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Rural Community Advancement Program

"Review and Recommendations"

Background

In January of 2001, the Office of Community Development (OCD) assumed responsibility for functions previously of the Office of Policy and Planning, including those under the Rural Community Advancement Program (RCAP) legislation.  One component emerging out of that legislation was Rural Development's RCAP Pilot Program.  While actions were initiated on a pilot basis in 1997-98, there is general consensus within Rural Development (RD) that the RCAP Pilot Program has suffered from inconsistent guidance and coordination with other community development programs.  Most State Offices are currently meeting the objectives of the RCAP pilot through a mix of formal initiatives and informal programs.  Others are not meeting it at all.  What is lacking is a clear understanding of the community development requirements of RCAP legislation and what activities are currently meeting those requirements.  

Some of this confusion was due to the misinterpretation that only a pilot program was required to meet the RCAP legislation objectives.  However, review of the RCAP legislation shows that the objectives are much broader than a limited pilot program.  Thus, while the pilot program did help meet RCAP legislative requirements, it did not marshal RD's other programs to meet the community development objectives of RCAP legislation.  Implementation of the RCAP requirements must be integrated with Rural Development's broad community development authorities to meet these RCAP legislative objectives through a range of community development activities and programs, including the RCAP Pilot Program.

The purpose of this document is to:

1) Clarify the scope and requirements of the RCAP legislation 

2) Identify the related statutory authorities for community development 

3) Demonstrate Rural Development's compliance with the RCAP legislation

4) Review implementation of the RCAP Pilot Program

5) Make programmatic recommendations to clarify role of the RCAP Pilot Program

6) Present resource options to enhance Rural Development's delivery of the RCAP Pilot Program.

Origins of RCAP 

The 1996 Farm Bill, Title VII, Sec. 761, amended the Consolidated Farm and Rural Development Act (7 U.S.C. 1921 et seq.) by adding Subtitle E--Rural Community Advancement Program.  The subtitle states that "The Secretary shall establish a rural community advancement program to provide grants, loans, loan guarantees, and other assistance to meet the rural development needs of local communities in States and federally recognized tribes."  The Secretary of Agriculture delegated implementation authority for RCAP to the Rural Development (RD) mission area (Note that the 1996 Farm Bill also changed the mission area name from Rural Economic and Community Development.)

The goal of the RCAP legislation was not to create a series of new programs within Rural Development, but rather to reform and focus the delivery of existing programs.  RCAP emphasizes flexibility and innovation by giving state Rural Development offices the freedom to work with states, local communities, and federally recognized Indian tribes to maximize limited resources and provide meaningful assistance to rural communities.  Sec. 381C of Subtitle E specifies the over-arching national objectives of the RCAP legislation for Rural Development:

· “Promote strategic development activities and collaborative efforts by State and local communities, and federally recognized Indian tries, 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 recognized Indian tribes, for rural development assistance.

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

RCAP Requirements

The major goals of the RCAP legislation fall into two areas.  The first emphasizes reforming the delivery of rural development programs to meet the special needs of States, local communities, and Indian tribes, as identified in a jointly developed strategic plan.  The second is the emphasis on targeting by giving priority to the smallest and poorest, or under served, rural communities.  The actions required by Rural Development to meet these goals are specified in two components of the RCAP legislation:

1) Financing and increased flexibility in delivering assistance; and, 

2) Strategic planning to more effectively target and maximize the impact of Rural Development programs.

Financial 

Sec. 381E. establishes a Rural Development Trust Fund allowing more flexibility by Rural Development State Offices ("State Office") to move funding between programs.  In the past, programs were funded on an individual basis and unused money could not be transferred from one program to another.  RCAP legislation allows State Offices to move funding to meet individual needs.  For example, if more money is needed for revolving loan funds, a State Office can allocate funds from within the rural business and cooperative development category to meet this objective.  RCAP also provides for a repooling of unobligated funds among states after a set period in the fiscal year.  Implementation of these finance-based RCAP provisions are the responsibility of the Rural Development program areas identified in the Farm Bill (rural community facilities, rural utilities, rural business and cooperative development).

