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Chapter 1
Development Strategy & Process
River Country Economic Development District

1.1 About This Report

Introduction ,
This Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
(CEDS) is an update of the Overall Economic Development
Plan of the River Country Economic Development District, a
seven county area in Southeast Nebraska. The seven
constituent counties of River Country Economic
Development District (River Country) are component
counties of two Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA)
Economic Areas. Two River Country counties (Cass and
Saunders) are included in the Omaha, NE-IA-MO BEA
Economic Area 118. Five River Country counties (Johnson,
Nemaha, Otoe, Pawnee and Richardson) are included in
the Lincoln, NE BEA Economic Area 119. This CEDS is
the outcome of a district-wide planning process to address
the economic issues and potential of River Country.

Through its CEDS planning process, the River Country
Board seeks to establish a framework for comprehensive,
objective reporting on the state of the River Country area
and define goals and strategies to coordinate activities in
support of its vision of the district. This report draws
together a wide variety of data indicators to sketch a picture
of current conditions in River Country. And, it continues the
process to identify measurable indicators of regional
conditions and link these to the work efforts of the River
Country Board.
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1.2
Governance Structure

River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
June, 2002

The River Country's bylaws provide for a Board of Directors
membership of 27 persons representing a cross section of
the population residing within the area it serves. The Board
of Directors membership includes persons from both the
local elected offices and the non-elected population (See
Table 1.1).

The bylaws set out a process which assures representation
is distributed geographically throughout the entire region
served. The non-glected directors includes educators,
small business owners/employees, agricultural interests,
large corporate firms, community planners, professional
industrial developers and retired persons.

The elected membership on the Board of Directors is
selected via a process set out in the District's bylaws.
Specifically, each County Board of the
Commissioners/Supervisors is allowed to appoint a
member of their Board to serve on the District's Board of
Directors (a total of seven members). Each City of the First
Class (population of 5,000 to 100,000) is allowed to appoint
one elected representative to the Board (two
representatives). The remaining membership is selected
by geographic area and size of the community (Villages,
800 or less population; City of the Second Class, 801 to
4,999 population).

When establishing its goals, objectives, and strategies, the
River Country Board (as a whole) acting as the CEDS
Committee, identified a broad cross section of the area's
population and set up a series of publicly advertised
working sessians for the purpose of gathering a consensus.
initial participants are identified through staff contacts and
recommendations of the Board of Directors. This process
has.been successful in gaining input from population
sectors which may or may not be represented on the Board
of Directors including health professionatls, representatives
of low-income groups, clergy, etc.

In this specific CEDS process, as one of the final steps,
focal groups (Development Corporation Boards, Chamber
Boards, etc.) were approached and asked to provide input.
Staff gathered this information and used it for the
foundation of the final CEDS strategic planning and priority
setting effort of the seven county River Country Board of
Directors on 20 June 2002.
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River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
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Table 1.1

River Country Economic Development District

Governing Board Membership

County of Ajppcljin.t;nent Elective
Board Members Reside'n_ce Date Status Interest/ Affiliation

Albu, Bradley Richardson 1/98 Yes Private Business
Allgayer, Louis Cass 1/99 Yes Private Business
Brantner, Tracy Richardson 3/93 No Professional Developer
Buethe, Ron Cass 5/99 No Retired
Clark, Steve Saunders 1/98 Yes Private Business
Couton, Robert Saunders 3/93 No Financial Institution
Dawson, Bill Otoe 9/87 No ° Private Business
Derby, Doug Cass 1/01 Yes Private Business
Divis, Jerry Saunders 4192 No Community Planner
Ely, Bil Richardson 1197 Yes County Commissioner
Friedley, Ferd Pawnee 1195 Yes Private Business
Friesen, Erv Otoe 4/01 Yes Chamber Executive
Gigstad, Alfred Otoe 7/83 Yes Retired
Johnson, Steve Johnson 1101 Yes Protessional Developer
Joy, Mark Richardsen 7733 No Financial Institution
Kruger, Mary Nemaha 3/90 Yes Retired
Kunze, Rick Pawnee /92 No Financial Institution
Leng, Daryl Nemaha 9/80 Ne Educator
Porter, John Cass 5199 Yes Retired
Pospisil, Arnie Saunders 2/96 Yes Private Business
Raper, Ed Pawnee 4/01 Yes Private Business
Rohrs, Randy Nemaha 1/99 Yes Construction
Schneider, Harvey Pawnee 9/99 No Financial Institution
Schroder, Joy Otoe 1/97 Yes County Comynissioner
Smith, Sam Johnson 7185 Yes Educator
Umbarger, Ray Ctoe 7193 Yes Retired
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1.3
Strategic Planning
Process

