
Workshop Summary 
The workshop was held over the period of three 

consecutive days. Day one included a public 

presentation by Ed McMahon, Senior Fellow for 

Sustainable Development, of the Urban Land 

Institute. McMahon gave a very well-received 

presentation on the importance of design in all 

places and encouraged the rural towns of the 

county to find what makes their community 

special and capitalize on it. Workshop 

participants gathered for a meal afterwards and 

then spent some time introducing themselves 

and their towns, sharing stories of what makes 

them special and what they are currently doing 

in their towns. 

Day two began with small group work to help 

identify the Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations 

and Results (SOAR) for each of the towns. Towns 

worked with facilitators and recorders to catalog 

ideas and build a list of items. The towns 

gathered together to share their SOAR results. 

Many were surprised to find they had a lot in 

common with one another.  

Several of the communities noted challenges 

with developing new leadership in the 

community. Some of them have difficulty 

recruiting people to run for councils or to serve 

on appointed boards. Some of them have a 

difficult time getting enough volunteers to share 

the workload on special projects and festivals. 

Trails were discussed by most of the towns. 

Many of them have begun to develop a trail 

network within their corporate limits and some 

have put thought into how they might connect to 

surrounding points, such as state recreation 

areas, schools, and other towns. Serval towns 

were interested in developing a brand, signage 

to attract visitors, and developing marketing 

plans for their town. Several of them noted that 

they would like to have a more defined “center” 

of their community – a place people could point 

out to visitors and where everyone gathered, 

formally and informally.  
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Following the SOAR activity, participants were 

broken into three groups and rotated through 

three different sessions. This allowed for smaller 

session size and increased participation in 

discussion. The sessions were presented by 

Resource Team members: Brandon Garrett, 

Lincoln and Lancaster County Planning 

Department, Comprehensive Plans and Zoning a 

presentation outlining the basics of 

comprehensive planning and how zoning and 

subdivision can be used as tools to accomplish 

plan goals; Milan Wall, Heartland Center for 

Leadership Development, Public Engagement 

discussed the need for public participation in 

community development and described several 

techniques; and Cynthia Nikitin, Project for Public 

Spaces, Placemaking and the Power of Ten 

which gave real examples of techniques for 

bringing life to public spaces. Each participant 

was able to attend each of the presentations.  

These small sessions were followed by 

presentations from three different communities 

which were given while the participants ate 

lunch. Shirley Niemeyer shared the story of 

Ashland and the Entrepreneurial Community 

Activation Process (ECAP) that city has been 

involved with. This process involved a high 

degree of community participation in 

development of community development goals 

for Ashland’s future. Doug Friedli shared a little 

about Nebraska City and how that town has used 

its history as a community development asset 

and built a network of museums, art galleries, 

and other attractions that bring many visitors to 

Nebraska City each year. Doris Ourecky of Wilber 

shared her involvement with the Nebraska 

Czechs of Wilber and the annual Czech Festival. 

Doris encouraged other towns to find their niche, 

what makes them special, and then use that to 

create a unique identity. 
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After Lunch, David Nelson of Project for Public 

spaces spent some time discussing the 

opportunity for these small towns to work 

together to make one another stronger. Each 

town has assets that are different from those 

surrounding them. David encouraged towns to 

form partnerships and use their assets to 

complement one another, forming a wider 

network of opportunity. 

The afternoon presentations included a panel on 

economic development in small communities 

and one on public and private resources. The 

economic development panel included a 

presentation by Don Macke of the Rural Futures 

Institute who demonstrated, using Firth as an 

example, the opportunity for economic 

development that already exists in these towns. 

He also shared some stories from around the 

country of towns that have experienced positive 

growth over the past several years. Don Macke 

was followed by Mike Feeken and Greg Ptacek of 

St. Paul and O’Neil, Nebraska, respectively. 

These two small communities have experienced 

growth in their economic base due partly to use 

of local sales tax, but also through the 

concentrated efforts of the towns to create a 

positive economic atmosphere to attract 

residents and businesses. The Public and Private 

Resources discussion included a presentation 

from the US Department of Agriculture on a wide 

range of programs and resources that are 

available to rural communities and individuals. 

David Taladay from the Southeast Nebraska 

Development District shared the mission and 

services of that group as well as a discussion on 

various services provided by the Nebraska 

Department of Economic Development. Finally, 

Greta Leach of the Nebraska Community 

Foundation gave an inspiring presentation 

reminding each town that they are rich and 

thriving communities and that there are 

resources already in these communities to move 

forward with whatever projects they identified. 
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The third day was held at beautiful Spring Creek 

Prairie Audubon Center, and Nebraska Audubon 

facility on an 800+ acre prairie in southwestern 

Lancaster County. Participants shared breakfast 

and then were given two additional 

presentations. Cynthia Nikitin of Project for 

Public Spaces provided information and inspiring 

photographs of the Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper 

program promoted by PPS. Milan Wall of the 

Heartland Institute for Leadership Development 

discussed how to identify and develop new 

leaders in the community and the importance 

recruiting promising individuals. Participants 

then spent the remainder of the day developing 

Community Priorities. The results of these 

discussions, along with the results of the SOAR 

sessions from Day 2, are in the individual 

chapters of this report. Participants shared their 

results with one another, and invited the public 

to join the discussion, in an hour long poster 

presentation at the end of the day. When the 

workshop ended, spirits were high, and everyone 

was ready to get to work! 
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