Strategic Plans
The other broad category of RCAP legislative requirements relate to the strategic planning process, outlining the manner in which Rural Development State Office will meet the national objectives as defined in Sec. 381C. of the Farm Bill.  Each Rural Development State Office was directed to prepare a strategic plan in accordance with the requirements of Sec. 381D.:

"(a) In General--The Secretary shall direct each of the Directors of Rural Economic and Community Development State Offices to prepare a strategic plan--

(1) for each State for the delivery of assistance under this subtitle in the State; and

(2) for each federally recognized tribe for the delivery of assistance under this subtitle to the Indian tribe

(b) Assistance-- 
(1) In General--Financial assistance for rural development provided under this subtitle for a State or federally recognized Indian tribe shall be used only for orderly community development that is consistent with the strategic plan of the State or Indian tribe.
(2) Rural Area--Assistance under this subtitle may only be provided in a rural area. (as defined in Sec. 381A of the farm bill).

(3) Small Communities- In carrying out this subtitle within a State, the Secretary shall give priority to communities with the smallest populations and lowest per capita income."

Of particular note is the explicit direction in Sec. 381D(b)(1) to link the delivery of rural development programs to the special needs of State and local communities, and Indian tribes as identified in the strategic plan.  Sec. 381D(d) provides further direction on collaborating with States, local communities, and Indian tribes by requiring their involvement in the development of each State Office's strategic plan:

(d) CONTENTS- A strategic plan of a State under this section shall be a plan that--
(1) coordinates economic, human, and community development plans and related activities proposed for an affected area;
(2) provides that the State and an affected community (including local institutions and organizations that have contributed to the planning process) shall act as full partners in the process of developing and implementing the plan;
(3) identifies goals, methods, and benchmarks for measuring the success of carrying out the plan and how the plan relates to local or regional ecosystems;
(4) provides for the involvement, in the preparation of the plan, of State, local, private, and public persons, State rural development councils, federally-recognized Indian tribes, and community-based organizations;
(5) identifies the amount and source of Federal and non-Federal resources that are available for carrying out the plan; and
(6) includes such other information as may be required by the Secretary.

In summary:  In addition to the authority to use program funds more flexibly to meet community needs, Sec. 381D provides four objectives for Rural Development in implementing the RCAP legislation:

1) a strategic plan for each state, 

2) establish priorities in the plan for the delivery of rural development programs, 

3) actively engaging state and local organizations to create partnerships for the development and implementation of the strategic plan, and

4) use financial assistance provided under this authority only as consistent with state or tribal plans.

Implementation 
State Strategic Plans
Prior to the 1996 Farm Bill, Rural Development had engaged in a series of strategic planning initiatives for the mission area programs.  One focused on developing a five-year plan for improving customer service.  Another resulted from the requirements of the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA).   By the time the 1996 Farm Bill was passed, Rural Development already had a foundation in place for developing the strategic plans required for each State Office as required by RCAP legislation.

In 1997, Rural Development began developing a strategic plan for each State Office in accordance with the requirements of Sec. 381D.  The Rural Development National Office coordinated this process with other strategic planning initiatives in the mission area.  Each State Office has in place a five-year strategic plan updated annually, and submits annual reports on actual performance as compared with the goals of the plan.  

Technical Assistance 
While RCAP legislation directs Rural Development to include the State or Indian tribe and the affected community(s) as full partners in the strategic planning process, it does not specify the level of technical assistance required or the minimum scope and number of partners.  Whereas the financing provisions of RCAP contain explicit procedures and specific program requirements, the provisions of Sec. 381D(d) are more general and serve more as the guidelines for adapting the strategic planning process to the needs of a particular state.  Another provision, Sec. 381D(b)(3), "…giving priority to communities with the smallest populations and lowest per capita income," does not give direction on how State Offices will prioritize, identify, and engage the smallest and neediest communities in the strategic planning process.  In and of itself, the RCAP legislation does not appear to define or explicitly authorize the specific resources and assistance required in carrying out the strategic planning component.  However, there are sufficient authorities from previous statutes that define Rural Development's community development and strategic planning programs that can be used to implement the RCAP legislation.  

In particular, two statutes, Public Law 92-419, Rural Development Act of 1972, and Public Law 96-355, Rural Development Act of 1980, provided Rural Development with the broad authority to conduct assessments to determine program applicability, provide technical assistance to states and communities, develop outreach programs and design program delivery systems, and initiate actions to remove impediments to effective community level action.  The specific actions required by the State Offices to develop and implement their strategic plans fall well within these authorities, as does their ability to conduct assessments to identify the neediest communities and provide targeted technical assistance.

