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Leading Communities participants review the 
ISU Extension and Outreach Data for Decision 
Makers Report for Lee County during a session 
at the Lee County Extension Office.

     LEE COUNTY CELEBRATES EIGHT YEARS OF PARTNERSHIP 
IN COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP By Mary Weinand | Community Development Specialist

Since 2015, Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach’s Lee County 
Extension Office has partnered with 
chambers of commerce, community 
foundations, and economic development 
organizations to host four six-month 
sessions of Leading Communities: A 
Place-based Leadership Program.

Faculty and staff in ISU Extension and 
Outreach’s Community and Economic 
Development (CED) unit developed the 
Leading Communities curriculum to foster 
active community involvement and enhance 
the capabilities of community members in 
tackling shared challenges and dilemmas.

To date, 31people have each completed 
36 hours of community leadership 
programming in Lee County, with eight 
more projected to complete the current 
Leading Communities cohort in May 2024. 

Lee County program graduates have 
recorded more than 1,600 volunteer hours. 
These participants continue to demonstrate 
enhanced leadership skills, with self-
assessments showing improvement in 
areas such as communication, conflict 
resolution, decision-making, and knowledge 
of their community.

Fostering new leadership in rural 
communities is crucial for empowering 
communities to address local issues and 
maintain sustainability. Graduates of Leading 
Communities have fulfilled leadership roles 
in the chambers of commerce, economic 
development, and community foundations. 
These newly minted leaders credit the 
program for enhancing their skills.

One significant accomplishment by 
a Leading Communities cohort was 
addressing the lack of quality childcare in 
Lee County, where the need far exceeded 
the capacity. In 2019, current facilities 
served only 30% of the county’s demand for 
childcare. In response, this cohort formed 
an oversight board, secured 501c3 status, 
and hired a director. The Keokuk Community 
Child Development Center opened in spring 
2019, with the goal of serving 110 children 
ages two to five in the first year. 

“We’ve witnessed the transformative impact 
of this program as graduates actively engage 
and contribute to various civic groups,” said 

Emily Benjamin, vice president of economic 
development for the Lee County Economic 
Development Group. “As an alumnus 
myself, I can attest to the profound effect 
the program had on my perspective of the 
county and its practical applications in my 
day-to-day work. The skills acquired during 
the program are not just theoretical but are 
actively deployed in the civic groups where 
I volunteer my time. Lee County Leadership 
is not just a course; it’s a catalyst for positive 
change in our communities.”

To learn more about Leading Communities, 
visit the website (https://www.extension.
iastate.edu/communities/leading-
communities) or contact Lynn Adams at 
adamsml@iastate.edu.   

ONLINE RESOURCES

LEADING COMMUNITIES: A 
PLACE-BASED LEADERSHIP 
PROGRAM

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEMS

COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEMS 
+ FARM TO SCHOOL AND
EARLY CARE CONFERENCE

IOWA GOVERNMENT FINANCE 
INITIATIVE

Leading Communities participants at 
a session at the library in West Point 
do an activity that addresses using 
limited resources.
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     GREETINGS FROM OUR PROGRAM DIRECTOR
The new year is off to a fast start, and while 
our Community and Economic Development 
(CED) team in Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach is embarking on 
many new endeavors, it is a good time 
to share how some of our long-running 
programs are helping communities across 
the state accomplish their goals.

A decade ago, CED undertook an effort with 
the State of Iowa to provide easier access 
to local government finances. The Iowa 
Government Finance Initiative’s (IGFI) annual 
city and county fiscal condition reports 
provide current financial information and 
trends for all of Iowa’s cities and counties, 
allowing them to better understand changes 
in their financial situation and compare 
themselves with others around the state. We 
have a small team that provides educational 
opportunities for local leaders and the 
interested public to dig into the meaning of 
these financial reports for their respective 
communities. This work exemplifies what we 
at Extension and Outreach can and should 
do—analyze dense information and make it 
more accessible and useful to those charged 

with making local decisions, while serving 
as a resource to state government and local 
decision-makers. 

