Idaho Community Review:
A Community Assessment and Planning Program
Offered in Partnership by the 

Association of Idaho Cities, Idaho Department of Commerce, Idaho Department of Transportation, Idaho Housing & Finance Association, Idaho National Laboratory,  U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development, University of Idaho, U.S. Department of Agriculture – Rural Development, and Idaho Rural Partnership
Idaho is unique, sparsely populated, rich in landscape and recreational assets, and home to a multitude of great people from all walks of life. Idaho communities face many common challenges in light of changing regional and global markets. 
Community means not only jobs and income, but resiliency and the capacity to respond to negative and positive change. Community involves people working for their own futures and the future of their town.  
The Community Review aims to assess and increase the vitality and wealth of your community, while exploring how to manage change on your own terms.  

Community wealth refers to the assets of the community, including all types of infrastructure, public safety issues, climate, scenery, environmental quality, individual skills and community spirit.  

The Community Review brings together volunteer professionals from urban and rural backgrounds to identify local needs and explore local solutions.  These professionals volunteer their time to the community.  We don’t come into your community and tell you what to do; nor can we do the hard work for you.  We listen, observe, and provide an outside lens to help locals consider and discuss challenges and assets in a new way.  

The success of a Community Review requires a significant degree of commitment and participation on the part of the community as well as the need to be inclusive, engaging all residents.  

How does the Community Review work? 

· A Community Review application is submitted in February to the Idaho Rural Partnership for Reviews the following fall, spring and summer.  Three applications are accepted in each Community Review cycle.

· An adhoc Community Review group works with community leaders and residents on planning and preparation beginning three months prior to the Review.  They discuss with the local leaders the issues and the focus areas identified by the community in their application.  Conversations include defining logistics, scheduling and priorities.  

· A visiting team of community and economic development professionals from around Idaho is selected to address the focus areas identified by the community in their application.  The visiting team members are professionals from federal, state and local agencies, private and nonprofit organizations and universities in Idaho.  The visiting team engages community leaders and residents in an open dialogue about their community’s past, present and future. 
· In addition to focus areas, listening sessions are conducted with community stakeholder groups.  Listening sessions are facilitated discussions.  Listening sessions always include seniors, students, and the home team.  Other sessions are decided during the planning process based on the community’s demographics. 
· The visiting team draws on decades of experience in economic and community development – along with ‘ground truth’ from the Review itself – to offer specific observations, recommendations and appropriate resources.  Interactive meetings and a subsequent report present suggestions and strategies to increase the economic and social vitality of the community.
· The visiting team members become mentors for the community and follow up with the community if requested.  The contact information for each participant is included in the final written report to facilitate this working relationship.
COMMUNITY REVIEW ELEMENTS

Community Reviews provide numerous opportunities for residents and leaders to share their experiences, knowledge, opinions, and ideas with the visiting team.  All of this information is anonymously recorded and used by the visiting team to develop observations, recommendations and resources.  As described below, these opportunities include a pre-review community survey, identification of focus areas, and community listening sessions conducted during the Review.   

Pre-Review Community Survey

The Review process includes conducting a community survey in the weeks leading up to the Review.  It allows residents to participate in the Review whether or not they attend a meeting while the visiting team is in town.  Depending on the population, a survey is mailed to all households or to a random sample of households in the community.  The additional information provided by the survey gives the visiting team statistically reliable information they can compare with input gathered through public meetings and face-to-face conversations conducted during the Review itself.  It also provides local leaders an insight on how residents view their community. 

Focus Areas

The visiting team is divided into four sub-groups, one on economic development, two on ‘focus areas’ identified by the community and the last group facilitates the listening sessions.  While community Reviews concentrate on three ‘focus areas’ and the listening sessions, observations and recommendations will extend beyond these areas to incorporate larger themes.  In addition to economic development, focus areas might include some combination of the following:

· Infrastructure

· Housing

· Community Design & Identity

· Land Use Planning

· Tourism

· Education

· Transportation (all kinds)

· Health Care

· Natural Resources

· Arts, Historic, Recreation Resources

· Seniors & Youth

· Civic Life & Community Involvement

Listening Sessions

Listening Sessions have become an important part of the Community Review Program.  They are separate from the focus area sessions.  Community Review organizers select five or six community stakeholder groups with which to conduct listening sessions.  Each group responds to the same questions, which provides the listening team with information on a broad range of topics and additional opportunities for community involvement in the Review process.  The groups always include seniors, students, and the Home Team; when in southern Idaho we often include Hispanic residents and non-English speakers.  Other groups may include first responders, chambers of commerce, faith-based and civic organizations, etc.

