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Villisca Economic Development Initiative
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Villisca Economic Development Initiative – Creating an environment where businesses and individuals can grow and thrive

Each year I comment that it is difficult to quantify the outcome of an economic development program for a “bedroom community”. As we have stated in the past, we do know that there is a connection between economic development and community development and that the economic viability of a bedroom community is dependent on the community development and involvement and with interaction with regional groups and groups in Montgomery County.


There are many areas of community life where things are happening. Villisca is dependent on volunteers and fortunately, residents are generous with their time and money. As the Economic Development Director I am to provide continuity to the things going on, to be a bridge, to be a resource person and to fill in when life happens to volunteers.  For the last several months and in the months ahead as a community we are facing the prospects of whole grade sharing with another school district.  It will change life in Villisca, no doubt about it. How we interact with the school district and how we use those changes in a positive manner will directly impact Villisca’s vitality in the years ahead.  It is essential that as we work through these issues, that we promote a positive environment in Villisca. These can be exciting times for Villisca. It is essential that we keep the positive measures moving along and keep them in front of people so that community morale does not deteriorate.

In the Works as of October 2011:
Regional support for entrepreneurs and marketing efforts – A group of economic development leaders in SW Iowa have been working on a revised and updated program of providing assistance to entrepreneurs and would-be entrepreneurs and on marketing our area. This is an outgrowth of the loss of funding for the Regional Marketing Group and the Rural Development Center. The needs remain but the funding does not so the group is working to see what can still be done. The group is being assisted in this process with Don Macke of RUPRI       who is well know for his work in these areas.  There is a Retreat being held on October 17.  It is important for Villisca to continue to be represented in these groups.  More and more the State looks at regional groups for serving Iowans. Our active participation is valuable in working with our adjoining counties and to have our voice heard in Des Moines.
Tourism – The Iowa Dept. of Tourism and the Red Oak Chamber and Industry Association are setting out to find ways to positively impact tourism in southwest Iowa. Their first meeting is October 7 which is suppose to be a brainstorming session. I expect to be at this meeting as does Pat Means, President of the Villisca Chamber of Commerce. We are primed to benefit from such a regional program with the soon rollout of our self-guided History Tour and the Front Door Project. It will enhance our chance to benefit from tourists being brought into our area. The 1912 Unsolved Axe Murders are something we are known for, we can’t run away from that and they will bring people to town. The History Tour will show a greater depth to our history. The prospects of what it can mean to Villisca’s economy are very hopeful. By working with a regional group with the sole purpose of bringing tourists to the area, the opportunity is greatly expanded.
In the October ED Report, I spoke about an idea I passed along to the Theater Board regarding expanding what they do. It was reinforced with a request for information from Sawyer Johannes. This is something that we will put on the table during the brainstorming session on October 7. It is a way for communities to work together to support our young people, the cultural arts and to expand tourism and keeping southwest Iowans in our area for their entertainment.

