
Citizens’ Institute on Rural Design 
About CIRD 
Residents in America’s small towns and rural communities care deeply about the future of their 

towns and value their uniqueness, strong sense of community, and special places. However, they 

increasingly face urgent challenges: How can they add jobs and support local businesses? How do 

they create a positive future for their kids? How can they honor and protect local character and 

history? How do they use limited financial, human, and natural resources wisely?  

Developing locally-driven solutions to these challenges is critical to the long-term vitality of these 

communities, and the arts and design can play a powerful role in this process. Across the country, 

community leaders and residents are coming together to tackle these challenges and to find creative 

strategies that address: 

 How to build strong economies and grow jobs; 

 Where to locate new growth or redevelop older areas; 

 How to design efficient transportation systems; 

 How to protect the community’s historic and culturally significant resources. 

Rural design is an important tool for rural communities to build upon existing assets and improve 

the way a community looks, its quality of life, and its economic viability. However, few rural 

communities have access to design assistance or the expertise to tackle these challenges on their 

own. 

The Citizens' Institute on Rural Design™ (CIRD) provides communities access to the resources they 

need to convert their own good ideas into reality. CIRD works with communities with populations of 

50,000 or less, and offers annual competitive funding to as many as four small towns or rural 

communities to host a two-and-a-half day community design workshop. With support from a wide 

range of design, planning and creative placemaking professionals, the workshops bring together 

local leaders from non-profits, community organizations, and government to develop actionable 

solutions to the community's pressing design challenges. The community receives additional support 

through webinars, conference calls, and web-based resources. 

Established in 1991 as Your Town: the Citizens' Institute on Rural Design™, CIRD has convened 

more than 70 workshops in all regions of the country, empowering residents to leverage local assets 

for the future in order to build better places to live, work, and play. Initially a partnership among the 

National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), the National Trust for Historic Preservation, and the State 

University of New York (SUNY) at Syracuse, the program was managed by Richard Hawks and Shelley 

Mastran from 1991-2012. 

CIRD remains one of the NEA's key design leadership initiatives, and is currently conducted in 

partnership with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Project for Public Spaces, Inc., along with 

the Orton Family Foundation and CommunityMatters® Partnership. 
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http://www.rural-design.org/what-rural-design
http://www.rural-design.org/resources
http://www.rural-design.org/workshops
http://arts.gov/partner/design/index.html


Program Goals 
The CIRD program offers rural communities the following: 

 An annual competitive opportunity to host an intensive, two-and-a-half day design workshop, 

supported through a $7,000 stipend and in-kind technical assistance and design expertise 

valued at $35,000.  

 Capacity building conference calls and webinars on key rural design and planning topics. 

 Web-based access to a wide range of rural design resources. 

Through these three primary components, the program seeks to:  

 Raise awareness about the role of design in enhancing the quality of life and economic 

vitality of rural communities and to spur innovative design solutions. 

 Empower citizens to play a role in guiding and determining appropriate development for their 

communities, including best use of available federal and state funding. 

 Equip participants with the tools and techniques to identify, value, protect, and enhance the 

unique aspects of their towns and landscapes. 

 Strengthen the work and the partnerships of individuals and organizations who are already 

providing assistance to rural areas on design and community development issues. 

 Provide a forum for rural technical assistance providers to share their professional skills, 

learn new techniques that would aid them in their work with rural communities, and 

exchange ideas and experiences with rural communities and other providers. 

 Provide participants with access to best practice approaches to place-based architecture, 

landscape architecture, heritage tourism, cultural development, arts-based civic 

engagement, historic preservation, and land management. 

 Contribute to the creation of a community of practice for rural design. 

Partners 
The Citizens' Institute on Rural Design™ (CIRD) is a leadership initiative of the National Endowment 

for the Arts conducted in partnership with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Project for Public 

Spaces, Inc., along with the Orton Family Foundation and CommunityMatters® Partnership. 

National Endowment for the Arts (www.arts.gov) 

The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) funds and oversees the CIRD program. 

The NEA was established by Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the 

federal government. To date, the NEA has awarded more than $4 billion to support 

artistic excellence, creativity, and innovation for the benefit of individuals and 

communities. The NEA extends its work through partnerships with state arts agencies, local leaders, 

other federal agencies, and the philanthropic sector.  
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http://www.rural-design.org/national-endowment-arts
http://www.arts.gov/


U.S. Department of Agriculture (www.rurdev.usda.gov) 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) will use its Rural Development network 

across the country to increase the number and quality of applications to the CIRD 

program and to serve on panels to select communities for workshops. USDA Rural 

Development administers and manages housing, business and community 

infrastructure programs through a national network of state and local offices. Rural 

Development has an active portfolio of more than $176 billion in loans and loan guarantees. These 

programs are designed to improve the economic stability of rural communities, businesses, 

residents, farmers and ranchers and improve the quality of life in rural America. 

Project for Public Spaces (www.pps.org) 

Project for Public Spaces (PPS) serves as the lead cooperator for CIRD, administering 

and coordinating the program on behalf of the NEA. Founded in 1975, PPS is a 

nonprofit planning, design, and educational organization dedicated to helping people 

create and sustain public spaces that build stronger communities. PPS has 

completed projects in over 2,500 communities and all 50 US states, and has become an 

internationally recognized center for resources, tools, and inspiration about placemaking.  

Orton Family Foundation (www.orton.org) 

The Orton Family Foundation is the lead partner for CIRD, assisting with key 

aspects of the program including development of the workshops, conference 

call and webinar series, and public engagement components. Orton, founded 

in 1995, helps small cities and towns harness the inherent ability of citizens 

to imagine and achieve a culturally and economically vibrant future for their community. The 

Foundation's Heart & Soul approach supports citizens in steering their town's future by discovering 

the characteristics and attributes valued most in their communities and, then, by placing those 

shared values at the center of local decision making. 

CommunityMatters (www.communitymatters.org) 

The CommunityMatters® Partnership will bring the resources and 

expertise of seven national non-profit organizations to CIRD and will host 

the conference call and webinar series. Initiated by the Orton Family 

Foundation, CommunityMatters is a network of programs and experts 

working to build stronger civic infrastructure in communities and to support community development 

nationwide. In addition to PPS and Orton, CommunityMatters members include the Deliberative 

Democracy Consortium, Grassroots Grantmakers, New America Foundation, National Coalition for 

Dialogue & Deliberation, and Strong Towns.  
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http://www.rural-design.org/us-department-agriculture
http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/
http://www.rural-design.org/us-department-of-agriculture
http://www.pps.org/
http://www.rural-design.org/project-for-public-spaces
http://www.orton.org/
http://www.rural-design.org/community-matters-0
http://www.communitymatters.org/
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