A rewarding aspect of our work is forming 
lasting partnerships and witnessing the 
positive results. Since 2015, CED has 
engaged Lee County’s current and future 
leaders through our Leading Communities 
program. We have enjoyed partnering 
with Lee County over the past eight 
years because its leaders recognize that 
leadership development is an ongoing effort 
and key to thriving in the future. Leading 
Communities graduates have gone on to 
assume leadership roles in Lee County. As 
we continue to offer this well-established, 
multi-session program across the state, 
we are able to share a range of community 
and economic development expertise to 
support many of the successful leadership 
development programs running in Iowa. 

At the beginning of the year, we welcomed 
two new members to our CED staff. Jennie 
Hargrove is a CED specialist officed in Union 
County. Jennie has a background in rural 

sociology and great experience from her 
prior role in 4-H in developing and delivering 
research-based education programming. 
Lighton Nakidde is our newest data analyst 
and is supporting our Data and Food Systems 
teams. Lighton graduated with a master’s 
degree in community and regional planning 
from ISU in December. Welcome out our 
team, Lighton and Jen! 

This year will be one of transition as 
we develop a new strategic plan and 
work with our new Vice President of 
ISU Extension and Outreach, Dr. Jason 
Henderson. We are engaging new 
partnerships and venturing down new 
paths, while also fostering programs, such 
as IGFI and Leading Communities, that are 
working so well with our communities. 

Erin Olson-Douglas 
Program Director, Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach Community and 
Economic Development

     FOOD SYSTEMS TEAM SUPPORTS LOCAL FOODS THROUGH 
MULTIPLE COLLABORATIVE EFFORTS By Sandra Oberbroeckling| Program Specialist

Collaboration is an essential ingredient in 
assisting communities, farms, and food 
businesses create thriving local food 
systems. Iowa State University Extension 
and Outreach’s Food Systems team has 
embraced the spirit of collaboration in 
much of its programming.

The Food Systems team is part of both the 
Community and Economic Development 
(CED) and Agriculture and Natural 
Resources (ANR) units in ISU Extension 
and Outreach and utilizes this unique 
position to partner with a variety of groups. 

For example, team has an ongoing 
partnership with the Agricultural Marketing 
Resource Center (AgMRC) to address issues 
related to farm and food businesses. In 
collaboration with the Data and Technology 

team, these partners are enhancing and 
expanding AgMRC’s state and national 
commodity reports by publishing them 
online in an interactive format using Tableau, 
a visual analytics platform. 

The primary audience for these reports is 
researchers or farm and food businesses that 
want to understand the market feasibility for 
certain types of commodities. The interactive 
reports have been available for nearly a 
year on AgMRC’s website, along with PDF 
versions of previous reports from up to four 
years ago (https://indicators.extension.iastate.
edu/projects/CommodityReport/). 

In another joint effort, the Food Systems 
team and CED’s Data and Technology team 
hired a new food systems data analyst, 
Lighton Nakidde, early this year to support 

both teams in their efforts to identify, assess, 
and analyze information that will be utilized 
for communities to make decisions regarding 
their local and regional food supply chains.

In just a few short weeks, Nakidde has 
become immersed in several projects. 
Through an agreement with Illinois-based 
nonprofit Basil’s Harvest, she is analyzing 
the potential for local food procurement 
at National Guard Units in Minnesota 
and Illinois. She is also working on a 
food systems plan with La Plata County, 
Colorado. Nakidde will play a key role in 
the Data team’s Essentials of ArcGIS Pro 
short courses and will be a contributing 
author for the GIS, Mapping, and Data 
Science Task Sheet series. Finally, she will 
assist with creating AgMRC’s commodity 
reports and developing new ones.
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     IOWA GOVERNMENT FINANCE INITIATIVE REACHES 
10-YEAR MILESTONE By Biswa Das | Associate Professor and Extension Specialist

For the last decade, city and county 
government officials have enjoyed easy 
access to data demographic, economic, 
revenue, and expenditure trends, 
thanks to the Iowa Government Finance 
Initiative (IGFI).

IGFI is an outreach program created by 
Iowa State University Extension and 
Outreach Community and Economic 
Development (CED)—in collaboration 
with the Iowa League of Cities (ILC) and 
the Iowa State Association of Counties 
(ISAC)—to aid local governments in 
effectively dealing with fiscal challenges.