Compliance with RCAP Legislation

Overall, Rural Development is involved in a variety of community development activities and programs.  They range from the formal long-term engagements with communities under the EZ/EC Program to a more periodic and less formal involvement with communities on individual projects or issues.  Each of these activities serve to meet the national objectives of the legislation.  What the RCAP legislation essentially adds is a framework, or "umbrella," under which Rural Development engages the full range of its community development capacity to meet the goals and objectives of RCAP legislation.

The RCAP "Umbrella" for Community Development

There are varying levels of formal involvement and requirements in the community development programs in which Rural Development engages under the RCAP umbrella.  The most formally supported communities are the designated Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities (EZ/ECs).  All require written agreements (MOAs) with USDA, an active strategic plan, and regular reporting.  EZ/ECs received a direct grant from their designation and also have earmarked Rural Development funds available to them.  REAP Zones  (Rural Economic Area Partnership Zone) are treated programmatically the same as EZ/ECs, and also receive earmarked funding.  However, REAP's received only modest planning funds, and did not have specific legislation directing their creation.  Champion Communities, although required to have an active strategic plan and an MOU with USDA, are not yet treated as stringently in terms of reporting.  While encouraged to receive additional consideration by State Offices for funding, there are no specific grants and only a few earmarks for Champions.  The category of supported communities with the least formal involvement are those under the RCAP Pilot Program.  In addition, many State Offices are providing similar types of targeted technical assistance to communities not formally recognized as supported communities.  

Below is brief description these programs employed by Rural Development to provide targeted technical assistance and give priority to small and low-income communities.  

Empowerment Zones/Enterprise Communities (EZ/EC)
In 1994, Congress authorized the creation of 33 rural Empowerment Zones (EZ) and Enterprise Communities (EC) in Round I of the EZ/EC Program, and in 1998 another 25 rural EZ/EC communities in Round II.  These communities are by definition among the most economically distressed in rural America.  The EZ/EC legislation set specific requirements for designation, including the high rates of poverty, a comprehensive strategic plan, community participation and significant involvement at the grassroots level in the planning and implementation of the plan, and evidence of broad based public and private partnerships.  Post designation requirements include entering into a formal Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) with USDA, evidence of continued community participation in implementing the strategic plan, maintaining current status of projects in the Benchmark Management System, and submitting semi-annual reports.  

Champion Communities
Eligible applicants not designated an EZ/EC community in Round I were given the status of "Champion" Community.  Although not receiving a direct grant, they were treated as a supported community for targeted technical assistance from USDA.  In 1999, USDA formalized the Champion Communities program within the EZ/EC regulations.  All eligible applicants not designated in Round I or Round II were invited to enter into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with USDA to continue implementing their strategic plans.  More than 120 communities chose to continue as a Champion Community. 

REAP Zones
An outgrowth of the EZ/EC Program was the Rural Economic Area Partnership Zone (REAP) program.  Eligibility for Round I of the EZ/EC Program was determined by the poverty rates from the 1990 census data.  No additional criteria or exceptions were allowed.  Many rural areas that are experiencing economic distress do not meet the minimum poverty rate required by statute for the EZ/EC program.  In particular, many states in the upper midwest are experiencing long term declines in population through out-migration but do not have any communities eligible for the first round of EZ/EC designation.  To address these issues, in 1995 USDA established a pilot program by creating two REAP Zones in North Dakota.  In 1999, two REAP Zones were added in New York, and in 2000, a REAP Zone was created in Vermont to address other problems of economic distress based on factors other than poverty.  

The REAP program was not established under specific legislation, but through Rural Development’s ability to use the existing authorities of the 1972 and 1980 Rural Development Acts to enter into formal partnerships with communities to address locally identified problems.  Each REAP Zone signed a Memorandum of Understanding with USDA, received a modest amount of money for strategic planning, and is treated programmatically about the same as an EZ/EC community.

RCAP Pilot Program

Although not expressly required by the RCAP legislation, Rural Development was afforded the statutory latitude to implement the RCAP Pilot Program.  In 1998, Rural Development's Office of Policy & Planning initiated a program to engage a limited number of needy communities for targeted technical assistance.  These communities became commonly known within Rural Development as "RCAP Communities."  In FY 1999, each State Office was asked to identify and establish working relationships with 3 to 6 pilot locations with special needs including, but not limited to, small populations and low per capita income.  State Offices were directed to define the special needs of each community, assess the availability of resources and capacity, foster partnerships, implement strategic planning, and work with the community(s) to seek funding.  The program was also intended to provide Rural Development staff with hands-on learning experience in community development.  No new financial or human resources were identified for the RCAP Pilot Program, and it was not linked with the funding flexibility provision of the RCAP legislation.

