is no systematic means to evaluate ways in which these alumni are contributing to community betterment.

Members of the HTC Steering Committee expressed that helping existing and past community leaders re-energize and develop their leadership skills should be a priority in addition to developing new leaders.  A mentoring approach that engages current and past leaders with new leaders may be a means to accomplishing both goals effectively.

In the Observation and Proposed Assessment Outcomes report, a number of leadership challenges and opportunities were identified.  Upon additional work with key leaders in McCook, the following list has been revised to include the most important items that should be addressed from our perspective and experience.

Challenges




Opportunities

Inactive Leadership Program


New Program Development
Reluctance to Volunteer


Engage New Generations

Limited Involvement of Graduates

Connect Leaders to Strategic Agenda
Thin Leadership Base



Re-Engage Former Leaders

Young Adults Very to Not Involved

Youth/Young Adult Engagement

Recommendations
We recommend that the leadership team that was recruited to re-think Challenges and Opportunities continue its work to:

1.  Identify a group of key informants to interview or survey for their assessment of Community Challenges and Opportunities and identification of potential leadership program participants representing both current and emerging leaders.

2.  Conduct an assessment of interests and needs among those identified.

3.  Review sample programs that respond to those interests and needs.

4.  Design a program with assistance of available external resource agencies.

5.  Recruit program participants and implement program elements.

6.  Evaluate results of the training/mentoring/coaching.

7.  Engage in alumni placement and involvement and track progress.

YOUTH AND YOUNG ADULTS – 

Team Leader: Lisa Heinert, RUPRI Center for Rural Entrepreneurship

Introduction

Early in the McCook’s Phase 1 work, Lisa Heinert conducted phone interviews for the purpose of initial assessment and information gathering.  From these interviews, initial observations were included in the team report submitted by site coach Craig Schroeder to the McCook Steering Committee in October.  This initial assessment resulted in four proposed outcomes for Phase 1 Assessment in the Youth Pillar.  One of these was the recommendation to conduct youth surveys and focus groups with youth, young adults, and youth program leaders to determine perspectives and youth engagement goals.  

In January 2007 the HTC Teen Survey was administered at McCook Junior and Senior High Schools.  The purpose of the Teen Survey is to gather initial data on youth perspectives and priorities around entrepreneurship, community involvement, and interest in staying/retuning to their hometown.  To follow up on the survey results, in March 2007 Lisa Heinert conducted four focus groups- two youth focus groups with high school students, a group of adult youth program leaders, and a group of McCook Community College students.  The purpose of these focus groups was to better clarifying the current reality of how McCook youth and young adults are engaged in the community and what opportunities there are to provide deeper engagement of and commitment to young people in the community. 

The following pages will highlight the main outcomes of the survey results and these focus groups and includes the following sections:

· Background 

· The Process

· The Findings

· Conclusions and Recommendations 

Background

The process outlined in the introduction to this report lays out the Phase 1 elements more thoroughly explained in the HTC Youth Engagement Toolkit.  The HTC Youth Toolkit identifies three primary activities for Phase 1 assessment- the Teen Survey, Focus Groups/Interviews, and the Youth Community Capacity Questionnaire (YCCQ).  Each of these tools was used in the Phase 1 assessment in McCook, and was used to build on the initial phone interviews that informed Craig’s Proposed Assessment Outcomes Report.  A review of this document will provide further background information on the proposed outcomes of McCook’s HTC Phase 1 engagement.  

The Process

To begin further Phase 1 assessment, the HTC Teen Survey was administered to students of McCook Junior and Senior High schools.  Students from these schools were asked to provide feedback on the survey questions prior to the administration of the survey.  With the youth feedback and input on the survey questions, the surveys (one for the Junior High and one for the High School) were made available online using Zoomerang.com.  Surveys were given to all junior and senior high students.  271 junior high surveys were completed and 349 high school surveys were completed.   The survey results were confidential and were analyzed using the tools available through Zoomerang.com.  These results are outlined later in this report. 