The principal service provided by IGFI is 
the annual publication of customized fiscal 
conditions reports for Iowa’s 940 cities 
and 99 counties, which are available for 
free download on the IGFI website. CED 
specialists worked with the State Auditor 
of Iowa and the Iowa Department of 
Management to create a system that allows 
cities to electronically submit annual financial 
reports required by the state. On average, 
1,500 reports are downloaded annually.

Both city and county reports track a set 
of government revenue and expenditure 
indicators over several years, observe the 
trajectory, and include a brief narrative 
on the broad factors likely impacting the 
trends. In addition, each report provides 
updates on state legislation that will 
impact local government budgets.

Based on feedback from local government 
clients, the CED team recently expanded 
the city reports to include data on long-
term debt. These new data are valuable for 
local government officials to understand 
their local borrowing capacity and existing 
debt and to plan for the future accordingly. 

Comments from a blind review of faculty 
members from peer universities in 

neighboring states illustrates the benefit 
of IGFI’s customized reports. According 
to one reviewer, “The approach taken by 
Dr. Das and his team is impressive insofar 
as it represents the mass production of 
customized information. At build-out, 
his system will reach thousands of local 
leaders who will recognize the information 
was tailored for their personal use. It’s 
not generic or general. It’s individualized 
for their personal and professional use. 
And, there remain opportunities to further 
customize and personalize the information.”  

Although developed specifically for 
city and county government officials, 
the annual fiscal conditions reports 
have proven to be a useful resource for 
individuals outside the sphere of local 
government For instance, a librarian from 
Le Grand reached out to CED specialists 
because she wished to include data from 
her city report in a grant application. Data 
provided by IGFI have also been helpful to 
private-sector consultants.

“I have introduced the materials produced 
by IGFI to local elected officials since its 
inception 10 years ago now,” said Cindy 
Kendall, principal of CKendall Consulting, 
LLC. “It gives local government decision-

makers an opportunity to use Census 
data that otherwise would have been too 
monumental to comb through.”

“IGFI also blends state legislative impacts 
with local governance through the use 
of the budgetary analysis. IGFI has 
encouraged communities to compete for 
state and federal funding based upon this 
readily compiled information from a trusted 
source,” she added.

To assist local officials and other 
stakeholders with using the resources, CED 
local government specialists conduct both 
in-person and virtual workshops on a regular 
basis. In late 2023, the team broadened 
its efforts by launching a local government 
education webinar series in partnership 
with the Iowa League of Cities. The goal of 
the series is to provide a platform for city 
and county representatives to interact more 
frequently to talk about issues relevant and 
critical to Iowa communities.

Those interested in more information 
about IGFI’s fiscal conditions reports or 
in attending an educational workshop can 
visit the website (https://www.extension.
iastate.edu/igfi/) or contact Biswa Das at 
bdas@iastate.edu. 

City and county elected officials and staff, councils of governments (COG) staff, and economic development 
professionals attend an IGFI workshop in Cedar Rapids at the Linn County Extension Office.

     COMMUNITY FOOD SYSTEMS + FARM TO SCHOOL AND 
EARLY CARE CONFERENCE CALL FOR PROPOSALS
Iowa State University Extension and 
Outreach is accepting proposals for the 2024 
Community Food Systems + Farm to School 
and Early Care (CFS+F2SEC) Conference 
scheduled for June 13–14 in Iowa City.

The goal of the CFS+F2SEC Conference is 
to engage and support individuals, 
organizations, and businesses connected 
to all aspects of the food system. The 
theme of this year’s conference is Rooted 

in Community: Growing Partnerships for 
Sustainable Food Systems.” 

Potential presenters may choose to 
submit a proposal to do either a 15-minute 
“bite-sized” session or an hour-long 
breakout session. Key topic areas 
include community partnerships, farm to 
school, farm to early care and education, 
food access and rescue, food business 
development, food hubs, food justice, 

fundraising, local food procurement, 
local food production, marketing and 
distribution, and policy.

Proposals are being accepted through March 
15, 2024, and can be submitted online (bit.
ly/2024rfp). Accepted presenters will receive 
one-day waived registration. Additional 
information is available on the conference 
website (bit.ly/cfs-f2sec-conference).
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