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Highway 71 – A hurdle was jumped when the Transportation Technical Committee approved a recommendation to the Transportation Policy Board to approve the use of a total of $500,000 of STP funds for improvements of Highway 71 in 2009 and 2010. This now goes to the Policy Board at the April meeting.  Thanks go to Jim Parker who has helped with securing a positive vote from the Montgomery County Engineer and the Montgomery County Supervisor who is on the board. Thanks also go to the 17 people from Villisca who sent letters supporting the use of STP funds. Because it has a population of over 5000, Clarinda has funds designated for their community.  They voted to commit $250,000 of their funds to the project which meant that only $250,000 had to come off the top of the regional funds.  I believe this helped get the vote passed.  We still need to keep the pressure on to get this passed.  If you have not sent a letter of support for this project and the use of STP funds, please get a letter off to Policy Board for STP Funds, c/o Southwest Iowa Planning Council, 1501 SW 7th Street, Atlantic, Iowa 50022.  If you need help in writing the support letter, a sample letter is available on Villisca.com.

LOIS (location one information system) – Kudos to Villisca for being up to date on LOIS.  There are some communities which are not and consequently have been the cause of disbursement of funds to some regional projects being delayed.
SWIPCO – SWIPCO is applying for a grant which would bring monies into the area for a micro loan fund.  If received, the grant would allow SWIPCO to establish a loan fund for microbusinesses. MJ Broomfield at SWIPCO asked for a letter of support from our economic development group. Her time was very short in securing the letter, too short to go to the City or the Chamber for approval so I wrote a letter from the Villisca Economic Development Initiative, Roxanna Sieber, Director.  It simply stated that such of fund would be of value to small businesses needing a small amount of start-up or expansion funds.  A micro business is defined as a business with 5 or fewer employees with start-up capital of $35,000 or less. I did, in a separate communication to MJ, express concern of an SWIPCO managing such a fund with no experience in the field. 
Housing – FYI – A couple weeks ago I heard rumors of a housing evaluation being done for the City of Red Oak by SWIPCO.  The rumor was that it was for all of Montgomery County which would have meant that we would not need to participate in the comprehensive study to be done by U of I students. I have talked directly with SWIPCO and the study is just focused on Red Oak with study of Montgomery County only being done to evaluate the impact on Red Oak housing. Except for assisted living housing, they are not going to look at the impact of housing in the surrounding counties.
Young Entrepreneur Task Force – I have been invited to be a part of the State of Iowa Task Force for developing programs for young entrepreneurs.  Southwest Iowa is currently not represented on the task force. I would have things to offer.  I believe if we inspired our young people to see our rural areas as a place where businesses succeed and where they can create their own part time jobs during their high school years, we would be more likely to have them return to the area after they finished their higher education.  I have had experience working with home schooled teens in starting their own businesses.   I am evaluating whether I could commit the time it would take to serve effectively.
The Villisca Alumni & Friends Association (VAFA) sent out a letter to the approximate 2400 VHS alumni with the core of the letter seeking people to become members for $25. annual ($500 lifetime).  As of this writing, 128 have responded with memberships.  About twenty seven of those are from Villisca.  This is an excellent response even from a targeted direct mail mailing.  And I believe the balance between residents and non-residents is positive as well, showing a commitment by local people and an interest by those outside Villisca. From an economic development point of view, this is encouraging with a base to build on. The most have come from the decade of the 50s, with the 40s and the 60s coming in second. That would have been expected.  There has been some interest from the 90s and the 00s which is a positive. Also, I would note that recently I have received addresses and name changes we did not have from people visiting the website and by people who have been in Villisca for a family funeral.  All this is positive.
Heritage Days, Sesquicentennial & 2009 All-Class Reunion – I believe good progress is being made in anticipation of Heritage Days 2007.  I admit, personally, to some disappointment of the lack of some creative events for the weekend that are not fundraisers but that is perhaps because I had my expectations set higher than I should have.  I have had several inquiries regarding plans for the Sesquicentennial and the 2009 All-Class Reunion.  There are already some people getting the 2009 event on their calendars. 
Triangle of Opportunity – the marketing group Villisca is a part of here in southwest Iowa has had their first inquiry from a business that could be interested in moving to the area. It was not one that Villisca could accommodate but it is nice for the first inquiry.  When the info came to my desk, I was able to send it along to our people involved in real estate so that if they knew of property available, they could respond.
Rural Development Resource Center (RDRC) - The grand opening of the RDRC was celebrated on February 27 in Greenfield.  It was well attended with people on hand from IDED, SBA, ISU Extension, USDA, Grow Iowa Fdn. and the Wallace Foundation for Rural Research & Development.  This has been long in the making. A group from SWICO has been working on putting it together and finding funding for more than 5 years. I have been a part of that group and have been a member of the Management Team for the last year so it was particularly gratifying to see it actually formally “open for business.”  The Rural Development Resource Center offers services to southwest Iowa businesses focusing on providing training, tools and resources for business success including full business training in conducting feasibility studies; writing a business plan including preparing financials, marketing plans, organizational structure; and securing funding.

An element of the RDRC that will be available by the fall of 2007 will be the Iowa Sales Network (ISN) which will provide product-to-market tools for businesses creating products or services in southwest Iowa. Reaching their potential market is often the challenge of rural businesses. The cost of promotion outside a single community is extraordinary and yet reaching that audience is often essential to the success of these businesses. It is anticipated that the ISN will be operational by the fall of 2007.  The first step is to identify those businesses which would benefit from the tools available through the ISN.  Those interested in more information can e-mail rdrc@mchsi.com . In the next month or so, I will begin working as a contractor  on a part-time basis on the ISN.

More information about the services of the RDRC and the ISN can be found on their website – enterprisingiowans.com .  On the product-to-market page of enterprisingiowans.com, the Villisca Sunday Dinner fundraisers are highlighted to illustrate how non-profits can benefit from the ISN.
Villisca.com – I have been working at putting games up on the Villisca.com website.  Getting the code compliant has been challenging but I am getting it figured out and games should be on the website during March.  Page views were up by 15% immediately after the VAFA letter went out. 