To follow up on the survey results and to gather additional information on the youth opportunities in McCook, four focus groups were organized.  Each focus group included a sample of individuals that were asked to participate in the focus group.  Each focus group interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and all were facilitated by Lisa.  The four focus groups were:

1. High school students (Student Council and Yearbook)

2. High school students (entrepreneurial youth)

3. Youth program leaders (adults)

4. McCook Community College (MCC) students

12 students participated in the first student focus group, and 6 in the second.  Six adults participated in the youth program leader focus group, and 7 students from MCC participated.  All participants voluntarily participated and could end their participation at any time.  

Overall the objectives of the focus groups were:

1. Determine youth perspectives on community opportunities for young people

2. Clarification of what youth want and opportunities for making the community a place of opportunity for them

3. Opportunities for strengthening youth/community and youth/adult partnerships 

4. List of community members, groups, etc. that could/should be involved as we move forward with the youth pillar of HTC in the community

Questions and engagement activities, including the YCCQ, were used to guide the focus group and to seek answers to the primary objectives.  The specific process used in the focus group is available if needed for additional details.

In order to capture the dialogue of the focus group, participant feedback and responses were captured on tear sheets, and participants captured their ideas on handouts, which were collected after the focus group meeting. 

Using the data from the HTC Teen Survey and dialogue from the interviews and focus groups, a master set of notes was created and reviewed to find emerging data and themes.  These data and themes are reported in the following sections.   

The Findings

Data and themes emerged from the survey and focus group interviews that offer insight into the perspectives and opportunities regarding youth and young adult engagement in the McCook community.  This information is presented in three primary sections: 1) Survey results, 2) YCCQ results, 3) focus group themes.  From these results, conclusions and recommendations are made later in this report.

HTC Teen Survey

The results of the HTC Teen Survey administered to McCook junior and senior high students provided valuable information on youth perspectives and interests in the community.  Detailed results are available for review.  This section will highlight some of the most interesting results.  

When asked to rank their community on a scale of 1-10, the high school students gave an average response of 5.3, with 67% ranking McCook average or above average.  The junior high students had an average response of 5.8, with 75% ranking their community average or above average.

Regarding returning to McCook and interest in entrepreneurship, the results were as follows (all percentages are JH and HS students respectfully):

· 21% and 25% prefer to stay in McCook

· 31% and 34% prefer to return to McCook after college and starting a career

· 56% and 48% picture themselves living in McCook in the future

· 38% and 41% are interested in owning their own business in the future

· 19% and 9% currently own a business

· 42% and 44% are interested in taking an entrepreneurship class

Top reasons the youth identified for wanting to stay in the area included:

· Good place to raise a family

· Family ties in the community 

· Cost of living is less

Top reasons youth identified as keeping them from moving back were:

· Career opportunities elsewhere

· Make more money elsewhere

· Lack of entertainment

These findings cover the highlights of the survey results.  Complete results are available if needed. 

Youth Community Capacity Questionnaire

During the focus groups (except with MCC students), participants were asked to complete the YCCQ, ranking each statement on a scale of 1-5; 1 = never, 5 = all of the time.  The average results for each focus group are below with outliers (above 4.0 or less than 2.5) bolded.   The final column shows the compiled results of all focus groups. 

	Community Capacity
	Average (1-5 Scale)

	
	Youth1
	Youth2
	Adults
	Overall

	1.  Adults in our community involve young people (under age 18) in decisions that impact the community’s future.
	2.25
	3.17
	2.00
	2.47

	2.  Our community welcomes young adults who move to town and encourages them to get involved in roles that interest them.
	3.25
	3.67
	3.00
	3.31

	3.  Our community supports youth entrepreneurship programs and events such as young entrepreneur fairs, apprenticeships, micro-business projects, etc.
	2.67
	2.83
	2.17
	2.56

