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Welcome to the first monthly WeCAN Peer Learning Network newsletter!

We launched the WeCAN Peer Learning Network (PLN) in December 2020 to create a place for community
leaders to ask for advice, share successes, and learn with like-minded people who understand the challenges
of rural community development work. The PLN network is designed specifically to help leaders like you who
have been engaged in the community review process connect with peers from other communities in your state
and the three-state region (Ildaho, Montana & Wyoming).

During our kick-off meeting, we broke out into three state planning sessions to discuss what we wanted to
accomplish, how often to meet, what meeting formats to use, and how we’ll know it’s working. What emerged
from each state is a monthly Zoom meeting, and the willingness to experiment with a variety of formats, se-
lecting topics as we go along. The watchwords seemed to be flexibility, experimentation, relevance and en-
gagement.

We agreed to meet a couple times a year as a region. Our next three-state meeting is in the planning stages for
late summer or early fall 2021.

Next State PLN Meetings

Idaho

May 12, 10-11 a.m. PT

Housing challenges in rural com-
munities. A brief presentation on
a study of second home owners
will tee up participants sharing
specific solutions or case studies
that might be applied to address
rural housing challenges.

Six Discussion Formats PLNs Are Experimenting With

Mastermind — an open conversation prompted by one person or community
team sharing a challenge they are wrestling with. Montana

May 28, 9:30-10:30 a.m. MT
Part Il of a mastermind on com-

munity identity and branding

Community/project show & tell — a presentation about a community process
or project, or a virtual field trip, followed by open discussion.

Networking rooms — breakout rooms to discuss issues of mutual interest and
get to know other participants better.

Expert “rapid fire” — quick (e.g., 3-minute) introductions by topic experts that
kick off an open conversation and Q&A

Expert presentation panel — an expert or small group do a presentation that
kicks off a discussion and Q&A

Perspective sharing — open discussion and insight-sharing about a topic of
mutual interest
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that began with the April meet-
ing.

Wyoming
May 5, 4-5 p.m. MT
Engagement & leadership


http://communityreview.org

Idaho

January

Topic: Community Responses to
coviD

Using the show & tell model, two
community leaders reported on
community projects and municipal
responses to the COVID shut down
in April 2020. The discussion high-
lighted initiatives to feature local
businesses via 10-minute recorded
interviews shared on YouTube on a
local Chamber of Commerce web-
page. The videos were shown at
the Chamber’s virtual happy hours.

PLN participants reflected on the
transition from in-person to virtu-
al public meetings, highlighting a
quick transition to virtual platforms
prompting increased public partici-
pation. People observed neighbors
helping neighbors and municipal-
ities using local police to deliver
food to vulnerable populations.
When asked what a post-pandemic
challenge might be in rural com-
munities, broadband access was
identified as a top priority concern.

February

Topic: Community Broadband
Using the expert presentation
format, speakers shared efforts

to form a local Broadband Action
Team to help move community
readiness forward. The presenters
included: Monica Babine (WSU
Extension), Debra Hansen (WSU

A\

\

Extension), and Andrew Metzger
(WCM Economic Development
Council) and Eric Forsch (Idaho
Department of Commerce).

March

Topic: Networking on Priority
Topics

This meeting focused on building
connections, networks, and infor-
mation sharing. Results of a PLN
participant survey to identify top
priority topics for discussion were
presented. Small discussion rooms
were created for the top three pri-
ority areas: broadband, workforce
development, and housing. The
PLN decided to devote the next
meeting to further networking
discussion about these topics.

April

Topic: Networking on Priority
Topics, Part Il

The Idaho PLN joined the virtual
discussion groups to continue con-
versations on the following topics:
Housing, Broadband, and Work-
force Development. The majority
of participants attended the hous-
ing discussion and they discussed
action items some communities
were pursuing such as second
homeowner survey’s and local
ordinances for Accessible Dwelling
Units (ADU). The participants in
the Broadband group discussed
the importance of providing local
leadership to address community
readiness to secure current and
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future funding streams. Other
conversation that emerged were
related to local agriculture and
farming.

Montana

January

Topic: How Choteau Created Its
Community Marketing Video
Community members shared
details and how-to information on
the marketing Choteau is doing
to attract remote workers and
entice former residents to “come
home” to Choteau. The meeting
especially focused on the Make
Choteau Home video produced
with support from the Choteau
Port Authority, Choteau Tourism
Improvement District and Montana
Economic Developers Association
Community Review mini-grants.

Key conversation takeways:
1.Don’t create a video just to cre-
ate it. Think through how you
will use it, and what you want

to accomplish.

2. When you engage a videogra-
pher, be upfront with what you
expect, but also willing to learn
as you go.

3. Recruiting families is important
to keeping many rural commu-
nities going, and childcare is
an critical connection to make
your community attractive.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=go4a_LtGaw4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=go4a_LtGaw4

February

Topic: Childcare

Four resource panelists did
three-minute introductions to
themselves and their programs,
and we heard about the ongoing
work the Eastern Plains Econom-
ic Development Corporation has
spearheaded to build a licensed
childcare facility in Baker. An open
conversation and Q&A followed.

Key conversation takeways:

1. Dads need to be invited and
involved in community efforts
to address childcare.

2.The presenters can—and want
to—help with specific chal-
lenges like recruiting childcare
operators.