River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
June, 2002

The River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) is
built upon a vision for the future. This vision has long-
range measurable goals and strategies that lead to the
achievement of those goals.

The vision for the River Country Economic Development
District (River Country), as set forth in the existing Overall
Economic Developrnent Plan (OEDP), was reviewed by the
River Country Board of Directors during the strategic
planning process. The 1992 CEDP vision statement
provided direction to the River Country Board of Directors
as they governed the implementation of resources and
effort. That 1192 vision statement was:

To provide each resident of the District with a
diversified economy in which employment opportunities
in a multitude of occupations can be found.

A review of the 1992 River Country OEDP provided a base
upon which to build. Many goals identified in that OEDP
have been accomplished while others are ongoing goals to
be achieved by the District.

The River Country Board of Directors acted in the role of
the designated CEDS Commiittee. As the CEDS
Committee, they participated in the planning process and
reviewed information gathered through a District-wide
survey of communities, small group meetings and
interviews of key public and private decision makers,

The 2002 River Country Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy is unique in its focus upon the
opportunities and challenges the District's communities and
businesses will address as partners. Recognition among
participants from the public and private sectors that the
future vitality of the District as a whole is intertwined with its
past is a key touchstone. Basic community-based
infrastructure and systems, including roads, community
facilities, housing, and support services, serve not only
residents, business and industry but also serves the
regional community and visitors. Individual community and
business investments enhance the economic weli-being of
residents while at the same time enhancing regional
income and employment opportunities.
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1.4
Stakeholders

River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
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The seven county River Country Economic Development
District has a history of responding to changing needs of
the various stakeholders from across southeast Nebraska.
A review of the recent history of that responsiveness
reveals: in 1991 (with the coming of SubTitle D) the District
leadership and staff responded to assist local units of
government with new solid waste management regulations
that led to the closure of numerous local "dumps" and
facilitated a transition to a network of (mostly privately
owned) transfer stations and regulated landfills, With the
floods of 1993 the stakeholders in the District directed time
and energy toward planning and replacement of
infrastructure lost to those floods. And in 1999 with the
location of a new state prison within the River Country area,
River Country leadership and staff focused on areas soon
to be impacted by anticipated growth and which did not
have comprehensive development plans enforce in order to
guide that growth. These jurisdictions that had not had
zoning previously (four counties and numerous
municipalities) were assisted in developing and enacting
zoning management practices and are currently being
assisted in the transition.

This brief sampling shows how the type of stakeholder,
while strongly based with the member counties and
municipalities, also includes the private sector.

An enumeration of the various stakeholders of River
Country would include:

Residents of the communities and rural areas of River
Country.

Business and Industry in River Country which provide
income and employment opportunities for residents of
River Country.

Businesses who provide the necessary goods and
services to residents and visitors

Private and non-profit organizations who directly
interact with citizens, businesses, other organizations
and visitors in delivering goods and services.

Visitors who travel within River Country to enjoy our
services and support our businesses.
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1.5
Opportunities and
Threats

River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
June, 2002

Partner institutions and entities which coilaborate to
provide services and goods to River Country
communities, businesses and residents. These include
local development corporations, chambers of
commerce, county & municipal development groups,
and various regional and sub-regional groups focused
on housing, economic development, etc.

