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Council Operations 
Council Purpose 
County extension councils are authorized by Iowa Code 176.A (link to law, Appendix 4) “to provide for 
aid in dissemination among the people of Iowa useful and practical information on subjects relating to 
agriculture, home economics, and community and economic development, and to encourage the 
application of the information in the counties of the state through extension work to be carried on in 
cooperation with Iowa State University of Science and Technology and the United States Department of 
Agriculture as provided in the Act of Congress known as the Smith–Lever Act, adopted May 8, 1914.” 
 

Council Structure 
Extension’s local presence is defined in Iowa Code 176A: “Each county, except Pottawattamie, is 
constituted and established as a ‘county agricultural extension district’ . . . Pottawattamie County shall 
be divided into and constitute two districts . . . .” 
 
Council Size and Terms 
Each council has nine members. Each member must be a resident registered voter of the extension district. 
Council elections are held in each extension district biennially at the time of the general election. Each 
council appoints a four-member nominating committee charged with nominating candidates who represent 
the diversity of the county. All registered voters of the extension district are entitled to vote in the election. 
See the Council Recruitment section of this notebook for more information on the nominating process. 
Typically, council members serve four-year terms. The term starts on the first day of January, unless it is a 
Sunday or a legal holiday, following the date of the member’s election. There are no term limits. 
 
The Iowa Code includes a specific course of action if a council member resigns mid-term. The council is to 
fill all vacancies in its membership by appointing a resident registered voter of the extension district to finish 
the unexpired term. However, if the unexpired term in which the vacancy occurs has more than 70 days to 
run after the date of the next pending election and the vacancy occurs 74 or more days before the election, 
the vacancy shall be filled at the next pending election. 
 

Council Leadership 
The primary council leadership positions are chairperson, vice chairperson, secretary, and treasurer. 
Officers should have council or other relevant leadership experience. Suggested qualifications and duties 
for each position are included in Appendix 6, Learning Module 9. 
 
Councils should elect officers at the first council meeting each year. Councils should consider skill level 
and rotation of officers. The election should proceed through a vote of the membership, with a quorum 
present, and should be recorded in the meeting minutes. 
 
Duties of council officers, as defined by Iowa Code 176A.14, are as follows: 
 
1. “The chairperson of the extension council shall preside at all meetings of the extension council, have 
authority to call special meetings of said council upon such notice as shall be fixed and determined by the 
extension council, and shall call special meetings of the extension council upon the written request of a 
majority of the members of said council, and in addition to the duties imposed in this chapter 
perform and exercise the usual duties performed and exercised by a chairperson or president of a 
board of directors of a corporation. 
2. The vice chairperson, in the absence or disability of the chairperson, or the chairperson’s refusal to 
act, shall perform the duties imposed upon the chairperson and act in the chairperson’s stead. 
3. The secretary shall perform the duties usually incident to this office. The secretary shall keep the 
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minutes of all meetings of the extension council and, within five days of the meeting, submit the 
minutes. The secretary shall sign such instruments and papers as are required to be signed by the 
secretary as such in this chapter and by the extension council from time to time. 
4. The treasurer shall oversee, receive, deposit, and have charge of all of the funds of the extension 
council and pay and disburse the same as in this chapter required, and as may be from time to time 
required by the extension council. The treasurer shall keep an accurate record of receipts and 
disbursements and submit a report thereof at such times as may be required by the extension council. 
5. Each of the officers of the extension council shall perform and carry out the officer’s duties as 
provided in this section and shall perform and carry out any other duties as required by rules adopted by 
the extension council as authorized in this chapter. . . .The treasurer of the extension council, within ten 
days after being elected and before entering upon the duties of the office, shall execute to the extension 
council a corporate surety bond for an amount not less than twenty thousand dollars. The bond shall be 
continued until the treasurer faithfully discharges the duties of the office. The bond shall be filed with the 
county auditor of the county of the extension district. The county auditor shall notify the chairperson of the 
extension council of the bond’s filing in the auditor’s office. The cost of the surety bond shall be paid for by 
the extension council.” 
 
Those elected to council leadership positions constitute the executive committee. 
 

Governance, Management, and Service Delivery 
Councils have been given a large and complex responsibility. Councils that create a solid foundation 
through governance for their employees create a pleasant, successful work environment. 
 
Governance means: listening to the citizens, anticipating and focusing on issues, determining vision and 
values, decision making on direction and resources, setting the “tone” for the county, monitoring 
performance, educating the citizenry, and mobilizing support in the community. Employees have the tools 
to do their job through management and service delivery. 
 
Management means: analyzing issues; developing professional recommendations; implementing goals, 
priorities, and policies; developing programs and systems; setting the “tone” for the organization; and 
day-to-day administration. This is the role of the county director and regional director. 
 