3. The Big Sky Trust Fund is an
important source of funding for
childcare studies and projects.

March

Topic: Space to Place/Creative
Placemaking

Big Sky Economic Development in
Billings shared program details and
lots of great photos from the Bill-
ings Space2Place program, which
challenges community members
to imagine underutilized spaces
differently through micro-grants
to convert them into memorable
and inviting places. And we went
on a live video tour of Hillner Park,
which the Lockwood Optimist Club
has maintained for years, to see
how they are applying creative
placemaking principles to imag-
ine new community-welcoming
uses for different parts of the park
and forge partnerships with Scout
groups and other organizations to
begin developing a butterfly gar-
den and bird watching blind.

The Light Bike Trail (Billings, MT) is an in-progress, mapped, walkable and bikeable trail of 11
neon-lit bicycle art installations, running through downtown alleys. The project invites residents
and visitors to explore parts of the community that are usually in the shadows. It received a Big
Sky Economic Development Space2Place grant to kick it off. Photo: Downtown Billings Alliance
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Key conversation takeways:

1. Everyone walked away look-
ing with new eyes at spaces in
their community that could be
transformed.

2. Murals seem like low-hanging
fruit because they beautify
spaces and create a buzz, but
they are often better place-
making projects when they are
combined with other features
that encourage people to stop,
linger and gather rather than
just walk by.

3.There are many ideas for
funding sources—community
foundations, garden clubs, ser-
vice organizations, community
and business sponsorships, and
economic development organi-
zations, for starters.

April

Topic: Community Identity and
Branding

Prompted by questions from Lock-
wood, this mastermind discussion
focused on how to build commu-
nity pride, identity and a brand,
even when residents think there’s
nothing particularly special about
their place.

Key conversation takeaways:

1. Working with outside facilita-
tors and involving a cross-sec-
tion of the community helps
coalesce a brand.

2. Focusing on what’s special to
residents about their commu-
nity is a good place to start
creating an authentic brand.

3. Reviving tourism host training
and Welcome Wagon-type
committees was a key idea that
emerged during the Reimagin-
ing Rural project. These efforts
can be really grassroots like
the “We Speak” program, the



https://www.bigskyeconomicdevelopment.org/community-development/space2place/
mailto:https://industry.traveloregon.com/opportunities/programs-initiatives/frontline-staff-training/we-speak-program/?subject=

genesis of which is mentioned
in this video about Oakridge,
Oregon. Oakridge pioneered
“We Speak” to provide a way
for visitors to connect with
business owners and staff who
have expertise in what the
community offers (wildflowers,
camping, rivers, etc.).

Wyoming

March

Topic: Getting more people in-
volved in community projects
This mastermind discussion fo-
cused on challenges that Fort
Laramie is facing with people
expressing “I’'m not working with
THAT person” or “We tried that
20 years ago” or “Nothing ever
comes of anything | don’t want
to waste my time.” PLN members
shared strategies that have worked
for them and discussed common
experiences.

April

Topic: Transition and change

This open discussion focused on
how our communities are handling
and managing change due to driv-
ers such as COVID, new residents,
etc. One takeaway: the need for
continuing leadership education

to build capacity of new leaders to
take on change roles effectively.

Western Community
Assessment Network

Visit the WeCAN PLN webpage for
news, detailed meeting notes, and
updated learning opportunities.

EBINAL

Housing in Gateway Communities

Free webinar series on housing in gateway communities from the
Gateway Natural Amenity Region Initiative (GNAR). The first session is
in the books but there are several others still to come. High-quality fa-
cilitation, fascinating presenters and topic, and peer learning, to boot:
usu.edu/gnar/gnarlyproblems

Net Inclusion Webinars

This free virtual conference meets very Wednesday through June 2,
bringing together practitioners, advocates, academics, internet service
providers, and policymakers to share information and insights about
techology and broadband access. Learn more, register, and catch
replays for the webinars you missed at digitalinclusion.org/net-inclu-
sion-2021-webinar-series/

WeCAN Discount on Exploratory Scenarios Planning Course
Three 1 1/2 hour sessions, June 9-23, 2021. Learn to use Exploratory
Scenarios Planning to engage your community on complex, pressing,
high-uncertainty issues like over-tourism, rapid growth and develop-
ment, the effects of climate change, economic change and volatility,
inequity, and housing affordability. Register by April 30 for the lowest
early registration fees and use the code WECAN for an extra $40 dis-
count. Learn more and register: harbingerconsult.com/exploratory-sce-
narios-planning

In the next newsletter

e More news from the state PLNs

e Mini-grant updates

® Results from our PLN priority topics survey

Questions? Contact your state facilitator
Idaho: Melissa Hamilton mbhamilton@uidaho.edu
Montana: Gloria O’Rourke gloria@medamembers.org
Wyoming: Juliet Daniels juliet.daniels@uwyo.edu

Newsletter contributors

Michele Archie e Julie Daniels ® Mellissa Hamilton e Gloria O’Rourke
Want to add something to the next newsletter? Contact Michele
Archie michele@harbingerconsult.com

WeCAN collaborating organizations

Idaho Rural Partnership ¢ Montana Economic Developers Associa-
tion « Wyoming Business Council ® Extension faculty at University of
Idaho, Montana State University & University of Wyoming
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