	4.  Adults in our community serve as mentors to young people.
	3.75
	3.83
	2.83
	3.47

	5. Young entrepreneurs in our community participate in organizations or peer groups to pursue their creative talents and work with other young entrepreneurs.
	3.17
	2.67
	2.50
	2.78

	6.  We talk with our young people about opportunities for them to return to, or stay in the community after graduation.
	3.17
	3.67
	2.80
	3.21

	7.  Our community leaders and organizations encourage a deliberate transition of power to a younger generation.
	2.42
	3.50
	2.33
	2.75

	8. The community supports a leadership development training program and invites young people, including high school students and young adults to participate.
	2.83
	3.17
	2.33
	2.78

	9. The community provides leadership opportunities for youth to work as peers with adults.
	3.00
	3.17
	1.83
	2.67

	10. In our community, women and minorities are accepted in all types of leadership roles.
	4.33
	2.80
	3.67
	3.60

	11. Events and activities are held in our community that involves multi-generational family members.
	3.58
	4.00
	3.67
	3.75

	12. Our community offers positive things for young people to do beyond sports and school-sponsored events and activities.
	2.67
	3.00
	2.83
	2.83

	13. Young people are taught the heritage of their community through stories, interaction with senior citizens, cultural events, etc.
	3.08
	3.67
	3.80
	3.52

	14. Our community positively acknowledges young adults who move to the community.
	3.17
	3.33
	3.00
	3.17

	15. Our community projects show respect for the various cultures of community members.
	3.33
	3.67
	2.67
	3.22

	16. In our community, the school and community work together on shared objectives.
	3.08
	3.83
	3.50
	3.47

	17. Residents in our community tolerate others with different perspectives.
	3.33
	3.33
	2.60
	3.09

	18. As we work on community issues, we welcome questions, alternatives and make use of research-based evidence.
	3.42
	2.67
	3.40
	3.16

	19. Our community’s economic development plan includes youth entrepreneurship as a priority.
	2.58
	2.50
	3.00
	2.69

	20. The schools and youth groups provide opportunities for youth to learn about entrepreneurship.
	3.08
	3.17
	2.67
	2.97

	21. Our school offers educational alternatives for students who do not plan to attend a four-year college after high school, such as trade prep courses and apprenticeships.
	3.17
	3.00
	4.00
	3.39

	22. Our community is open to ideas from young people and helps them pursue those ideas through completing community betterment projects, etc.
	2.42
	3.17
	2.83
	2.81

	23. Our community invests money in youth-led programs and projects.
	2.92
	2.50
	2.83
	2.75

	24. Our community supports local businesses in transition planning to new owners when they retire.
	2.75
	4.00
	2.40
	3.05

	25. In our community, we see ourselves as part of a greater region and consider all the communities within that region in our planning.
	2.67
	3.00
	3.33
	3.00

	26. Our community invests in its future by passing school bonds, hospital bonds, and investing in infrastructure projects such as library expansions and housing projects.
	3.25
	2.17
	3.67
	3.03

	27. There’s evidence in our community that the arts, music and our library are important.
	3.33
	2.67
	4.17
	3.39


Focus Groups

Four focus groups were held to further explore youth perspectives and priorities.  Building off the survey results and using the YCCQ as a conversation starter, several themes emerged throughout the four focus groups.   The primary themes that emerged were: 

· Value community and heritage

· Intergenerational relationships

· Entrepreneurship interest

· Leadership, decision making, youth as peers

· Community college opportunity

Each of these data and themes will be explored in more detail in the following narrative.


Value community and heritage

It became quickly apparent that youth and adults in the community of McCook have a positive perspective of their community.  The youth appreciate the safety, opportunities, and family connections of the small town atmosphere.  The youth are interested in their hometown and appreciate what it offers.  They are interested in other experiences, and many will leave for those, but if presented the opportunity, several would also like to return and create a life for themselves in McCook. 