In several of my reports in the last few months, I have continued to talk about encouraging groups to hold their meetings, workshops, seminars in Villisca. When people travel to such, they like to have something to be entertained with beyond that particular meeting. I expect the History Tour to provide some of that. If we can be a part of tourism promotion so that we do not have to do all the advertising and promotion on our own, we will have greater opportunity to grow this part of our economy.
Food Clusters – For a couple years I have been working on a way to take advantage of the local foods movement.  It has become apparent to me that for any business to succeed in the movement, it needs to be a part of a food cluster.  It doesn’t need to be big necessarily and it doesn’t need to solve all the problems.  I do believe a number of different businesses, all in the food industry, are necessary to start up at one time to make it work because few could be profitable standing alone. It will take time and a selling process and I just have not had time to put it all together.  I have worked on a lot of the pieces.  It is a matter of putting them all in one document and then taking it to the many potential stakeholders.
Supplementing Our Children’s Education – One of the outcomes of a Core Curriculum Workshops I attended with some of our Villisca educators, was the call to provide some experiences during the summer months to help students from losing some of their learning during the summer vacation.  Studies have shown that in the fall, many children have to relearn skills they had learned in the spring. The Summer Reading Program provides some help.  This pass summer this was a very effective program under the leadership of Janet Scholey and very well attended.  Working toward finding ways to implement similar programs – particularly in the areas of science and math – programs where children will pursue learning in a fun, non-school environment.  One of the areas parents look at in where to live is the education system. It is important that we work with diligence to see that children in Villisca receive the highest quality education in and out of our schools. 
Ongoing aspects of the Economic Development Initiative
Villisca.com – With some new tools available, we have continued to add new features to www.villisca.com, all in the expectation of providing an effective tool to keep locals informed, to promote Villisca to those beyond our county and to keep VHS alumni and former residents engaged with our growth and vitality. For instance, for several years I have had information on the Sunday Dinner Fundraisers. This year with some software upgrades and from a course I took at the college, I was able to create a scrolling piece where we show not only the Sunday Dinner information but other events of interest to the Villisca community as a part of “On the Calendar”.  We’ve also been able to do a number of photo arrays of events in Villisca. We see continued high numbers of page views for the website so from the numbers we know it is an effective tool for Villisca. 
m.villisca.com – This is a sub-domain where the self-guided Villisca History Tour will be housed.  It will be formatted to specifically be viewed on mobile devices.  When I first started out on the path of creating this History Tour, I felt it would be relatively easy and quick to get done. This has not been so. There are a number of operating systems for mobile devices and each one allows certain things and others do not so the first step was to get up to speed on how to create the most effective site that could be viewed by the greatest number of people. Initially we will have a site that can be viewed by most cell phones. It could be someone boring because it will not have some of the enhancements we see on regular websites. As time moves along, I will create pages specifically for the operating systems and others for the tablets like iPad and the new Kindle Fire.  The other challenge was creating the content.  The goal is to focus on areas of Villisca’s history including the Unsolved Axe Murders, our Military Distinctions, the Pulitzer Prize Winning Photo, and then to include some of the quirky things in our history that would appeal to visitors and tourists to Villisca. We need to tell our story with brevity and in an interesting storytelling way.  There will be maps on each page that get people from one place to another.  It will highlight some of the Villisca businesses that belong to the Chamber of Commerce that tourists might visit. Once we get the site up and running, I hope the next step will be to have some of our teenagers to walk people through the tour on videos that can be uploaded to YouTube and linked to from the website. Constraints on time has slowed getting this project done.
Villisca Connections and Villisca Alumni and Friends Asso. groups on Facebook – I created the Villisca Alumni and Friends group on facebook a couple years ago.  This year I created the Villisca Connections which is meant more for local people, giving us another opportunity to keep people informed.
Villisca Review Stanton Viking – Peggy Vermillion is very open to continue to publish articles focused on community economics and growth.  It is much appreciated and a valuable way to keep the public informed.

The Master Mailing List – I continue to maintain the Master Mailing List of Villisca Alumni and Friends. As I have stated before, this list is invaluable because it provides us connections with people with a Villisca history – those who are still here and those who are away.  It is a constant challenge to keep it up to date.  We are dependent on the people themselves or friends or family to advise us of address or name changes.  Thankfully, more and more people are sending us their change of address and as people find the list on the website, they are letting us know if the information is wrong or if they find they are not on the list, they ask to be put on. Last spring I worked extensively on the list to bring it up to date from information received back after the VAFA annual mailing and have been diligent since then to keep track of changes.  It is time consuming but it has paid off in less maintenance throughout the year.
Besides keeping the master list, I keep an e-mail list of alumni and an e-mail list of Villiscans which offers yet another way of keeping people informed.
Heritage Days 2011 was very successful. We had more community involvement than we have seen in years past.  Heritage Days 2012 will be held the weekend after the 4th of July. The Chamber will again sponsor the Fireworks on Sunday with Night Visions providing the Fireworks Display.  The theme will be Trains. Trains have played an important part in Villisca’s history. This looks to be a fun year.  We are looking for people who have train sets from their childhood which they would like to display during the weekend.

Further reports from the year 2010-11.

Grants

When I first took this position, we did not have discussions about me writing grants.  Over time I have written some successful grants and have written applications that were not funded.  It is forever a challenge. There are some grants I am not qualified to write. For these, the services of SWIPCO are there.  These are grants that take a great deal of research. They often already have the research done and can cut and paste into grants and then make the application Villisca specific. When I run onto a grant that falls into this category, I forward it to Kerin Wright at City Hall.  She often has already received the information but better to forward the information than to take the chance it is something Villisca should be applying for and was missed.  We need to continue to apply for grants we qualify for but a significant amount of my time this past year was spent writing grants. In the future, we may need to evaluate the time spent writing the grants and the return on that time.
Grants applied for and funded:


Paint Iowa Beautiful Grant – 15 gallons of paint

Villisca EMS Grant – MCCF - $7,000

Villisca Swimming Pool Renovation – MCCF - $4,000


VMPP CIPCO ED Monies - $1,400
Grants that were applied for and funded by another group with some help from the ED Director


Paint Iowa Beautiful – Rialto Theater – 10 gallons
Grants applied for but not funded:


Energy Education Grant


Keep Iowa Beautiful Grant

VMPP Energy Education Grant – MCCF


Ford Foundation EMS Grant


Cultural Arts SOS Grant

Grants submitted – funding not yet announced:


MCCF Grant – Interactive White Board for the Community Center


Iowa Living Roadways Community Visioning Grant
Grants in process – Lions Club Camera Grant

Looking at the past and forward to the future:

Economic Development – I was part of a conversation in which there was a discussion of what was involved in “economic development.” It was fascinating. Some in the conversation thought that economic development simply referred to bringing big businesses/industry to town. The other end of the spectrum was the view that anything that enriched the economic life of a community was economic development.  I tend toward the view that it is anything that enriches economic life.  Several years ago, IDED did a series of forums across the state of Iowa where they were trying to figure out their direction. At their forum in Corning, they admitted how few counties had seen their economic development groups bring in even one major business in a five year period. That has not changed. Actually, Montgomery County has been outstanding in bringing in businesses – we have also seen many businesses close so we have experienced a net loss of jobs. 