The FY 99 guidance issued by P&P did provide some structure for selecting communities, brief objectives for engaging communities, and identifying limited short-term goals.  However, there was not much guidance on the how formal the arrangements (written agreement vs. verbal) needed to be, the types of technical assistance and resources required, nor mechanisms for assessing and reporting on progress.  Moreover, no similar direction has been issued since then, and there appears to have been little follow up on the status and progress of the RCAP Pilot Program.  The result has been the inconsistent implementation of the pilot across State Offices, yielding mixed results.

Status of the RCAP Pilot Program

The current RCAP Pilot Program is less formal than the other RD-supported community programs, and has not undergone formal program evaluation.  However, since OCD assumed responsibility in 2001, a review of the RCAP Pilot Program has been recently undertaken.  This included a review of P&P archives, an informal telephone survey, posting an RCAP communities update database on the intranet, an RCAP teleconference with field staff, and most importantly the convening of a 6 person RCAP task force in April.  

RCAP Pilot Strengths

While there has been major variation in implementing the RCAP pilot program and a lack of data on the program's impact, several programmatic strengths can be identified.

State flexibility - As it was interpreted, the RCAP pilot program permitted state flexibility in program implementation that met each state's unique needs and capabilities.  This was expressed in varying approaches to: selection criteria and process, relative formality of agreements, level and type of assistance provided, and reporting requirements. 

Broad eligibility - Perhaps, the most important form of flexibility was the ability of each state to designate RCAP communities which were otherwise ineligible for other designations, due to their low capacity or insufficiently low poverty.  For states with few Champion Communities, the opportunity to make RCAP community designations was particularly useful.

Limited reporting - Field staff indicated an appreciation of the fact that minimal reporting was required of RCAP communities by the national office.  Indeed, the only national reporting required was for states to include a brief RCAP program summary in its Annual Performance Plan. 

Community recognition - Even without dollars associated with RCAP designation, staff felt that representatives of the communities appreciated the recognition they received from USDA and the community itself when designated.  Presumably, the communities derive some prestige and significance to the designation, and benefit as well from the visibility and PR value.

Legitimizing technical assistance - RD staff expressed appreciation for the heightened recognition and legitimacy that a nationally sanctioned program gives to their community development efforts.  In particular, the RCAP Pilot Program's embrace of long-term technical assistance arrangements was seen as a real asset.

RCAP Pilot Variability and Constraints

Review of the RCAP Pilot Program indicates that the number, type, scope, and level of formal arrangements vary substantially between States.  Furthermore, while the impact of the program is undetermined, it can be safely deduced that that impact also varies significantly. Some of the variability in the RCAP pilot program can be traced to the emphasis on flexibility in the RCAP legislation.  While flexibility is a key principle of the RCAP Pilot Program, it is clear that the original national guidance is no longer an accurate blueprint of how the RCAP Pilot is operating in 2001. 

Number and Type of RCAPs:  As of April, 2001, State Offices collectively identified more than 200 areas as RCAP pilot communities, ranging from 0 to 21 per state.  Most states have the initially recommended number of 3-6 communities.  The size of communities in the program ranges from multi-county RCAPs to small hamlets of several hundred people.  In some cases, RCAP communities carry a second designation as a Champion Community or REAP Zone, and many represent tribal areas. 

Several states noted that they were already actively involved with community development with several EZ/EC's, Champions, and REAP Zones, and that the limited staff and resources were already fully devoted to these communities.  Since these activities also meet the RCAP statute's objectives, it raises the question as to whether a minimum number of RCAP pilot communities within each state is reasonable, given limited staffing.  Instead, any minimums must take into account the number of other formally supported communities and available technical assistance resources.  For example, if 3-6 RCAP pilot communities were recommended, and a state already had 2 EZ/ECs and 4 Champion Communities, would there be need for or human resources available to formally service any additional communities?

