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Housing – When I sat down with Scott Sunderman, Laci Schafer and Jim Robinson near the first of November, they identified housing as an area of primary focus for economic development in 2007. This offers a real challenge because of a couple areas:
· The housing market in Villisca has not reflected a need for homes. The time frame it has taken for new or fully remodeled homes to sell, the number of homes available for sale and the cost of homes sold are benchmarks used in the evaluation of the housing market.

· New rules by the Iowa Finance Authority has limited the housing projects Grow Iowa can participate in. SWIPCO’s new housing organization has now received some funding and is putting together the information for community participation.  However, initial information from them does not reflect the type of financing that would benefit a new housing project in Villisca.
· The USDA has several housing programs for rural areas but again, they do not seem to fit the kind of financing for new home construction in Villisca.

I am working toward putting together a meeting the first of the year on housing where we bring to Villisca representatives from all three groups to present what they do have available and where they can answer questions.

In the meantime, we need to put together information on available land for new home construction, availability of community investment and, if available, documentation of those who looked at Villisca as a place to live but did not settle for lack of housing options.
Promoting Villisca – An important way to enhance our housing and education issues is to work toward increasing our population numbers. We have worked toward that in many ways including putting up Villisca.com; the establishment of the Villisca Alumni and Friends Association; the brochures that will soon be printed; the brochures we distributed at VHS class reunions this past year; the Villisca blog; newspaper articles and working to get Villisca news into other area newspapers; etc.  All these in one way or another raise the visibility of Villisca and work to attract people to Villisca as a place to live and to work.  It should be noted however, that there is nothing like positive “word of mouth.” Businesses know the value of positive word of mouth and the destructiveness of poor word-of-mouth.  The same applies to a community.  Villisca has great assets and is a great place to live.  We all need to work toward promoting those assets and to take care to diminish the destructive negatives.  In the end, it is a matter of economics.
Highway 71 – Keith Harlan has arranged a meeting with John Selmer, District Eng for IDOT in Atlantic and Brian Morrissey, Assist District Eng. to talk about work on Hwy 71 from 34 to the Missouri line. He has asked representatives from Villisca, Clarinda and Montgomery County to be there.  I have confirmed with him that I will be there.  I would like to have additional letters of support from as many Villisca businesses, groups and farmers as possible.  To that end, I will be putting a short article in the paper with the request.  The new 5 year program has been approved without this project, however, it will get amended on a yearly basis so it is important we make our
case for getting this project included. It is a matter of perseverance. The group working for funding for the Hwy 34 bridge has been at it for 20 years.  Hopefully, it will not take that long for this project.
LOIS – Location One Information System – Thanks to those at City Hall for providing the information on our Water, Sewer and Electric utilities so Villisca is now fully up on the Web.  
Heritage Days 07 and 08 – I have heard very positive responses to the Community Meeting held in November regarding Heritage Days 2007. There are also ones who are already looking forward to the Sesquicentennial 2008. Gene Munnstermann said that it will be the 50th anniversary of Villisca Foods being at their current location and that will be one more thing to celebrate in 08. Heritage Days 2007 will be an event to build the 2008 and 2009 events off of so its success is quite important. A lot of the enthusiasm for it and the involvement in it will come from the conversation and the personal encouragement as well as from the next community meeting. Again, keeping it in front of people between meetings will be dependent on everyone talking about it on a personal and positive basis. It is a matter of “we.”

In November Villisca was awarded a $600. grant from the Montgomery County Endowment Fund to purchase some tools for making villisca.com what we call “sticky” – i.e., to keep visitors to the site coming back.  One of the tools we will use will be to have e-cards available on the site. We have a chance to highlight life in Villisca through this tool with both scenic photos and art work of Villiscans – both that of students and adults. The artwork can be of a variety of types including cartoons.  We will not be able to use all work submitted and will expect all to be in good taste. We welcome submissions which need to be submitted to villisca@villisca.com in either .jpeg (photos and detailed graphics) or .gif format (graphics). For those who do not have access to a computer to submit pieces, they can call me at 826-8159 and we will try to work out getting them in these formats.
Scott Sunderman has encouraged us to get the word out that the next round of funding for the MCEF is coming up early in 2007. This is the larger funding period, with approximately $47,000 in funds coming from the State. It is time for Villisca organizations to begin looking at projects where some of the funding could come from a MCEF grant. Application must go through the City or a 501(c)3. Of the two funding periods, this is the more competitive one because of the larger amount of funding available.
One other reminder regarding the MCEF – people who are interested in making a permanent investment in Villisca through a family foundation, a scholarship fund or some other endowment fund can do it through the MCEF and the amount of funds committed will be matched with the matching funds going to the MCEF general fund. Additionally, for Iowans, there are potential tax credits for such a contribution. More details were given in the article in the November 30 edition of the Villisca Review and can also be found at www.omahafoundation.org by clicking on Affiliates and then Southwest Iowa.
Visioning Grant – I regret to report that we did not receive the Visioning Grant. In many ways, the application was a strong one.  The denial letter did not give an explanation. I do know from some conversation that we were weak in illustrating community support. It may be that we just were not ready as a community for such a planning endeavor.  Perhaps over the next year we can develop an awareness of the value of planning and visioning and can apply again.
villisca.com – We are receiving good feedback on the new villisca.com site.  It is moving up in the search engines which is somewhat a matter of time.  The stats report is somewhat different from what is available for the Review website but some interesting information can be reported. In November there were 1167 unique visitors to the Website. Of those an estimated 176 bookmarked the site which means they are likely to revisit the site. 57.8% of those who came to the site did it by directly typing in the address or through a bookmark; 24.1% came to the site through search engines and 17.5% came through links from other sites. I am still running the alumni pages, the business and the faith community pages parallel with those on the Villisca Review Website and will probably do so for the next three months while the villisca.com site moves up in the search engines. About half the pages on the Review website now have links to the new site and I expect those will continue to be one of the major ways to get people to the new site.  In the next month or so a letter will be going out to VHS alumni through the VAFA, which will list the new website and that should help pull alumni to the site.  As I watch the stats to see what pages are visited the most, I am able to refine and change pages to make them visitor friendly.  As we put up the e-cards and a couple games in the next few months, the traffic to the site should improve as well.  