We are not likely to see a major business locate in Villisca.   Many of our residents are employed by the larger businesses in Red Oak and other surrounding communities so working with others in the area is essential for the economic health of Villisca.


As we expand the number of visitors to Villisca through such activities of the proposed interactive self-guided history tour and such actions like expanding the use of the Rialto, we will be energizing our economic life and keeping many of our local businesses viable.  And, as we use these mobile device opportunities to not only promote Villisca as a great place with a unique history, but as a great place to call home and a great place to grow a business we will stabilize and expand our local economy and economic opportunity for our residents.  It is a slow process.  It is essential.

Please see the October 2011 monthly report for information on the potential workshops on doing business with government and government agencies.

Also see the October 2011 report for information about the Front Door Project.

Supporting and Encouraging Villisca Businesses

See the October 2011 report for information on the 5% Challenge
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During the year I have sent out two newsletters to Villisca businesses in addition to the one that went out with the Chamber Membership Letter.  These newsletters had information about actions on behalf of the ED Initiative to promote doing business with Villisca businesses and informative items that provided information about doing business in Iowa. I also used the Chamber e-mail list to provide additional information. These included workshops for the Construction Industry and sources of business loans beyond banks.

Youth in Villisca – During the second half of the 2010-11 School Year, through funding from Bank Iowa, we arranged to have the Juniors and Seniors receive a copy of the Villisca Review each week. The goal was to encourage our young people to become engaged in community life with the expectation that they appreciate the community and will consider making it home after they finish school.
We did try to establish a Youth Entrepreneur Center. It did not have a lot of takers. I will continue to seek ways to help teens see a future for themselves in Villisca after high school/college graduation.
I encouraged the Villisca Community School District to apply for the funds for a Summer Meals Program. They did and our young people had a chance for noon meals at the school which also meant that some children saw an adult during the day where they may have otherwise been on their own.  If we can get the Food Cluster program put in place, a possible component of this would be to have the meals for the program prepared in Villisca.

Regional and County Organizations – As the state continues to push regionalism, it becomes a challenge to keep up with the many groups working to be the dominate force in this part of the state. Most of these groups have existed for many years but with the emphasis toward regionalism, their roles and value has shifted  As ED director, I stay in regular contact with Southwest Iowa Coalition (SWICO), Southwest Iowa Planning Council (SWIPCO) Revolving Loan Fund Board, Montgomery County Development Corp. (MCDC), the Loess Hills RC&D, the Regional Marketing Group, Southwest Iowa Food and Farm Initiative (SWIFFI), and the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture. 

Local Foods Movement – Elsewhere in this report I talk about the establishment of a food cluster here in Villisca. In last years report I talked about working with regional and state groups in this area. And we have done that.  However, both the regional group and the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture have gone through some administrative changes and some changes in finances so these groups are in the state of transition.
Villisca Endowments – I continue to look for opportunities to encourage Villiscans to remember Villisca churches and non-profit organizations in their estate planning including the establishment of endowments. For people who do not have the resources to establish an endowment of their own, the VHS Class of 1977 has established an Endowment which people can contribute to to make it grow. This fall, $1,000 will come back to Villisca in the form of grants as a result of that endowment.

Support of Work done by others in Villisca – I am often asked for help of one kind or another from organizations and people in Villisca and Alumni. It is great to be able to provide this information or to direct them to someone who can.

Economic Development Initiative

Because it becomes an issue for some – each month I am paid for 60 hours of work for the Economic Development Initiative.  Below please see the hours actually worked each month and the amount of unreimbursed expenses.
	Month
	Total Hours
	Unreimbursed Expenses
	

	November 2010
	142.5
	$ 95.73
	

	December 2010
	124.05
	$  2.25
	

	January 2011
	131.625
	$ 89.23
	

	February 2011
	145.875
	$ 44.70
	

	March 2011
	116.875
	$ 99.40
	

	April 2011
	136.0
	$ 40.70
	

	May 2011
	127.50
	$ 99.40
	

	June 2011
	106.75
	$ 18.40
	

	July 2011
	113.625
	$377.26
	

	August 2011
	117.3
	$150.75
	

	September 2011
	124.875
	$ 91.42
	

	October 2011
	135.125
	$ 49.50
	

	
	
	
	