Intergenerational relationships

Several times it was brought up that McCook has an older population.  This provides a unique opportunity for youth to interact with and build relationships with older residents, whom they can learn from and that can serve as mentors to the youth.  Whether looking at entrepreneurship, community leadership, or just knowing more about the community, the intergenerational opportunities in McCook can be a strong foundation for youth engagement in the community.  Youth and adults alike in the focus groups sited this as a strong point for their community, including intergenerational events and mentoring.

Both youth and adults gave the school bond as an example of an intergenerational challenge.  The bond was passed, thus supporting the school, but it was with a lot of struggle and work.  Young people expressed that the older generation seems to not immediately see the value of supporting youth programming, since they no longer have their own children there.
Entrepreneurship interest

Entrepreneurship education, experience and opportunities emerged as an important theme in all four focus groups.  The youth expressed a desire to have more entrepreneurship opportunities, the adults felt this was a priority, and the college students saw this as a way to attract more young professionals to the area.  This interest in entrepreneurship could serve as an avenue to tap into the creative and innovative skills of the youth, and show them pathways to create futures in their hometown.

Leadership, decision-making, youth as peers

Opportunities to improve youth leadership in the community, their role in decision making, and developing strong youth/adults partnerships emerged as ways McCook could best tap into the skills and interests of community youth.  The youth expressed a desire to have more opportunities to be civically engaged.  Using this interest, the community could work with the youth on creating these opportunities that would allow the youth to work with adults on projects and in roles they can commit to.

Community college opportunity 

Having a community college in the community provides opportunities for alternative education, outreach, and a pool of young adults that will soon be making career and lifestyle choices.  However, MCC students in the focus group felt fairly strongly that the community needs to be more open and accepting of newcomers and “outsiders”.

Supporting the young people at McCook Community College and building strong relationships with them could allow the community to tap into the interests and motivations of this group; connecting them to the community and giving them a reason to take an interest in McCook as a place for them to build their future.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Based on the data and themes that emerged from the surveys, YCCQ and focus groups, some common conclusions can be made that lead to recommendations for McCook.   These conclusions are:

· Building on what you have – McCook can build on current youth/adult partnerships, intergenerational relationships, and existing youth-focused groups to work with youth on future engagement and involvement opportunities.  With willingness from both the youth and adults, McCook can enhance community involvement opportunities and build a strong foundation of youth engagement in the community.

· Youth leadership – McCook youth are interested and motivated to participate in leadership development and decision-making in the community.  By providing chances to work with adults as peers, the interest and motivations of these youth can be tapped into to help jump start a long-term vision of youth engagement activities and roles in the community.

· Career choices – A common theme in the surveys and all four focus groups was the perceived lack of career opportunities in the McCook area for current and new residents.  Awareness and strategy building consideration need to be given to this opportunity.  Also, the opportunity for entrepreneurship education and support could be a valuable asset in this area.  

These conclusions are intended to contribute to the Phase 1 work of McCook and serve as a starting point for the opportunities in McCook for youth and young adult engagement in the community.  With the hope of providing some initial insight into what Phase 2 could look like, the following recommendations are provided as concrete examples of what McCook could do to capitalize on the youth opportunity.

· Work with youth to establish priorities – Finding a core group of youth interested in creating leadership opportunities and enhancing decision making opportunities for youth in the community is the place to start in meeting this need.  By working with the youth from the beginning, valuable youth perspectives will be included in all parts of planning for these opportunities.  Starting with a core group of youth and a kick-off event will allow the group to expand to additional youth involvement, and serve as a launching pad for more long-term priorities.

· Entrepreneurship – With the desire to increase awareness of and create job opportunities in the area, entrepreneurship education could play a key role.  With 4-H presence in McCook, the community is identified as a pilot site for the new 4-H entrepreneurship curriculum.  Additionally, hearing from an experienced entrepreneurship teacher, such as Tony Smith from David City, could open new opportunities for entrepreneurship education within current school programs.  Engaging youth and adults in a Young Entrepreneurs and Inventors Club could provide an informal networking opportunity for youth interested in entrepreneurship.  

