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A Rural Development Roundtable Listening Session was held in Oxford, Mississippi as a part of the annual USDA Rural Development Conference.  Roundtable participants included representatives from the Appalachian Regional Commission, the Mississippi Development Authority, the Mississippi Entrepreneurial Alliance, the Montgomery Institute, the Community Development Foundation of Tupelo, and the University of Southern Mississippi’s Business Assistance Center, as well as non-profit entities from across the state.  Dr. Alan Barefield of the Southern Rural Development Center facilitated the session.

What We Value About Rural Areas
Participants of the listening session were asked to list and share the most important and positive features associated with rural areas in Mississippi.  The following features were shared:

· Strong sense of community

· Low crime rate

· Stability

· Emphasis on the quality of life

· Living away from city life

· Slower pace of life

· Cheap land

· Sense of place

Of the listed features, the ones mentioned most often were:

· Emphasis on the quality of life

· Sense of community

· Relative absence of crime

Top Rural Development Priorities In Mississippi

In this session, participants were asked to identify the top rural development priorities in Mississippi.  Responses included:

· Lack of state legislative focus and commitment to rural areas and issues

· Education

· Leadership development

· Morale for rural citizens

· Physical resources

· Access to capital

· City/county elected official leadership development

· Business development

· Infrastructure funding

· Population health

Of these issues, the most important ones identified by the group included:

· Leadership development

· Education

· Access to capital for business and infrastructure funding

Rural Development Topics To Be Addressed By The State’s Land-Grant Universities

The next topics dealt with the research issues and outreach/Extension programs that the participants felt should be addressed by the state’s land-grant university system.

Regarding research projects or issues that the land-grant university system should address included the following:

· A State of Rural Entrepreneurship in Mississippi report should be developed much like the one developed by the North Carolina Rural Center.  Key elements of this report should outline new entrepreneurship strategies and governance issues.

· Individual community assessments that examine how individual communities are doing.  These reports need to include both qualitative and quantitative data.

· Economic Gardening – This includes market research data that is made available to the public for their use.

· Development of a needs assessment for other rural development research issues for the state.

· Assessment of the various needs assessments conducted across the state regarding rural community and economic development issues.  This study could include a category of these studies complete with findings.

Regarding rural development outreach/Extension programs that should be developed and offered to the state’s residents include:

· Life skills education – In today’s society, young people lack basic interaction skills such as introducing themselves or shaking hands.  However, it was pointed out that this type of program would need to be initiated by someone with substantial political clout.

· Personal financial literacy educational programs to help residents learn to manage credit and debt.

· Programs to develop workforce skills including, but not limited to, workplace ethics.

· Population health programs to address issues such as teenage pregnancy, methamphetamine addiction, etc.

Land-Grant University Partners

The final session included a discussion about the types of partners that Mississippi’s land-grant universities should strive to engage in its programs.  These partners include:

· Faith based groups

· Mississippi Development Authority

· Small Business Development Centers

· Planning and Development Districts

· Other public universities such as the University of Southern Mississippi, Delta State University, and the University of Mississippi

· Main Street

· Chambers of Commerce

· Mississippi Education Association

· Statewide Junior Achievement Program

· Appalachian Regional Commission

· USDA Rural Development

· ROTC Advisers

· Partnership for a Healthy Mississippi

· Non-profit organizations

· Community colleges

· Mississippi Entrepreneurial Alliance

· Montgomery Institute

· Mississippi Technology Alliance

· Stennis Institutes of Government and Public Service

· Industry outreach organizations

· Civic groups

