Developing SRDC Work Plans: Where we are and where we need to be
Presenter:  Sean Zielenbach

How do you impress other potential funders that what you do is valuable and meaningful?  What is the ideal work plan?  Then the reality check of where we are now?  How do we fix it?

Functions of the SRDCs

· Help ensure that existing programs and policies are working smoothly and efficiently

· Monitor and assess effectiveness of strategies to address rural needs (i.e. program and policy evaluation

· Help design and implement new programs and policies to meet those needs

To do this, it assumes that you 

· Understand specific rural needs:  what is the problem, why is it a problem, what is being done about it by whom?

· What are the key issues?, Why are they important?, What caused them?, What’s being done to try to address them?, Who’s involved in those efforts?, How effective have they been?, Are conditions better, worse, or the same?

(Need to understand that the lack of something does not necessarily mean that there is a problem – separate the problem from the solution)

Define desired impacts

· What are you trying to accomplish/what would more vibrant rural communities look like>

· Specific result/improvements

· Increased home ownership

· More small business development

Goal: Increase entrepreneurial opportunities in rural Arizona

· Outcome: specific recommendations to address existing impediments

· Outcome: establishment of state tribal enterprise commission

· Outcome; 100 more small business loans than last year

Strategic plan

· What needs to be done to achieve the goals and particular outcomes you identified?

· How do your activities further those objectives?

· Greater outreach on the part of lenders

· Technical assistance of businesses

· Market/business feasibility analysis

· Transportation/communication infrastructure

· What will SRDC specifically do to enable this to happen?

· Hold focus groups with different parties

Strategic (Work) Plan

· Current conditions/needs

· Goals/desired outcomes by a specific date

· Specific strategies for achieving those outcomes

· Justification for strategies

· Revisions of strategies (if necessary)

Annual report: Did you achieve the outcomes?

· Why didn’t you meet them

· Organizational problems

· Economic issues

· Political issues

What needs to be done to move forward?

· Who isn’t talking to whom?

· Who has withdrawn from the partnership?

· What physical event intervened.

So where are we now?

· Based on their workplans, most SRDCs are not meeting the requirement of the Rural Reinvestment Act.

· The work plans do not show the important role that SRDCs can play in changing and improving programs and policies.

· Based on their workplans, SRDCs do not appear very effective.

Current workplans are lousy because

· Little discussion of the nature of the problem, its causes, and/or efforts to address it

Purpose/rationale of the SRDC activities  

· Activities seen as ends in themselves, not as means to an end

· Facilitation of meetings/collaboration

· Information dissemination

· Rural summits

Currently, a Needs Assessment is seen as an outcome, not as a starting point. There is no real sense of how this fits into broader context, what else is being done?  What gaps are being filled?  What does this activity lead to next?

Potential solutions

· Pick your issues – you don’t have to do everything now.  Think strategically.

· Collaborate/partner; work with others to obtain information, conduct analyses, etc.

· Work from strength

There are many issues and needs in rural America, just as in inner cities.  Don’t target the most needy areas, but start with where you will achieve better, quicker, easier results.  Let areas of strength gradually expand and whittle away at the areas of weakness.

Reactions

A. Why doesn’t the partnership encourage mentoring? Pair the senior successful councils with the new people and walk them through the process.  

B. There are a number of new entities here, but mentoring had gone on.  Illinois had sent its director to a number of different entities.  But, due to lack of resources, it has declined.  Do it electronically, rather than face to face.

C. Does the $10 million have within it funds for that type of cross-fertilization?
D. The accountability system has circumvented strategic planning.  He would prefer a certified structure, a strategic plan with performance measures that are negotiated council by council.  It would be better to throw out the lower half of the accountability stuff.  Negotiate accountability measures annually.

E. If they don’t get feed back on their workplans, don’t know if they are flawed.  Why haven’t they been told they are sick?

F. Confusion between a strategic plan and a work plan that has the eventual outcome – what will you do with that a lot of money.

G. What is the cause of the discontent between strategic plan and the work plan?  Why move to this approach rather than a strategic planning approach?  What has driven it?

H. Did you take into consideration the unique conditions of each state?

I. How does the work plan relate to the strategic plan?  What the organization is doing, why it is doing it, and why it is important?
J. Did not see good justification for the money – what will the activities get you to?

K. When they received comment back that it was fine, they figured out it was a compliance document that satisfied USDA needs for reporting.

L. Why varied in the work plan from the strategic plan?  Focus on long-term goals, commit resources to achieving those goals.  Long term goals, changing funding on a short-term basis.  Hard to tie together.  The short contracting period made the workplan make sense in terms of the current resources and whims of those requesting them.

M. We need to take a minute to not shoot the messenger.  If those from the outside see us as disconnected with no strategy and no intended purpose.  We then need to decide how we move forward.

N. The outsiders are looking at our other materials.  Are others looking at our workplans?  The workplan is for accountability. 

O. Strategic plan and workplan need to fit together – what do you expect long term and incrementally, how far did you get? The SRDCs are supposed to show how good government works.  In the needs assessment, you need to point out what the flaws are now.  I am shy at the needs assessment level to criticize the entities we want as partners.
P. What are your suggestions?  We are not promoting simple solutions.  It is not our business to tell rural communities their goals.  End of meeting, community prioritizes goals and begins to work toward them.  We build human capacity and social capital, with long-term outcomes.  With policies, there is also a long term goals.
1. This is an administrative problem: not clear communication of the relation between the strategic plan and the work plan.
i. David Sears.  Sean showed something that the National Office did not see.  Let’s look forward.  How can we make this work?  

To move forward, 

· Identify pressing need in your state

· Why is it a pressing need?

· Who is addressing that need?

· What specific activities and strategies will make progress in helping you meet those needs as a Council?
· Trace benchmarks.

The strategic plan says we need to do all these different things to move policy forward.  There will be something tangible that will come from your work (e.g.  bill introduced).  You all have taken the systemic and structural steps to make that happen.  If it is in the context of a strategic plan, addressing programmatic, policy, and structural issues simultaneously.  Remember we are working for system change.  Make the case why preliminary work is important. We have done a poor job of documenting our impact.