· McCook Community College – Many of the students at McCook community college have plans to continue their education after their two-year programs.  However, by engaging them in the community while they are here, and demonstrating community support of the college and its students will help foster relationships that may allow these students to see McCook as a place to consider in their future.  Learning more about the motivations of this group of young adults and creating opportunities, such as mentoring and internships programs with local businesses, would be a starting point for developing this opportunity. 

These examples give an idea of some possible outcomes from the Phase 1 assessment that can be further developed if chosen as a development priority.  If McCook chooses to engage in Phase 2 of HTC, the HTC team will work with the community to develop and implement a game plan for utilizing these recommended youth projects and programs, as well as other youth activities that can build towards McCook’s long-term youth engagement goals.

One specific recommendation of the McCook HTC Steering Committee was not to utilize the Teen Fun Night group to build a youth engagement game plan as proposed in the Observations and Proposed Assessment Outcomes report.  Therefore, when McCook moves to Phase 2 Implementation, it is strongly recommended that a youth champions group be identified and recruited before proceeding with the development of an action plan.

Kent Bean, Red Willow County Extension Educator has agreed to participate in the pilot phase of the 4-H Entrepreneurship Investigation (ESI) curriculum with HTC.  Patricia Fairchild, University of Nebraska Extension and Gregg Christensen, Nebraska Department of Education, met with Rex Nelson, Sue Shaner and Kent Bean early in 2007, and outlined the ESI curriculum.  An online training for HTC communities is scheduled for March 22nd, and University of Nebraska Extension will conduct Extension Educator training, on May 22nd.  Pilot phase implementation is scheduled for spring and summer, 2007 with 4-H club leaders in HTC communities including McCook. 

In Phase 2, it is recommended that McCook actively engage with 4-H club leaders and Extension as the ESI initiative moves forward given the strong interest indicated by young people in entrepreneurship as a career (38%-41%) and living in the McCook area in the future (48%-56%).

The Hormel Family Foundation is conducting a Business Plan Competition in partnership with the McCook Community Hospital and the Community Development Company, composed of AmFirst Bank, McCook National Bank and Wells Fargo Bank.  In addition to the impact this initiative can have on the entrepreneurship strategy in McCook, it is also a tool for engaging more young people in thinking about business ownership in McCook as a career option.  Therefore, it is recommended that McCook HTC work with this partnership effort, 4-H and the McCook schools to make students aware of this opportunity and long-term commitment to entrepreneurial development.

Further research following the initial report in Phase 1 determined that the Nelson Institute is not currently active as a program, but it does remain a potential resource for supporting youth engagement activities in the community of McCook and the region.  It is recommended that in Phase 2, McCook consider the Nelson Institute as a partner in moving the youth engagement game plan forward.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND THE FUTURE OF McCOOK– 

Team Leader: Don Macke, RUPRI Center for Rural Entrepreneurship

Background & Introduction

This portion of the HTC assessment provides considerations for future action by the community of McCook to generate a more robust economy capable of addressing the historic depopulation trends impacting this rural region.  These considerations for actions are based on Phase 1 HTC assessment work and our participation in the Keystone Business Incubator Feasibility Study.  Please refer to our January 23, 2007 Observations Report - Entrepreneurship and the Future of McCook, also attached as an addendum to this report.

Considerations for Future Action

The community of McCook faces a number of relatively clear choices that hold the promise of moving its development efforts to the next level of impact.  We believe that McCook and this entire region must actively explore significant investments in economic development if this community and region are to meet the challenge of heavy out-migration, population decline and economic stagnation.  Historic drought and intensifying competition for finite water resources only serves to increase the imperative for more aggressive action.  We have identified five strategic choices for McCook’s consideration.  Positive response to these choices would guide HTC’s engagement in a possible Phase 2 effort over the next 12 to 18 months.