Service delivery means: providing quality services and products, implementing decisions and programs, 
developing operational plans and tactics, responding to citizen problems, organizing and developing work 
units and employees, and evaluating services and citizen impact. This is the role of ISU Extension and 
Outreach staff. 
 

Council Duties and Responsibilities 
Extension councils function as a legal body and are the local partner in the federal, state, and county 
relationship. As elected officials, the members of the council represent the diverse groups, issues, and 
concerns of their county agricultural extension district. The council identifies needs related to public and 
private enterprises, families, and communities, and provides the link to ISU Extension and Outreach. The 
council helps build the partnership with its communities and other agencies to secure resources and provide 
support for staff. With these roles in mind, the council operates in the area of governance most of the time. 
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Find the extension council job description in Appendix 5. Additional extension council responsibilities for 
the entire council and individuals are explained in Appendix 6, Learning Module 2. Keep Appendix 11, 
Council Ideals, handy as it summarizes the importance of a council member’s responsibilities.   
 
Council members are recruited for their talents and connections and should be directed to specific roles 
for which they are best suited. Likewise, council members have their own reasons for volunteering and 
the roles assumed should meet their needs for involvement. People place greater value on involvement 
and show increased commitment to a task when well matched to their role. While the work of the county 
extension council may at times feel like a volunteer position, it is an elected position guided by Iowa 
Code Chapter 176A. See Appendix 6, Learning Module 18, Extension Councils:  Elected Positions 
versus Volunteer Service.  
 
Effective Council Members 
Informed. Engaged. Loyal. Innovative. We believe that effective council members are well informed of 
the programs and resources available through ISU Extension and Outreach. They are engaged in the 
activities of the extension council. They are loyal and believe in the mission of extension and are willing 
to explore new ideas on how extension can better serve their communities. 
 
Know your responsibilities as a council member. Take the time to prepare for your council meetings. 
Review the minutes before the meeting – these serve as the official record of decisions made by the 
council, so it is critical that these are accurate.  Look at the agenda to see what is going to be discussed, 
then give some thought to your opinions on the issues so you are prepared to contribute to the 
discussion. 
 
Be an active participant in your council meetings. Contribute your ideas and suggestions, particularly 
when you have concerns. Keep in mind that once a decision is made, it is your obligation as a council 
member to support the decision. The time to express concerns is while a decision is being considered, so 
speak up. 
 
One of your responsibilities as a member of the council is to represent your constituents, and in order to 
do that you have to be connected to the community. Be aware of issues being discussed in the news as 
well as the coffee shop. Talk to people you know about their opportunities and challenges. 
 
A big challenge for council members is to be knowledgeable of the breadth of programs and resources 
available. Look for opportunities to participate in programs being offered, particularly in areas you may 
not be familiar with. Explore your county extension office website to see what’s available and pay 
attention to the reports county staff, state program specialists, and regional directors provide you. 
 
Tell others about the resources from Iowa State University Extension and Outreach. Don’t be a stranger 
and get to know your county staff, program specialists, and state staff. Take part in statewide 
opportunities like the Iowa Extension Council Association conference and their legislative day at the 
Iowa State Capitol. Support council decisions and be aware of and avoid conflicts of interest. 
 

Council Training 
Professional development for staff and council members is a priority for ISU Extension and Outreach. 
To address identified needs, professional development opportunities are created and made available 
through ISU Extension and Outreach County Services. The County Services website provides resources 
to help council members increase their knowledge and effectiveness. Topics include finances, roles and 
responsibilities, risk management, county insurance, and more. 
www.extension.iastate.edu/countyservices/council 

https://www.extension.iastate.edu/countyservices/
http://www.extension.iastate.edu/countyservices/council
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It is intended that council members have the opportunity for training year-round. A suggested monthly 
learning calendar is listed in Appendix 6, Learning Module 1. Appendix 6 contains learning modules that 
include various topics for additional self-directed training. 
 

Council Operating Procedures 
Operating procedures or standing rules are adopted every January at the organizational meeting. These 
rules define how the council and the meetings are to be run. Council responsibilities derive from the Iowa 
Code and the local extension office. These responsibilities remain fairly constant from year to year and are 
annualized in calendar form in Appendix 6, Learning Module 3. 
 
Meetings 
The Iowa Open Meetings Law, Iowa Code Chapter 21 (Appendix 7 for link to law, and Appendix 6, 
Learning Module 20), defines a meeting as “a gathering in person or by electronic means, formal or 
informal, of a majority of the members of a governmental body where there is deliberation or action upon 
any matter within the scope of the governmental body’s policy-making duties. Meetings shall not include a 
gathering of members of a governmental body for purely ministerial or social purposes when there is no 
discussion of policy or no intent to avoid the purposes of this chapter.” 
 