Levels of Engagement:  Some State Offices have active programs with formal written agreements with their RCAP pilot communities, while others use only verbal agreements.  Some states require a strategic plan, some make it a primary goal, and others leave it to the discretion of the community.  As noted above, some states have no RCAP Pilot Program at all.  However, it should be observed that only two states have not identified any RCAP pilots or other RD supported communities.

The causes for variation in the program stem from: 

· Limited national guidance on the RCAP Pilot Program,

· The range of community development programs and supported communities within Rural Development,

· Limited staff and resources,

· Differing state support for RD's community development program, and

· Varying levels of community needs between states.

Limited Resources:  RCAP communities compete against other rural communities within the state for grant applications and dedicated time of RD staff.  The absence of financial set-asides, priority points or dedicated human resources for RCAP communities has hampered State Offices' ability to differentiate the program from the general technical assistance it provides.  Furthermore, the commitment of long-term technical assistance to RCAP communities is apparently not seen by some as a strong inducement for community commitment.  Indeed, the absence of additional resources was cited by several RD staff as a reason for their reluctance to set formal threshold levels or performance standards for RCAP communities. No evidence is available to the national office indicating that any states have linked the RCAP legislation's funding flexibility with the RCAP legislation's strategic planning regulations. 

Limited availability of Rural Development staff dedicated to rural community development stands out a significant constraint in fully implementing and/or enhancing the program in some states.  It is estimated that from 1/4 to 1/2 of an FTE would be required per RCAP community to provide effective technical assistance, and that among Champion Communities one FTE has been estimated to yield more than $8 million in funding per community.  Unfortunately, in many states the number of FTEs dedicated to community development is not enough to adequately service the EZs, ECs, Champions and REAPs.  Consequently, RCAP communities must compete with the rest of the state's communities for the balance of staff time.  The FTE problem is exacerbated by the fact that state offices are unable to obtain credit for their community development efforts, since community development program activities and accomplishments are not measured or reported to national policy officials.

Limited Reporting: There has been very little information collected at the national level on implementation or impact of the RCAP Pilot Program since the program's inception.  National guidance was provided by P&P to the states in 1998, and a survey was conducted in 1999.  Since then reference to RCAP communities has been limited to its inclusion in some annual State Plan updates.  Although OCD recently compiled an updated list of RCAP communities, no national data are currently available on the quality, progress or impact of the RCAP Pilot Program on rural America.  

Future of the Pilot Program

Since the RCAP Pilot Program was primarily the creation of Rural Development, as RD moves from the pilot to a fully supported program, there are key questions to answer:

1) Does the RCAP Pilot Program meet a legitimate and otherwise unmet need of rural communities?

2) If so, how should the program be modified to deliver more effective and consistent assistance? 

3) What financial, programmatic or human resources are needed to enhance program delivery?

Need for RCAP Pilot - Summary Statement:

The RCAP Pilot Program provides Rural Development a framework to meet an important community development niche -- the needs of rural communities which would otherwise be inadequately served.  First, it allows RD to engage many low-income communities which are ineligible to participate in formally supported programs for long-term capacity-building.  Second, it provides State Offices a formal mechanism for long-term community development when they have few or no communities eligible for EZ/EC designation.  Third, it serves as an "intake" or opportunity for first contact with a low income community(s) with limited capacity, those not yet prepared to develop the strategic plans or partnerships required to participate in the EZ/EC program.  

RCAP Pilot - Programmatic Recommendations

Some clarification, plus several program modifications, are necessary to improve delivery of the RCAP Pilot Program, demonstrate community achievements, and integrate the program with other community development programs.

1. Recognize that under the RCAP Umbrella, State Offices are meeting the community development objectives of RCAP legislation through a range of activities. 

As described earlier, the 1996 RCAP provisions do not specify how technical assistance to communities is to be accomplished.  It is recommended therefore that all community development activities which address the legislation's national objectives be considered compliant under RCAP umbrella of community development (see Attachment 1).  Under this heading fall a variety of State Office engagements with communities ranging from the more formally supported communities with specific requirements such as EZ/ECs, to the more limited and less formal involvement with communities on a specific project or issue.  

The most formally supported communities under the RCAP umbrella are the designated EZ/EC communities.  All of these programs require: 1) written agreements with USDA, 2) a strategic plan, and 3) regular reporting.  EZ/EC's received a direct grant from their designation and have earmarked Rural Development funds available to them.  REAP Zones have similar requirements and also have earmarked funding.  However, they received only a modest planning grant and are not specifically authorized by legislation.  Champion Communities, although they have a strategic plan and MOU with USDA, are treated less stringently in the reporting requirements.  While encouraged to receive additional consideration by State Offices for funding, there are few specific grants or earmarks for Champions.