Choice #1 - Moving to the Next Level

The future of a community does not rest with federal or state policies (although such policies can impact a community’s future).  The future of a community rests with its willingness to invest in its own future.  

Consider this analysis…

If Red Willow County were a corporation - its annual value would be in excess of one-half billion dollars ($650 million in 2006)!  Region wide, this value is over $1 billion annually!  For McCook to renew itself economically and enjoy modest prosperity, it must generate 10% new private and public investment annually or about $65 million each year.  Preliminary analysis concludes that the new investment rate is significantly lower than this level at this time.  To achieve a 10% re-investment level, McCook will likely need to invest $5 to $7 million in economic development annually.  This is large number significantly higher than current community economic development spending.  But, it is a critical goal if McCook is to realize fundamental change in its economic directions.  Note - Research clearly shows that a 10% re-investment rate is a desirable threshold for renewing companies, ventures and communities.  The $5-7 million in annual investment is also a desirable target and can include a wide range of public and private investments including education, critical infrastructure and more typical economic development programming.

In summary, the first choice McCook must make is whether it can commit to moving to a higher level of economic development investment and action.

Choice #2 - Entrepreneurship as a Priority

Additional investment alone (if incorrectly targeted) will not effectively address McCook’s future.  The focus of new economic development investment is essential.  Business attraction continues to be an important area of focus, but the opportunities and pathways to attraction are changing rapidly.  In today’s American economy, locally based entrepreneurs are driving economic growth and competitiveness.  McCook and its region have a history of entrepreneurship and the opportunity to build a stronger economy through entrepreneurship is present.  Additionally, emerging research strongly suggests that communities that support entrepreneurs are more competitive for the kinds of business attraction available to smaller communities today.

McCook has a choice to continue to diversify its economic development game plan placing much greater emphasis on entrepreneurs as a way to grow and diversify the economy.

Choice #3 - Increasing Effectiveness & Efficiency

More investment and the optimal game plan are keys to success in economic development.  Another ingredient is rooted in creating a more integrated, effective and efficient development organization.  Traditionally, most communities have separate organizations like chambers of commerce, development corporations, main street groups, housing corporations and tourism groups.  All of these organizations had their own missions, boards of directors, funding sources and staffs.  Most, even in larger communities, are understaffed and capitalized.  In Nebraska, the Interlocal Cooperation Act provides a flexible tool for evolving a more integrated and powerful development organization and infrastructure.  Communities across Nebraska are using the Act to build better organizational infrastructure essential to sound development.  Under this option, McCook could create an organizational structure that would enable its existing development organizations to retain their identities and engage in shared strategic planning, mission specialization, shared staffing and budget development.  

McCook has a choice to explore this option for creating a more effective and efficient development organization capable of delivering more economic development over time. 

Choice #4 - Capitalizing a More Robust Effort

Community leaders, funders/taxpayers and citizens are generally positive to the integrated approach associated with the Interlocal Cooperation Act.  The process necessary to take advantage of this Act also enables the community to build consensus on a more visionary development agenda, development priorities and the need for greater investment.  Active consideration should be given to linking the Interlocal Cooperation Act (joint development authority) with a renewed effort to pass LB 840 for expanded public funding of development efforts.  While McCook has come up short in the past with LB 840, the timing may be very ripe to pursue this funding avenue within the next year to two years.

LB 840 offers a sustainable source of increased capital for development efforts.  McCook has a choice to consider pursuing an LB 840 plan and vote as a way to fund a more robust agenda.

Choice #5 - Pursing a Regional Initiative

McCook cannot thrive as an island in a sea of regional depopulation and struggling communities.  The future of McCook is inherently tied to the success of its larger region.  In economic development today, regional initiatives are becoming standard.  McCook, as the largest community within its region, holds a unique position to lead a regional effort.  We do not recommend that McCook act on Choice #5 right away.  It should first address Choices #1 through #4, but consider laying the groundwork for a regional development initiative.