These sessions typically last about 60 minutes and participants are asked four questions:

1. What do you want to see in your community 5, 10, 15 years from now?

2. What don’t you want to see in your community 5, 10, 15 years from now?

3.  What precludes you from achieving your goals?
4.  What are your community’s assets?

Responses are recorded anonymously and are shared using a word cloud generator at the town hall meeting held in the community on the last night of the Review as well as in the Community Review Report.

Final Report
Within approximately two to three months, a written report is presented to the community with detailed observations, recommendations, and resources.  If requested by community leaders follow-up meetings can occur between community and visiting team leaders.   Follow-up opportunities and assistance are encouraged but is not a formal part of the Community Review Program.  The University of Idaho Extension System has created a follow-up process called Community Coaching for Grassroots Action, which has been used by several Community Review applicants very successfully.    

Who conducts the Community Review?
A visiting team of 15-18 people are selected based on their skills and the focus areas identified by the community.  Generally, visiting team members include community leaders and professionals from and local, state, federal government agencies, as well as from private businesses and nonprofit organizations.  Most importantly, we are taxpayers, householders, employers and employees; we have families and responsibilities in our own neighborhoods and communities.  We understand the real-world challenges facing our fellow Idahoans in rural communities.  We are realists.   Specific organizations likely to be represented on the team include:  Idaho Rural Partnership, USDA – Rural Development, U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Federal Highway Administration, Idaho Housing and Finance Association, Idaho National Laboratory, Idaho Department of Commerce, Idaho Transportation Department, University of Idaho, and regional economic development districts (PAC, RIVDA, CEDA, etc.).  Other organizations might include:  American Planning Association – Idaho Chapter, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, U.S. Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation, Idaho Commission on the Arts, Idaho Historical Society, and Idaho Department of Environmental Quality.  Additionally, representatives of the Governor’s Office, Legislature, or the Congressional delegation may participate in the process.

Why do we do this?
We are grateful for the number of seasoned professionals who are willing to leave families and work behind to donate their time and skills, but who will pay for their own transportation and lodging costs to assist local communities in reaching their goals.  (In some cases employers or agencies cover costs for their staff.)  There are a few reasons for this:

· We are all Idahoans, and many of us grew up or have worked in small towns here and throughout the West.

· We get to explore the best that Idaho has to offer, from its natural beauty, history and culture to individuals and organizations determined to make their communities better.
· This experience makes us better employees and partners once we return home; with each Review we make new friends and encounter programs, policies and peers that can help us all work more effectively, with less waste and greater impact, than if we worked alone.

· We all learn something new with every Review.

· We enjoy the character - and characters - of rural Idaho.  
TYPICAL COMMUNITY REVIEW OUTLINE
The following sample schedule describes a two and a half day community Review process.  Contact the Idaho Rural Partnership about the possibility of a more compressed Review for smaller communities.
DAY 1

      3:00 p.m.

Welcome, introductions, community tour
      4:00 p.m.

Home team listening session
      5:00 p.m.

Home and visiting team dinner 


7:00 p.m.
Community meeting to receive citizen input on the selected focus areas and the community listening session
DAY 2


7:00 a.m.
Breakfast with presentations of interest to the entire visiting team

8:30 a.m.

Meetings and tours by focus area and concurrent listening sessions


12:30 p.m.

Lunch


1:30 p.m.

Meetings and tours by focus area and concurrent listening sessions


6:00 p.m.

Dinner


7:00 p.m.

Visiting team meeting / debriefing

DAY 3

7:30 a.m.
Home and visiting team breakfast 


8:30 a.m.
Visiting team work session to gather final information, develop preliminary observations and recommendation, and identify resources, and prepare oral presentations.

12:00 p.m.
Lunch


1:00 p.m.
Continue visiting team work session 

6:00 p.m.

Dinner


7:00 p.m.

Facilitated town meeting with community leaders and citizens


9:00 p.m.

Community Review ends


2-3 months following the Review

Community Review Report


1-3 years following the Review 
Annual Follow-up with Community on their successes
Idaho Community Review Application

A Community Visitation Program

Offered in Partnership by the 

Association of Idaho Cities, Idaho Department of Commerce, Idaho Transportation Department, Idaho Housing & Finance Association, U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development, Idaho National Laboratory, University of Idaho, U.S. Department of Agriculture – Rural Development, and Idaho Rural Partnership
Please submit the answers to the following questions.  Cities with populations under 10,000 are eligible to apply.  

The community review program is an excellent in-kind value for its cost.  Idaho cities such as Bonners Ferry, New Meadows, Glenns Ferry, Nez Perce Tribe/City of Lapwai, and Driggs have recently conducted successful community reviews for under $2,500.  Estimated costs for a community review through a private consulting firm, including salary, travel, lodging, site visit, data collection, and report fees, is approximately $50,000 for equivalent expertise from 15-18 community development professionals.