The River Country Board of Directors as the governing
body of the River Country Economic Development
District.

Meetings and interviews conducted during the planning
process were used to identify internal and external
constraints and opportunities experienced by public and
private entities in River Country, - This environmental scan
assists in identifying River Country's competitive
advantages and disadvantages and position River Country
to capitalize or mitigate changing circumstances.

The local, county and regional meetings provided insights
for the development of the following summary of
constraints and opportunities:

Constraints
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Closure of Cooper Nuclear Power Station
Loss of retail services

Highway corridor development - controls
and mandates and limited access points

Commuter mentality and the resuitant economic
leakage of local resources

Lack of interlocal cooperation/coordination

lLack of land (with public infrastructure) to support
industrial and business growth.

Lack of business and industrial financing
Availability of water to suppori development

Rural towns risk becoming Ghost Towns

Access to broadband telecommunications services
Lack of employment and income opportunities within
the county

Metropolitan infringement on local development decisions
Fiscal constraints of local governments.

Lack of coordination for business transfer
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1.6
Strategic Issues

River Country Economic Development District
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
June, 2002

QOPPORTUNITIES

4 Highway corridor development
< Stability of work force

4+ Development of scenic, recreational, historical, cultural
and tourism resources

Local coordination of regional planning and
development activities

Attractive retirement area

Strong health service systems

Alternative crops and value-added products
Feasible reuse potential for "abandoned" structures
Entrepreneurial assistance (i.e., incubator)

Area's supply of skilled labor and professionals
Business spin-off potential

Geograhic proximity to metropolitan areas
Availability of resources to spur industrial development

E+3
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The Comprehensive Econemic Development Strategy
planning process has involved representatives from across
River Country in order to establish a common framework for
the economic development strategies of the local areas.
Planning participants were asked to identify key issues,
focusing energy on those issues and concerns which are
most strategically important and timely.

Strategic issues are the fundamental policy questions
affecting the District's ability to: a) meet its mandates; b)
serve the economic and social needs of its constituents;
and c) attain an appropriate lével of service delivery to
meet the needs of the District's stakeholders, within its
fiscal constraints. These strategic issues are about what
River Country will do and why, and where, and when, and
how, and to or for whom.

The River Country Board of Directors, acting as the CEDS
Committee, prioritized the strategic issues and recognized
that many strategic issues could be grouped into common
sets of superordinate goals toward which to direct available
resources. These issues and goals illuminate broad policy
questions and direction setting that will help River Country
fulfilt its mission and serve stakeholders effectively,
efficiently, and responsibly.
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River Country Economic Development District
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The CEDS Committee identified the following priority issues
within River Country. The following six superordinate
issues are a subset of the larger universe of issues
identified through the planning process.

1. Education Services

[] Support programs facilitating "school-to-work”
transitions that will elevate and sustain the current
labor force.

[] Along with the importance of K-12 services, there is
a need to support and maximize Peru State College
{located within River Country) and Southeast
Community College (serving River Country but located
outside of the district) to fulfill the need to elevate the
training level of the work force to meet the ever
changing needs of the new economy.

[ School consclidation vs. expansion is another issue.

2. Water

[] Water Source issues are a major concern
throughout the River Country Counties.

{1 In the southem half of River Country, nitrate levels and
restricted supplies pose a threat to smaller municipat
water systems. These contaminants reflect a growing
need to expand rural water district delivery systems to
allow such systems to support the smaller Villages.

il In Saunders County, the water source issue is the
encroachment of neighboring metropolitan water
supply systems. Municipal Utilities District (MUD) and
Lincoln Water Works draw their water from sources
shared by River Country member municipalities.

] Enhancement and Development of Community
Facilities: As many of the municipal systems have
aged, there is a need to upgrade and replace these 80
to 100 year old components.

