Panel: Defining and Establishing Strategic Council Roles within Your States 

Moderator: Dick Rubin
Panel: Paul Costello (VT), Mary Randolph (WY), Marcie McLaughlin (MN), Joe Whorton (GA)
Dick Rubin introduced the subject of strategic planning and discussed the evolution of strategic planning from being a military exercise to being a general private and public sector exercise. Each panelist introduced him/herself and then responded to a series of questions:
How were strategic roles identified for the Council?
VT:
The Council was originally housed in the Governor’s office. After political conflicts, the Council re-organized, looking at its five areas of emphasis. The Council decided to create a rural policy team and has since built credibility through its work as a non-partisan policy forum.

WY:  
When a new Executive Director was hired, Board members were asked to define the Council’s role and mission. No clear mission was identified, so the Council made a plan to define its role: hold a series of community listening sessions, work with other organizations to prevent duplication of roles, and seek funding that would not require competition with partners.
MN:
Council Board members wanted to engage in policy work but needed to “prove” the Council could assume this role. So, the Council worked on a series of projects that raised policy questions, through which the Council gained a “seat at the table.” 
GA: 
For a year, the Council held listening sessions and interviews in an effort to define its role. Special attention was given to how the Council would interact with state agencies and the state legislature. 
What goals did the Council set? What strategies help the Council work toward those goals?
VT:
Goals developed through attention to state policy needs or through community visits and a rural “round-table” meeting. Current goals include initiatives around sustainable economic development and environmental quality, focused on forestry, water & wastewater, and telecom. In each area, the Council works or projects and influences state policy.
WY:
Four goals:

1. Assist rural communities in visioning and strategic planning

2. Assist rural communities in finding grants, in part by offering grant-writing training

3. Serve as a neutral forum for multi-jurisdictional (federal/state/tribal) issues

4. Promote awareness of the needs, values, and contributions of rural communities

MN:
Strategic goals surface during the Minnesota Rural Summit. Currently, the Council’s main goal is improving entrepreneurial training for rural Minnesotans. 
GA:
An over-arching goal of detailing a rural development strategy for Georgia. Strategies:

1. Leadership development

2. Economic vitality of rural Georgia – focusing on “human (individual) vitality” and “community vitality”

3. Rural summit, with an emphasis on attracting new attendees (through scholarship funds that allow them to attend the summit)
4. Partnership with Univ. of Georgia to research/address issues of persistent poverty
To what extent were the logistics that  support your goals developed before/during/after goal definition?

VT:
Before and during: The Council’s rules and committee structure help to arrange logistics before work begins. But for individual issues, the Council often decides what should be done before securing resources. 
WY:
During: While working, with reference to goals in the strategic plan.

MN:
During: “We’re building this plane as we’re flying.”

GA:
Before and during projects: The Council has particular structures for technical support through partners, but it also seeks per-project funding and expertise.

Tactics (procedures for accomplishing goals): To what extent are they developed before beginning a project?

VT:
The Council operates through 7 working committees. The Council always has a hand in managing projects, even when partners are heavily involved.
WY:
Strategic and annual planning reaches the level of tactics. At Board meetings, decisions are made about “Who is doing what, when?”

MN:
No operating procedures apply to all projects, but before beginning a new project, responsibilities are assigned.

GA: 
No formal tactical planning.