Your community must agree to accept the following responsibilities to ensure the success of the Review: 

· Provide mailing labels for the selected households for the purpose of mailing the pre-review community survey.
· Arrange for large and small group meeting sites throughout the Review with community leaders and citizens.
· Appoint a home team leader for each of the community review focus areas (economic development + two other areas selected by the community) who will work with the visiting team leaders to plan and coordinate the community review.

· Appoint a home team leader to coordinate the Listening Sessions.  We encourage the home team Listening Session leader to reach out to participants for various stakeholder groups early in the planning process; this helps increase participation in listening sessions, which in turn adds value to session results.  Stakeholders should reflect a cross-section of all the residents of the community.  

· Participate in weekly planning meetings starting two and a half months prior to the Review. 
· Arrange community tours and meeting agendas in the three focus areas you identify

· Pay for postage for the pre-review community survey, group transportation during the community tours, and all team meals.  Many communities have partnered with businesses, school districts, and civic groups to share postage, transportation, and meal costs) 
· Assign a community member to work with the Executive Director of the Idaho Rural Partnership to help identify businesses within the community that can be approached by the Executive Director to help pay for the IRP costs associated with conducting a community review, i.e. coordinating the Review, travel, writing the Review report.  Another possibility for funding is residents themselves.  Crowdfunding options (such as www.citizinvestor.com or other online crowdfunding options) can also be used to fund local costs.  This has the added benefit of promoting the Review and getting residents invested in the process and outcomes.       

· Suggest lodging locations for the visiting team and supply related information.  Ideally, visiting team members can stay in the community so as to be close to the action and spend our money at local businesses.
· Publicize the community Review to maximize community participation; we cannot stress this enough…the value of this process to your community is directly proportional to resident stakeholder participation.  Greater participation in this process often translates into broader support for follow-up efforts to move recommendations into reality.  
· Assist with collection of background information and data prior to the community review 
· Designate at least two community members to facilitate the follow-up process
Community: ________________________________________________________________

Main Contact Person: _________________________________________________________

Address/City/State/Zip: ________________________________________________________

Phone, Fax, Email: ___________________________________________________________

Economic development is a required focus area for all community reviews.  Circle or write in the two other focus areas your community would like to emphasize.  Focus areas might include some combination of the following:


Infrastructure



Housing


Land Use Planning


Community Design & Identity


Education




Health Care






Seniors and Youth



Arts, Historic, & Recreation Resources


Civic Life & Community Involvement
Transportation


Other Focus Area(s):_______________________________________________________

Names/phone numbers/Email addresses of the three Focus Area Team Leaders:


1.  Economic Development: _________________________________________________


2.  _____________________________________________________________________


3. ______________________________________________________________________

In the Focus Areas identified, what specific issues does your community want to address?

1.)  Economic Development:
2.)

3.)

What is the best possible outcome resulting from a community review in your town?

What strategic planning, business development, enhancement, revitalization, clean-up, contracted or consulting efforts have occurred in your community in the last one to three years?  (Attach additional sheets, documentation, brochures, or report summaries as necessary) 

Identify any recent or anticipated controversies involving local leadership or civic organizations that have a bearing on this Review.  Are there any issues that might limit local participation or implementation of the Review or resulting recommendations?  We can discuss details later.
Describe any economic development projects the city would like the visiting team to examine.  For the purpose of this question, an economic development project is any initiative to attract new business, help retain or expand existing business or improve infrastructure.  In your description of the project, identify any funders and partners contacted and/or involved with the project.

Community support.  Briefly describe major community funding initiatives (fundraisers, levies and/or bond elections) in the past five years along with the outcomes.

What other projects has your community completed in the last one to three years?  (Attach additional sheets or information as necessary.)

We ask that communities participating in the Review process provide brief updates on an annual basis for three years following the Review.  These updates will share progress the community has made as either a direct or indirect result of a community review.  IRP will use the information to help future visiting team members adjust their discussions and presentations to better meet the needs of participating communities.  This information also helps the partnering agencies and organizations measure the impact of Reviews and demonstrate how resources and investments are leveraged through the process.  The information is also shared with our funding entities to show the impact their contributions are making to improve the economic and social conditions in rural Idaho communities.  This is critical to maintain support for our work with rural Idaho.   

What possible dates do you propose for a community review?

Mayor’s Signature: _______________________________      Date: _________________

Please complete this application by 2/28/14 and return to:


Idaho Rural Partnership 


PO Box 83720, Boise, Idaho 83720 -- (208) 780-5149








Please complete this application by 2/28/14 and return to:


Idaho Rural Partnership


PO Box 83720, Boise, Idaho 83720 -- (208) 780-5149
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