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The Alabama Rural Roundtable was sponsored by the Southern Rural Development Center, the Kellogg Foundation, and the Economic and Community Development Institute (a partnership of Auburn University and the Alabama Cooperative Extension System).  The Roundtable was conducted on Friday, June 16, 2006, in Auburn, Alabama.  Fifty-five state and local rural stakeholders participated.  Dr. Joe A. Sumners, Director of the Economic and Community Development Institute, facilitated the meeting.

Session 1: What We Value About Rural Areas

Participants were asked to list and share the most important and positive features associated with rural areas in Alabama.  The following (in rank order) were identified as the top assets for rural Alabama:

1. Quality of Rural Lifestyle 

· Slower pace

· Friendliness of people

· Low crime rate

· No traffic congestion

· Sense of history and tradition

· Sense of community (connections)

2. Natural Resources and Beauty 

· Beautiful scenery and open space

· Environmental quality 

· Rivers, lakes & other natural resources

3. Strong Work Ethic of the People

4. Low Cost of Living and Conducting Business

Session 2:  Priorities for Strengthening the Future of Rural Areas

In Session 2, participants were asked to identify topics that were of the highest priority to promoting the long-term survival and strength of rural areas in Alabama.  The group identified three consensus priority areas for Alabama rural development.
Priority Topic 1: 
Leadership & Citizen Participation

Priority Topic 2: 
Infrastructure & Communications Technology

Priority Topic 3: 
Workforce Development & Education

Session 3: Digging Deeper into the 3 Priority Areas
The goal of Session 3 was to more closely examine each of these 3 rural development priority areas.  Roundtable participants were asked the following two questions for each priority area: 1) What specific challenges are rural areas in Alabama facing right now with regard to the topic? and 2) What strategies or initiatives should be launched in Alabama to help rural communities/counties as it relates to this issue?  

Priority Topic 1: LEADERSHIP & CITIZEN PARTICIPATION

Challenges

1. Limited leadership pool 

· Lack of “critical mass” 

2. “Brain drain” of young people

3. Inadequate training / grooming for new leaders

4. Lack of empowerment 

· Problem of current leaders “allowing” others to lead 

· Need for diverse citizen engagement / participation

5. Apathy / resistance to change

6. Territorialism

7. Lack of shared vision

8. Lack of capital for investment

Strategies / Initiatives 

1. Create a New Leadership Development Model 

· Emphasize leadership skill training

· Promote diversity, including minorities and non-traditional leaders

· Promote a community improvement / project orientation

· Provide youth leadership programs for high school students and/or solicit youth participation in adult program

2. Provide Public Space for Citizen Engagement

· Create  Community Prosperity Alliances 

· Hold regular community meetings, creating networks to foster understanding & to get people working together 

· Encourage diverse citizen participation

· Hold deliberative forums, roundtables, and town meetings

3. Train Elected Leaders

· Mandate municipal participation in leadership development programs

Priority Topic 2: INFRASTRUCTURE & COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY

Challenges

1. How do you pay for it?

· Declining federal dollars for infrastructure

· Managing (accounting for) financial resources

2. Inadequate communication infrastructure in rural areas

3. Problem of economies of scale in rural areas 

· Expense per unit versus return on investment

4. Inadequate infrastructure planning

· Defining priorities; there are many needs (sewer, highway, communication, health)

· Lack of a long-term transportation plan

5. Sewer

· Capacity, financing, environmental concerns

6. Willingness of leadership to act on needs

Strategies / Initiatives 

1. Develop State and Regional Plans for Infrastructure and Technology

2. Provide Incentives to Encourage Regional Partnerships 

3. Set up a Rural Telecommunication Authority Similar to the Alabama Rural Water Association

4. Train Municipal Leaders to Obtain Grants; Manage and Prioritize Grant Money

Priority Topic 3: WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT & EDUCATION

Challenges

1. Inadequate education – business community communications and partnerships

· Too few coordinated efforts among economic development, business, and education (K-12, community colleges, and universities) 

2. Retaining educated young people in the community

3. Inadequate high school career counseling 

· Need to match students’ aptitudes with job opportunities

· Too much emphasis on college preparation; not enough on technical skills and careers

4. Challenge of re-education (i.e., training workers as they change careers / jobs)

5. Traditional vs. non-traditional education (home school, distance education, Internet)

6. Inadequate physical facilities (funding, maintenance)

7. Lack of emphasis / funding  for trades and technical education

8. Lack of citizen support for tax increases to fund education

Strategies / Initiatives 

1. Improve High School Career Counseling 

· Test 11 – 12th grade high school students for individual skill sets

· Improve image of technical training; educate about marketability of technical careers

2. Strengthen School – Business Partnerships

· Hold forums that bring together educators and business leaders 

· Set up local trustee boards

· Revise school curriculums to match local employer needs

· Create job shadowing program for jobs that have current needs or anticipated future voids 

3. Use Technology (Distance Education) for Rural Schools 

4. Develop Comprehensive Program for Technical or Vocational Training (beginning in high school thru 2-year system)

Session 4: What our State’s Land Grant Universities Should Do in the Rural Development Arena

Roundtable participants were asked to identify what they feel are the most critical roles the state land-grant universities should be playing to address the challenges and advance the strategies/initiatives identified in Session 3.  The following summarizes responses about how land grant universities can assist in state rural development efforts.

1. Serve as a Clearinghouse for Information about Rural Alabama 

· Publicize all available rural resources (including Auburn University resources) 

· Create and maintain a Rural Alabama website that provides information, resources, and facilitates searches  

2. Conduct Research and Communicate Results 

· Identify coming trends and what should be done to prepare for them

· Publish a report that acts as a “rural report card”

· Provide objective public policy education for state and local citizens, elected leaders, and appointed officials

· Identify the future jobs / occupations appropriate for rural Alabama

3. Provide Opportunities for Rural Connections

· Hold an annual Rural Communities Conference

· Hold statewide/regional/local rural roundtables and forums

· Advocate for an Alabama Rural Development Center; maybe the same function could be accomplished through ECDI without a Rural Development Center

4. Conduct Education and Training Programs

· Local workshops, short courses and conferences

· Leadership development training

· 2-day course in economic development; regional versions of the Alabama Intensive Economic Development Training Course

· Strategic planning

· Local economic and community development project implementation

· Land use and growth management 

· Public policy education

· Conduct training at annual meetings of Association of County Commissions of Alabama and Alabama League of Municipalities

· Conduct economic development training program for elected officials

5. Provide Technical Assistance to Rural Communities

· Develop a new leadership model for rural communities

· Modify to match community needs & circumstances 

· Prepare a guidebook with leadership development ideas and approaches

· Support adult and youth programs

· Assist communities with strategic planning

· Assist communities with comprehensive planning
