Chapter 21.4 states: 
1. “A governmental body, except township trustees, shall give notice of the time, date and place of each 
meeting, and its tentative agenda, in a manner reasonably calculated to apprise the public of that 
information. Reasonable notice shall include advising the news media who have filed a request for notice 
with the governmental body and posting the notice on a bulletin board or other prominent place which is 
easily accessible to the public and clearly designated for that purpose at the principle office of the body 
holding the meeting, or if no such office exists, at the building in which the meeting is to be held. 
 
2. Notice conforming with all of the requirements of subsection 1 of this section shall be given at least 
twenty-four hours prior to the commencement of any meeting of a governmental body unless for good 
cause such notice is impossible or impractical, in which case as much notice as is reasonably possible 
shall be given. Each meeting shall be held at a place reasonably accessible to the public, and at a time 
reasonably convenient to the public, unless for good cause such a place or time is impossible or 
impractical. Special access to the meeting may be granted to persons with disabilities. 
 
When it is necessary to hold a meeting on less than twenty-four hours’ notice or at a place that is not 
reasonably accessible to the public, or at a time that is not reasonably convenient to the public, the 
nature of the good cause justifying that departure from the normal requirements shall be stated in the 
minutes.” 
 
Agendas 
In conjunction with the extension council and extension staff, the regional director will create extension 
council agendas and board packets. One technique is to use time at the end of each meeting to consider 
agenda items for the next meeting, grouping items into three categories: 

1. Decisions that need to be made. 
2. Issues for group discussion. 
3. Information that needs to be provided (reports, data, etc.). 

 
This technique allows for assigning of responsibility and for building continuity between meetings. The 
Iowa Open Meetings Law requires that the agenda explaining the proposed actions be posted at the 
extension office and the meeting place (if other than the office) at least 24 hours in advance of the 
meeting. Council members should receive a tentative agenda and appropriate attachments at least one 
week before the meeting. For agenda procedures, see Appendix 9. 
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Voting Requirements 
A quorum of five is a fixed minimum number of eligible members who must be present at a meeting 
before any official business may be transacted or a decision taken, therein becoming legally binding. The 
exception is if the number of eligible board members falls below five (in other words, five members have 
resigned or passed away), the default quorum is a majority of members. In most council issues, a simple 
majority will pass a motion. Minutes shall show the results of each vote taken and information sufficient to 
indicate the vote of each member present. 
 
Parliamentary Procedure 
Councils should decide how they will conduct their meetings. Most councils adopt Robert’s Rules of Order 
at their January organizational meeting. Appendix 10 contains a link to purchase the “Simplified 
Parliamentary Procedure” booklet from the Extension Store, product number 5347. Please note the 
information is general and some items do not always apply to public entities.  
 
Attendance 
Effective meeting management and proper valuing of input is critical to members’ attitudes toward 
meetings. It is the responsibility of the council chair and other council members to develop the agenda to 
create interest in attending meetings. Electronic meeting notices or reminder calls the day of a meeting 
have proven effective. 
 
Council Member Ideals 
Each council member is asked to follow the Council Member Ideals in Appendix 11. This document 
outlines appropriate behavior related to effective council activity. 
 
Council Committees 
Committees help councils accomplish goals, and the experience also can be rewarding for individual 
committee members. Councils include people with diverse skills and backgrounds. Council members are 
more likely to make a significant contribution and be pleased to serve if committee appointments 
capitalize on individual assets.  
 
Committees can: 

• Take on some of the work of the council, helping to fulfill stated roles. 
• Increase efficiency of taking action at regular meetings. 
• Provide an opportunity for individuals to do the kind of work for which they are especially suited 

(i.e., committee members should be handpicked). 
• Capitalize on the training and experience of a wider representation of the organizational 

membership. More ideas for creative solutions can lead to more meaningful programs and an 
improved organization. 

• Expand the diversity of participation so that programs are more likely to be solidly grounded in 
the needs and desires of the people being served. 

• Provide more contacts and access to resources to accomplish the ends of the organization. 
• Offer members the opportunity to learn more about the organization. 
• Contribute to the development and identification of individuals who may later be recommended 

for council membership. 
 
Advantages of Committees: 

• With fewer people, each member has more opportunities to take part. 
• In a committee, the procedures can be more informal. 

https://store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/Simplified-Parliamentary-Procedure
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• If members are handpicked for the job, committees are more likely to have persons interested in 
the task at hand. Larger groups often are hampered in their progress because they are more likely 
to include individuals who are not interested in, or familiar with, the problem. 

• Delicate, controversial, or embarrassing subjects can be handled more easily. 
• Committees are more flexible in their ability to consult outside experts. 
• It is much easier to convene a small group than a large one. 
• A small group can operate more efficiently, particularly when a large number of choices are available. 

