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RCAP Pilot Program Enhancements: 

Proposed Rural Advancement Community (RAC) Program

Policy and Procedures
BACKGROUND

The Rural Development mission area has a community development program in each state for the purpose of providing technical assistance to rural communities and federally recognized Indian tribes that will create and/or foster sustainable, long-term economic and community development in areas of pervasive poverty, unemployment and general distress.

The RCAP (Rural Community Advancement Program) portion of the 1996 Farm Bill established the following objectives for Rural Development:

· “Promote strategic development activities and collaborative efforts by State and local communities, and federally recognized Indian tribes, to maximize the impact of Federal assistance.

· Optimize the use of resources.

· Provide assistance in a manner that reflects the complexity of rural needs, including the needs for business development, health care, education, infrastructure, cultural resources, the environment, and housing.

· Advance activities that empower, and build the capacity of, State and local communities to design unique responses to the special needs of the State and local communities, and federally designated Indian tribes, for rural development assistance.

· Adopt flexible and innovative approaches to solving rural development problems.”

State Rural Development Offices initiated the implementation of the communities part of RCAP as a pilot program in 1998.  States developed this program based on their particular local needs and available resources, without administrative guidance.  This resulted in a wide-range in program delivery, with little consistency.  Oversight for the RCAP communities program became the responsibility of the Office of Community Development (OCD) in 2001.

PURPOSE 

The following framework serves to: 

1. Provide direction for moving the original RCAP (communities) Pilot Program from the pilot phase to a permanent mission area program, henceforth called RAC (Rural Advancement Community) Program. 

2. Position the RAC Program under the comprehensive umbrella of supported communities, consistent with the intent of 1996 Farm Bill. 

3. Provide guidelines and direction for the consistent and effective implementation of the RAC Program.

4. Formalize and promote the RAC Program to provide long-term technical assistance to communities that do not currently participate in other RD Supported Community programs.

The RAC Program will support Rural Development’s mission to “enhance the ability of rural communities to develop, to grow, and to improve their quality of life by targeting financial and technical resources in areas of greatest need through activities of greatest potential", a mission that is in accordance with the RCAP provisions in the 1996 Farm Bill. EZ/EC/Champion/REAP programs may also address the RCAP provisions of the 1996 Farm Bill.  The RAC program will further enhance Rural Development’s ability to meet the Mission Area’s targeting and leveraging goals as stated in the Rural Development five-year strategic plan.

THE RAC PROGRAM

1. Definitions

· Name: Rural Advancement Community (RAC) 

· Community:  A rural population with some form of geographic and/or economic coherence.
  

· Agreement: A written agreement between the eligible entity and the USDA State Rural Development office is encouraged, but not required.  This may take the form of a letter of agreement, memorandum of understanding, formal resolution, or any other generally recognized document spelling out mutual expectations.

· Qualifying data:  At minimum, data are presented indicating the community is rural, has low per-capita income and small or low-density population.  

· Baseline data:  Additional data that define the specific goals and objectives of the RAC community and upon which progress will be measured.

2. Eligibility

· Eligible entity:  Must be in a rural area or serve a rural population consisting of less than 50,000.  May include one or more rural public bodies, e.g. county or parish, city, town, village, township, unincorporated areas; or Indian Reservation.  Eligible entities may include incorporated organizations (such as cooperatives, not-for-profits); voluntary associations; or Indian tribes (Federally recognized or not). 
 

· Multi-state:  A RAC community may include populations residing in more than one state.
· Adjustments to boundaries or service population:  Can be changed with justification with approval by the State Director.

3. Considerations for Selection:

· Identification: Prospective RAC communities may be identified through community request, partner or staff recommendation, or any combination of the three. 

· Priority: Communities under consideration will generally be ranked for selection with priority going to the smallest least dense communities with the lowest per-capita incomes, supported by the qualifying data, and targeted priority areas, as identified in the state strategic plan.

· Capacity: Demonstrated capacity of the community leaders.

· Public Support: Demonstrated willingness of the residents to work to improve the welfare of their community.

· Resources: Availability of existing services and/or resources to the community to accomplish their goals.

4. Community Selection and Designation:

· When: Timing of designation generally coincides with the finalization of the State’s annual plan of work.

· Designation: Will be made by the State Director.

a. Length of Designation:  The intent of this designation is a long-term comprehensive effort anticipated to be three to five years from date of inception.

b. Criteria for Graduation:  When a community has developed sufficient capacity to sustain its community development initiative or has reached its stated goals.

c. Criteria for Termination:  When it is determined that a community is not sufficiently progressing toward its goals, as determined by the Rural Development State Office.

d. Adding Communities: Additional RAC communities may be added as the above "Considerations for Selection" are demonstrated and State USDA Rural Development resources allow.

e. Re-designation:  Allowable under circumstances that are adequately documented and approved by the State Director.

5. Program Objectives (Based on RCAP Provisions of 1996 Farm Bill)

· Promote strategic development activities and collaborative efforts to maximize the impact of Federal assistance.

· Optimize the use of resources.

· Provide assistance in a comprehensive approach that reflects the complexity of rural needs.

· Empower and build the capacity of the community.

· Flexible and innovative approaches to solving rural development problems.

6. Program Delivery

· State Rural Development offices will provide requisite technical assistance and available financial assistance to enable RAC communities to reach their goals.  At a minimum 
, this will include:

a. Baseline demographic data related to community goals and objectives will be obtained.

b. Needs and/or asset assessment of designated communities.

c. A written State Rural Development work plan for the three to five-year commitment, outlining resources and program delivery (including RD assistance) consistent with the community’s vision, goals and objectives.

· Additional technical assistance may include, but not be limited to the following:

a. Leadership development

b. Development of a community strategic plan

c. Data analysis

d. Process facilitation

e. Project development, to include writing of applications for financial and technical assistance

f. Resource identification

g. Partnership development

h. Citizen education and training

i. Promotion and marketing

j. Organizational development

k. Project management

l. Volunteer management

7. Agreements

Some form of agreement between the eligible entity and USDA Rural Development is required.  If written, a community representative and the State Director should sign.

8. Reporting of Outcomes and Impacts

· Each state office will be responsible for updating the RAC online database on a timely basis.

· Each state office will provide an annual narrative summary on accomplishments for each RAC community.

9. Implementation

· Existing designated pilot RCAP communities may be ‘grandfathered’ into the RAC program, at the discretion of the State Director. 

· RAC communities may be designated at any time during the program year.

� Intended to include both communities of interest and place. 


� Intended to include non-traditional community-oriented development organizations like an Arts Initiative.


� Allows for long-term flexibility.


� Intended to encourage partnerships and flexibility of approach.


� Last three bullets attempt to capture minimal threshold of community readiness


� Intended to broaden responsibility for this decision.


� Low minimum recommended due to potential lack of resources and flexibility.


� Provides States an opportunity to "un-designate" prior RCAPcommunities, as appropriate.





