Talking Points for Wisconsin Rural Partners
Who We Are & What We Do:
 We are an independent, non-profit organization with a mission “to engage rural partners to identify issues, and through collaborative actions, enhance rural community life.”
 We are a volunteer network across the state.  Our partners include federal and state agency people, tribal and non-profit organizations, local government officials and civic organizations, and many professional and business people.  We have a base office in Lodi, Wisconsin, where an executive director is responsible for the administration of the organization; coordinating the work of our task groups; and developing the processes that our network uses to get our work done.

 We share a vision of a healthy and thriving rural Wisconsin - its human, natural and economic resources.  We find common interest in broad rural issues, and bring our resources together through networking, to create positive impacts on policies, programs and services affecting rural life.

 We work through processes that bring people together equally, to discuss and work together on important rural issues.  We create task groups around the top issues, and work together to address them.  From an educational standpoint, people who learn to work together in this way, create better relationships with people they wouldn’t normally know or have a way to work with (federal and state agency people, especially), and accomplish a lot together!

 We are a network which raises the visibility and importance of rural Wisconsin, and advocates for better stewardship of Wisconsin’s natural, human, and economic resources.

 We provide professional development opportunities to help people work together more effectively.

 As a participating organization in the National Rural Development Partnership, we provide a link to other states’ rural interests, and to federal agencies and national non-profit organizations in Washington, DC.  We work with more than 10,000 partners nationwide to make sure the rural interests of Wisconsin are part of an overall national rural perspective.

What We Don’t Do:
 We are not a lobbying organization (we have too many diverse partners to take positions on specific pieces of legislation or projects).

 We are not a granting organization. Our resources are used to provide educational forums on important rural issues, to bring people together to work on the issues, and to provide scholarships that enable people to participate in our functions.  We rely heavily on the in-kind contributions of our partners to accomplish our goals (in-kind contributions are expertise, administrative assistance, co-sponsorships, gifts, etc.)  We receive an annual contribution from the National Rural Development Partnership to act as Wisconsin’s rural development council; we raise funds for general and specific partnership work; and we accept financial contributions throughout the year.  Our total cash budget is $147,000 which pays our overhead expenses and staff, and supports our programs and task groups.  With in-kind contributions, we top $230,000 annually.

 We do not operate in a traditional, “top-down” organizational style.  We are a network of diverse people with common interests in rural issues, who come together equally to work on the issues.  Everyone participates in the “management” of the organization - providing their expertise and resources where they can help. 
What We Have Accomplished Together: 
 Since 1993, we have sponsored 45 educational and resource forums on important rural issues, ranging from “The Flood of 1993" in Black River Falls, to Distance Education and Telecommunications, Community Revitalization, The Future of Agriculture, Tourism Development, Welfare Reform, Land Use, Managing Growth, Rural Health Issues and Health Insurance Reform, Housing, Economic & Social Impacts of Gaming, and Challenges & Changes in Dairy Farming, to name a few.  These forums have included working sessions for people to learn how to address their challenges related to the issues; have provided information on resources available to assist them; and provided them with new information on what’s happening in that particular field.

 We have sponsored and assisted working groups who have identified problems and opportunities, and worked together to promote either changes in policies, programs, services, or behaviors.  

For instance, one working group worked together to convince the federal Health Care Financing Administration to change the formulas for medicare reimbursement to rural physicians and hospitals.  Urban and suburban health providers were getting reimbursed at a higher rate.  The HCFA agreed to change the formula in 1997, and now rural physicians and hospitals receive the same rates of reimbursement.  This would not have happened (and, in fact, did not happen) with traditional lobbying practices, because medical groups were working for their own individual goals, not together on common interests.  We helped these groups work through their issues and resolve that such a change would benefit the entire health care delivery system.
 We have hosted 4 Rural Summits, which bring together people from all over the state, and all walks of life, to help determine what are the most critical rural issues in the state. The results are used by Wisconsin Rural Partners in determining our work plan. 

 We have provided professional development training in areas such as consensus building, conflict resolution and collaborative learning, and using new technologies.

 We have provided “clearinghouse” and outreach services which have connected people and communities needing assistance, with those who provide assistance.

 We have engaged our partners to share their expertise with each other.  For instance, several partners worked together with a community to help them develop a land use plan.
 Each year, we co-sponsor events and activities of other organizations who are working to address issues that we think are important.  We do this to avoid duplicating efforts, and to be a partner with others who share our objectives.  For instance, this year we are partnering with the Wisconsin Rural Challenge, an effort to link rural schools with their communities, to increase the quality and impact of rural education, and to help rural communities produce better leaders.  Previous co-sponsorships include initiatives to develop more cooperatives in Wisconsin, educational seminars on the purchase and transfer of development rights in land use, and Wisconsin Downtown Week.

  Some questions to ask yourself:


Who have I met, learned from, or created a relationship with that I would not have had the opportunity to, before?


What new information have I gotten that helps me do my job better or easier?


How has Wisconsin Rural Partners expanded my understanding of rural Wisconsin, my community, or programs and services available?


What issues have I participated in that have created positive changes for rural Wisconsin?

What We Want to Accomplish in the Future:
 We want to improve the health insurance system in Wisconsin, so farmers and small business people have access to good health insurance at reasonable costs.

 We want to identify good, innovative projects that communities are doing in rural Wisconsin, so we can share these successes with other communities.

 We want to increase the number of leaders in rural communities, and provide them with a network that will help them learn to do their jobs better.

 We want to make sure that rural areas receive their fare share of resources that help their communities thrive.

 We want to keep rural Wisconsin on the radar screen of all those who make decisions affecting our livelihoods.

 We want more people like you to become involved and have your voices heard!

Additional information to assist in responding to questions:
Our History
 Outgrowth from a Presidential Advisory Council on Rural America (1988) - their goal was to engage the states in helping determine more effective use of federal resources.

 Eight pilot states were chosen in 1989 and given seed funding to create partnerships between state and federal agencies for coordinating resource delivery (at a state level, rather than expecting communities to figure out how to coordinate state and federal programs at the local level in order to get a project done).

 The pilot project identified that the partnership-building process would work better if they had everyone involved in community development at the table (local governments and organizations, tribal entities, private sector - non-profit and for-profit).

 Between 1990 and 1992, twenty more states joined the initiative, which became known as the National Rural Development Partnership.  Wisconsin joined in December, 1992, and held our first meeting in May, 1993.

 We were originally created as a state/federal partnership between USDA and UW-Extension, and were called the Wisconsin Rural Development Council.  We adopted an educational mission focused on bringing public and private sector people together around rural issues.

 In 1996, we decided that if we were totally independent of government (administratively), we could diversify our membership and resource base, and evolve as a neutral network.  We incorporated as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization, and now have a Board of Directors and membership which creates and implements an annual workplan.



Items to distribute with presentation:

 General WRP brochure

 Membership application

 WRP Strategic Plan

 Current WRP Work plan

 National Partnership brochure

Overhead transparencies of any or all of this information can be made for presenters.  Contact the WRP Office for those or any other supplies:


Wisconsin Rural Partners, Inc.


P.O. Box 257


Lodi, WI 53555-0257


(608)592-2550


(608)592-2551 FAX


E-mail:  GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ wirural@tds.net
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