For example, a small group can narrow the alternatives to be presented to a larger group. 
 
Committee Operation 
Review Appendix 6, Learning Module 21, General Committee Guidelines for Extension Councils, which 
includes a Committee Action Report template to use when reporting to the council and outlines general 
duties of committee members.  
 
Extension councils benefit from the work of various committees of the council. Committees are made up of 
council members who research and prepare background information to present recommendations to the 
entire council. Committees cannot authorize decisions without full council approval.  
 
A committee and its members must understand the reason for their appointment. A clearly defined purpose 
is critical to committee effectiveness. It is best to state in writing: the name of the committee, whether it is 
a standing or ad hoc committee and what the term is expected to be, what the purpose of the committee is 
(and therefore the boundaries), what specific duties and responsibilities exist, who the chairperson is, who 
the committee members are, the time of reporting to the council, how committees relate to one another or 
to the council, etc. Committees need to know where and how they fit into the bigger picture. They will best 
serve extension if they understand the broader work of extension and develop a sense of shared mission 
and pride. Like the council, committees should have an agenda distributed in advance and minutes should 
be recorded. Committees should evaluate their effectiveness just as the council does, though the questions 
will need to be tailored to the charge of the committee.  
 
Committee Membership 
The council chairperson may appoint committees and their chairpersons, or the process may be more 
informal. It is recommended that at least one member of the council serve on all committees to bring 
discussion and recommendations back to the council. The recommendation is no more than four members 
on a committee. Council members or the council chairperson might serve as ex-officio members as a 
function of their office. Council members appointed to committees should offer expertise useful to the 
committee.  
 

 
Iowa Extension Council Association 
In 1998, some forward-thinking extension council members worked with ISU Extension and Outreach to 
form the Iowa Association of County Extension Councils. This organization was formed to give a unified 
voice to county extension councils across Iowa.  
 
The Iowa Extension Council Association serves as a vehicle for networking between county extension 
councils of Iowa, the vice president for extension and outreach, and government leaders to promote and 
strengthen all local and statewide extension programs. The association is led by a 25-member board with one 
representative per region and one representative for regions 15, 16, and 17 combined. Each region is 
represented by one director. Each board member serves as a liaison between the association and the county 
extension councils in the region.  
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The board of directors is elected by the council members of each region in the spring. Directors are elected to 
a three-year term running from July 1 to June 30. Any current member county may nominate one council 
member to run for the board of directors. Your extension council decides each year to be a member of the 
association by paying a membership fee in September.  

The association purchases professional services on behalf of all 100 extension districts. Purchases have 
included legal services, volunteer background screening, and employee assistance programs. Because the 
association uses leverage and acts as a cooperative, individual districts have seen substantial savings. The 
association is instrumental in communicating and coordinating issues across the state.  
 
Iowa Extension Council Association board members participate in committees and task forces in 
developing policies, hiring search committees, and developing the Memorandum of Understanding 
between counties and Iowa State University. The Iowa Extension Council Association is a strong advocate 
for its member counties.  
 
Daily leadership of the association is by an executive director who works with the board and members of 
the ISU Extension and Outreach leadership team, representing councils on decision-making boards and 
committees that affect the functioning of councils. The Iowa Extension Council Association website is the 
place for timely topics, updates, and other resources to assist council members in fulfilling their role as a 
council member. Council members should refer to this website often for updates on topics affecting their 
council and county office operations. Council members should watch their email for regular updates from 
the association. This communication keeps council members up to date on topics that affect both extension 
councils and county extension offices. Keep informed through the website, 
www.iaextensioncouncils.org. See also Appendix 6, Learning Module 5.  
 

Communicating with Policymakers 
County extension council members are often asked to assist in communicating with policymakers. As the 
political environment is constantly changing, it is important to understand how to effectively build support 
through a continuum. Iowa State University Extension and Outreach has no control over environmental 
factors such as economic changes, energy crisis, environmental concerns, or the accelerating costs of 
medical care, but the organization can control the way it presents its message to policymakers. Appendix 
6, Learning Module 15, Building Relationships and Communicating with Policymakers, gives council 
members communication guidelines when talking to policymakers.  
 

Partnership Considerations 
Many times, ISU Extension and Outreach is called upon to be a potential partner with other groups in 
collaboration and/or sharing staff and resources.  Appendix 13, Partnership Considerations, is a guide for 
extension councils to use for decision making. There are questions to consider if the organization aligns with 
the mission of ISU Extension and Outreach. Sometimes extension councils may be called on to provide 
equipment or room space. Possibly the potential partnership clientele may need reasonable accommodations 
set up. Potential partners may be asking for staff time. Use the questions to think through and set 
expectations.  
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.iaextensioncouncils.org/