The final choice we offer for McCook is to consider providing leadership for a regional development initiative that would increase economic opportunity, diversity and depopulation outside of McCook.

NEXT STEPS – 

Based on our work to date within the community of McCook, we offer the following next step recommendations for consideration and action:

1. HTC Phase 2 Implementation

2. Evaluate and Act Upon Phase 1 Assessment Recommendations

3. Evaluate and Act Upon Phase 1 Considerations for Future Action

4. Mobilization of HTC Task Forces and Work Plans

5. HTC Academy

Let’s explore each of these five recommendations in further detail.

1. HTC Phase 2 Implementation

Our work in Phase 1 is complete with this Report.  A decision before McCook is whether to continue with HTC and pursue Phase 2 Implementation assistance.  Under Phase 2 up to $50,000 worth of technical assistance has been set-aside for McCook through a grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation (because of McCook’s Phase 1 engagement).  This is a “bank account” against which McCook can draw support.  To access this support McCook must match Kellogg dollars one for one (50% in cash & 50% from HTC focused in-kind commitments).  Momentum is important and we urge McCook to actively move to a decision point on Phase 2 HTC participation as quickly as is prudent.
2. Evaluate and Act Upon Phase 1 Assessment Recommendations
The HTC assessment identifies key opportunities for acting upon McCook’s potential in regard to charitable giving, leadership, youth and young adults, and entrepreneurship.  Several initiatives are in place to support portions of the HTC strategy and others need to be initiated.  We recommend, as soon as possible, that the HTC Steering Committee evaluate its priorities and develop a strategy to pursue action in calendar year 2007.

3. Evaluate and Act Upon Phase 1 Considerations for Future Action
The HTC Team has proposed five clear choices for McCook to consider in addressing historical population trends and creating a more robust future.  During the assessment phase, these options have been discussed among community leaders and the HTC team.  It is recommended that McCook leadership seriously consider these choices and decide where to act.  We view these choices as key engagement opportunities in Phase 2 Implementation to move McCook to the next level of economic development outcomes.

4. Mobilization of HTC Task Forces and Work Plans

We anticipate there is energy and leadership to mobilize task forces in the four HTC priority areas (charitable giving, leadership, youth and young adults, and entrepreneurship) and for a “McCook Choices” working group.  Existing groups that work in unison on behalf of McCook’s HTC agenda may constitute several of these task forces.  The task forces and working group would be charged with strategy development based the upon the Phase 1 work and development priorities among McCook development partners engaged in HTC.  By late spring of 2007, the task forces should have work plans in place and take action with Phase 2 Implementation over the remainder of 2007 and 2008.  The working group would need short-term and longer-range objectives to reach its goals.

5. HTC Academy

Our experience clearly shows that communities that send a team to an HTC Academy typically move more quickly to action and results than communities that do not. Two McCook leaders participated in the Chadron HTC Academy in 2006, but one of these participants is leaving the community.  Should McCook pursue a Phase 2 relationship with HTC, we strongly recommend sending a team of five to eight people to an HTC Academy when scheduling permits.

CONCLUSION – 

McCook is a vibrant community that has prospered and persevered throughout its history.  The community now stands at a crossroads between a rich past based upon production agriculture, retail trade, service and industrial development, and a future built upon entrepreneurial talent and innovation in these sectors and others such as information technology, bio-energy and value-added processing.  Of particular note is the opportunity for McCook to attract young people to stay or return to the community.

The future of McCook will be forged by many factors, but the most important of these is McCook itself.  The decisions you make, or don’t make, will shape your future.  The degree to which you work hard, invest and focus on strategically important priorities will profoundly impact that future.  It is our sincere hope that our HTC Development Framework TM and our HTC Team has contributed in a material way to McCook’s development efforts.  Should McCook decide to pursue Phase 2 HTC Implementation, it will be our sincere honor to continue our partnership into the future.  Questions about this report should be directed to Craig Schroeder at craigs@neb.rr.com or (402) 423-8788.
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