2. Rename the RCAP Pilot Program the Rural Advancement Community (RAC) program, in order to formalize it within Rural Development and reduce confusion with the RCAP legislation.  In so doing, RD supports an important degree of formality and intentionally in the program to distinguish it from more routine technical assistance.  

3. Utilize the RAC Program (former RCAP Pilot) concept to allow State Offices the flexibility to address locally identified problems, and enter into long-term relationships with communities otherwise ineligible to participate in formal programs, such as EZ/EC.  RAC principles shall include:

· Continue community development activities with prior RCAP pilots and engage newly designated RAC communities;

· Adhere to the RCAP legislation by giving priority to small communities with high poverty; 

· Develop community development training tailored to the beginning level of assistance and capacity building activities often required with a RAC; and

· While recognizing that RACs may have a lower development capacity than EZ/EC's, provide technical assistance that supports more formal relations, a community-based strategic plan, and effective partnerships.

4. Provide national guidance to State and National Office staff.

In order to enhance the coordination of community development programs and activities for delivering of the RAC Program (former RCAP Pilot), OCD will provide field staff more regular guidance and support than has been previously provided by the national office.  This will include new overall guidance plus other necessary procedures for delivery and reporting.  See the attached "RCAP Pilot Program Enhancements - Proposed RAC Policy and Procedures".
5. Link RAC program enhancements to State planning and reporting requirements, specifically to each state's Annual Performance Plan and 5-Year Strategic Plans.  Build a community development management system to capture successes and measure program benefits. 

Policy Implications

This document recommends a framework and justification for program modifications that provide for a range of implementation options and policy implications.  Proposed program enhancements can be implemented narrowly, with only minor policy implications, or program delivery can be significantly strengthened with corresponding increased potential for policy impact.

Limited Change

The proposed modification of the RCAP Pilot Program into the Rural Advancement Community (RAC) program may be viewed as a rather limited change, if current resource constraints are not addressed.  The attached RAC proposal is premised on just such a static resource base.  The impact of this static resource model would be largely limited to the following: 1) a name change, 2) re-issued criteria guidelines from the national office, 3) likely de-classification of some former RCAP communities, 4) likely designation of new RACs , 5) minimal new reporting requirements, and 6) heightened attention for the RAC program and the RCAP umbrella of community development programs.  None of these consequences raise significant policy issues.

Broader Change

The provision of new financial and human resources would create a more robust RAC program that would be better able to serve low-capacity rural communities.  This model of the program, supported by the Resource Options (below), does however create policy implications.  There are obvious policy implications for each type of resource recommended for RAC: State priority points, RAC set-asides and FTE allocations using RCAP funds transfer flexibility for RAC strategic plan implementation. 

In addition, there may also be policy implications generated by the notion of rationalizing RAC assistance and requirements with that of other community development programs.  Certainly a clear and logical relationship should exist between what a community is required to demonstrate and the level of assistance it is provided.  Furthermore, each of the RD-supported community programs should fill a distinct capacity niche that directly relates to the level and kind of support it can receive.
Resource Options

The attached proposal on the RCAP Pilot Enhancement - RAC Proposal assumes a relatively flat and unchanged resource base, even though additional resources would permit a more effective program.  The resource options below provide the basis for a more robust RAC proposal that better serves the needs of affected rural communities.  Correspondingly, we anticipate that the provision of some additional resources would require RAC communities to meet additional eligibility standards.   

1. Encourage State Offices to give priority points to eligible RAC Communities for Rural Development grant and loan programs.
2. Establish funding set asides for RAC communities for projects including $5-10K planning grants. 

One of the most common and basic constraints of low capacity communities is the absence of a good local planning process as demonstrated by a community-based strategic plan.  A possible mechanism to provide assistance for this is Rural Business Opportunity Grants (RBOG).

3. Allocate Technical Assistance FTEs to RAC communities 

In many states, the limited number and time of RD staff available to assist RAC communities constrains effective delivery of the program.  It has been estimated that from 1/4 to 1/2 FTE is required per RAC for effective delivery.  Therefore, it is recommended that state offices allocate staff to RACs on this basis at the time RACs are designated.