3. Leadership Continuity

[] As the majority of the River Country area has a
median age higher than the state and national
averages, generational transfer of leadership (as the
pool from which to draw young leaders is smaller than
the pool of those retiring leaders) efforts to support
leadership continuity are very important.
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River Country Economic Development District
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[1 Support Local Development Organization Capacity:
as it is at this local and sub-regional level that real
leadership development can take place.

4. Support Local Development

[i Facilitate collaborative Public and Private Sectors
Development Efforts.

[] Facilitate Housing Infrastructure Development.

[] Support Community Quality of Life and Public Safety
Efforts.

5. Entrepreneurial Assistance to support spin-off jobs

[l Financial and Resource Development to Support
Job Creation

6. Central Business District development and revitalization,
t6 include:

[l Existing Business Assistance;,

[} Support Tourism Sector Development and Regional
Destinations; and

[] Support Efforts to Improve Physical
Condition/Appearance/vitality of central business
districts.

Other issues identified through the participatory planning
process include:
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Availability of improved Industrial Land

Availability of Business Park Facilities

Sustain and Develop Local Retail Markets

Access to Broadband Telecommunications Services

Generational Transfer of business (versus closeout upon
death of owners).

Health Care

Infrastructure Enhancement

Niche Market Developmental Assistance
Restrictive Local Governmental Property Tax Lids
Growth Management and Zoning Issues
Productive Application of the Labor Force
Availability of Affordahle Housing

Exit of Wealth/Capital Flight
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1.7
Vision Statement

River Country Economic Develfopment District
Comprehensive Ecanomic Development Strategy
June, 2002

[l Tourism Development
[l Support External Developers Operate within the Area
[1 Develop Support Services

The ahove list of issues where grouped into common sets
for ease of display.

The River Country Board of Directors reviewed this
information as presented by River Country staff and
formulated a strategic vision that will serve to maximize
effectiveness and attainment of specific objectives. Upon
considering identified internal and external opportunities
and threats, a recurring theme among these observations
was positioning area businesses and residents to capitalize
on opportunities for community economic development.

Based upon this signat concern and the review of the
planning process results, the River Country Board of
Directors established a direction for the marshalied
resouces and activities of River Country. The Vision
Staterment of River Country asserts:

The River Country Economic Development District will
strive to improve the economic well-being of residents
of the District through efforts to create a diversified
economy in which employment opportunities in a
multitude of occupations can be found.

Providing income and employment opportunities will
address the out-migration of the labor force -- and its
related population -- from areas within River Country.
Arresting this phenomenon where it is occuring will mitigate
its negative if not in fact stultifying, effect upon the
dynamism of the area economy. Qut-migration must be
avoided if possible, therefore, and one of the obviously best
ways to halt that flow of people and capital is the creation
of new jobs in the area.
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Mission fram‘m .

:Meetlng the economic
_development needs of River
:;Country through excellence in’
.technical assistance, pianmng,
;;;zflnancual packaglng and ¢

~service:

River Country Economic
Development District

Vision Statement

The River Country Economic
Development Dlsirlct will

strive to improve the economic
well-being of residents of the
‘District through efforts to create
a diversified economy in which
employment opportunities in a
multitude of occupations can be
found. :

| SUPPORTY,

We will achieve this vision by:

Chapter 1

providing professional services to expand and
diversify the District's economy.

addressing meachanisms of small business
financing, business developrent, and promoting
and expanding regional lending opportunities
through establishment of revolving loan funds.

delivering high quality technical assistance
through service, innovation, and collaboration.

strengthening regional programs in capacity
development, information sharing and promotional
marketing.

making strategic resource decisions based
primartly on regional priorities for economic and
community development.

enhancing the relationship between the District and
local development groups and facilitating increased
participation of local lending institutions in the
District's small business financing programs.

preserving our strong commitment to expand the
availability of sound and decent housing that
supports the development needs of the region.

developing and/or enhancing programs that focus
on a set of strategic priorities: Employment,
Housing, Tourism, Infrastructure, Small Business
Financing, and Technical Assistance.
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