Texas: Rural Development Issues Summary
To validate, extend and enrich existing research on critical issues for rural development in Texas, key informant interviews were conducted during August and September 2006 using standard methodology (e.g. http://ppa.aces.uiuc.edu/KeyInform.htm, University of Illinois Extension). 

Twenty-one key informants provided complete information in response to questions. In terms of demographics there were 11 male (52%) and 10 female (48%) participants; racial/ethnic categories represented were 13 white (62%), 5 hispanic (24%) and 3 black (14%). Geographic diversity insured all major regions of the state were represented. Occupational/role categories included:

· local (city and county) elected officials

· local (economic development corporations), regional  (council of governments) and state (legislative and agency) government staff

· K-12, community college and regional university educators/administrators

· Nonprofit community and economic development organization staff/board members, local and state level.
· Consultants/business and volunteer leaders

As can be seen from the detailed summary below results did indeed validate any number of previous more comprehensive efforts identifying issues associated with rural development in Texas. Examples are Texas Cooperative Extension (futuresforum.tamu.edu); Texas Office of Rural Community Affairs Rural Summit process supporting the annual Status of Rural Texas report (e.g. www.orca.state.tx.us/pdfs/Small_town_Texas.pdf ; and the Texas Center for Rural Entrepreneurship (http://agsummit.tamu.edu/eship_summit/eship_main_post.htm).   

Section 1:

Respondents were asked to address positive aspects of life and living in rural Texas and its communities. Numerous specific and individualized responses were received. However, with further refinement and prioritization these can be reduced to a limited number of categories reflective of input provided. These are

· The People – quality of labor force, commitment of leaders, volunteer base

· The Place – natural resources, environment, recreational opportunities 

· Education –  local schools, higher/continuing education availability

· Quality of Life – low cost of living/business, no traffic/pollution, opportunities for community-related interaction



Section 2:

This section covers specific issue areas seen as necessary for strengthening the future of rural areas. While numerous, an emphasis on prioritization generally reduced these to a manageable set of categories. These are:

· Economic Development – jobs, income, new business

· Leadership Development – new, younger leaders and more volunteers

· Infrastructure – roads, health, water, housing and especially broadband

· Workforce Development – strong k-12, technical/vocational education

It should be noted the prevailing sense was these categories are not of equal priority. Rather, economic development was typically seen as far and away the most fundamental priority with other areas while representing issues in their own right are critical insofar as they support and relate to economic development.
Section 3:  
This section allowed further expansion and specification of broad areas addressed previously particularly with respect to potential solutions of strategies or initiatives for each. 

· Economic Development

· Challenges: lack of energetic, knowledgeable leaders; inadequate infrastructure of types specified above; insufficient workers with needed technical skills; overseas migration of traditional existing jobs and businesses; consolidation of agricultural operations; land fragmentation for residence as opposed to economic production; lack of succession in business ownership/operation; megastore competition.
· Strategies/Initiatives:
· Leadership training specifically for economic development

· Train the workforce for 21st century jobs

· Develop home-grown business

· Develop alternative products (e.g. biofuels, nature tourism)

· Business management training for competition
· Leadership Development

· Challenges: diminishing pool of volunteers, failure to involve new residents; new/old values conflict; inadequacy of local leadership development programs to deal with present-day critical issues of development; lack of engagement/identification with community; outmigration of youth.
· Strategies/Initiatives (Leadership Development):

· Targeted, purposeful, local leadership development programs

· Youth/community focused leadership development programs

· Create avenues for involvement of new residents/youth in community leadership development efforts

· Infrastructure

· Challenges: broadband infrastructure is essential for development; deteriorating transportation network; new businesses need housing for labor force; water quantity and quality places limitations on development; infrastructure investment is bypassing rural communities figuratively and literally; exurban residential growth has massive impacts on basic infrastructure both physical and human (e.g. sheriffs dept) disproportionate to tax base ability to support.

· Strategies/Initiatives:

· Impacted rural communities need to be able to assess causes/consequences/solutions to rapid growth

· Centralized and simplified information provision regarding infrastructure (water, health, transportation, housing) funding

· Increased efficiencies in residential and commercial water use

· Address economic impacts of new transportation systems

· Better understanding/utilization of Emerging Technology Fund
· Assess consolidation efficiencies – city/county/region

· Identify/Increase funding support for rural health care

· Identify and implement innovative health care solutions

· Workforce:

· Challenges: degradation/irrelevance of vocational education system; availability of technical training at reasonable cost (including commute): outmigration of skilled workforce; youth leaving for college not returning; aging of workforce; failure to identify local business opportunities for workers;
· Strategies/Initiatives:
· Reinforce vocational/technical education K-12 and after

· More dispersed (rural) technical educational classes

· Promote acceptance of informal skills training

· Promote acceptance of nontraditional skill/education providers

· Involve affected businesses with skill/education providers

Section 4: 
This section allowed participants to reflect on roles the land grant university system can play in addressing rural development, associated issues and actualizing strategies/initiatives as well as partnerships that could be developed in doing so. Again, while a sizeable number of  specific suggestions where made these can be summarized under two basic headings research and education (or teaching or outreach) along with the partnerships identified. 
· Research

· Data and analyses: locality specific characteristics for attracting business; local, regional, state national and global trends affecting rural communities; target industry analysis; economic impact analysis; local economic sector/business role and relationships; health care conditions, needs; map high speed internet networks; housing stocks.
· Surveys and analyses: consumer/shopper opinions; community needs assessments; specific industry perspectives; recreation and tourism related market surveys; potential entrepreneurial business ideas; infrastructure/broadband needs and offerings.
· Extension/Outreach

· Leadership Development programs targeted to economic development

· Grant information and application assistance

· Single local contact for all the different rural development resources

· Coordinate follow-up on rural development planning efforts

· Identify/obtain/support/coordinate technical skills training

· Help local government management with training and information

· Value-added agriculture economic possibilities

· Nature tourism development

· Facilitate/guide community support for alternative enterprises

· Work with schools on leadership and workforce training
· Community pride and appearance

· Youth job and self-employment (entrepreneurship) awareness training 

· Business Management, Marketing and Finance

· Health care and systems

· Partnerships: 

· Local: city/county government, economic development corporations, chambers of commerce, retail merchants associations, civic and leadership organizations, churches, major employers, hospitals, school districts, banks.
· Regional: councils of government, regional development organizations, community colleges, 4 year colleges/universities, water region boards, workforce boards, River Authorities, utility companies, small business development centers.
· State: Office of Rural Community Affairs, Department of Agriculture, Gov’s Economic Development and Tourism Office, Farm Organizations, Texas Rural Communities, USDA-RD and NRCS/RCD, Department of Health, Department of Housing, Texas Economic Development Council.
