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RURAL INITIATIVE IN ILLINOIS: 
GRAC AND IIRA 



Presentation Overview 

 Background and Scenario in Rural Illinois  

 Governor’s Rural Affairs Council & IIRA 

 Issues Addressed and Management Structure 

 Issues Addressed 

 Accomplishments and Outcomes 

 Lessons Learned 

 



Task Force on the Future of Rural Illinois 
(1986) 

• Issues Raised 
• Small City Population and Employment Declines 

• Loss of Rural Youth 

• High Unemployment 

• Poor Rural Economic Conditions 

• Confusing Access to State Programs 

• Responses 
• Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

• Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs (Western IL University) 

• Center for Value-Added Agriculture (Univ. IL Urbana-Champaign) 

• Center for Health Policy (Southern IL University) 



Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 
(1987) 

• Created by Governor’s Executive Order  

• Supported by Joint Resolution of Both Houses Support a Rural Initiative 

• Lt. Governor Serves as Chair 

• Includes Representatives from State Agencies, Universities, and Public 

• Full-time Professional Staff 

• Purposes: 

• Focus on Rural Issues that Otherwise Would be Overlooked 

• Be Contact Point for Rural Policymakers and Residents 

• Direct Inquiries to State Agencies to Respond 

• Collaborate and Sponsor Rural Research With Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

• Report to Governor and General Assembly on Rural Issues and Policies 

 

 

 



Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

• IIRA founded in 1989 at WIU 

• Executive Order Identified IIRA As The “The State’s Academic 

Clearinghouse For Rural Development Data And Initiatives.” 

• Provide Research And Technical Assistance To Governor’s Rural Affairs 

Council (GRAC) 

• Help Identify and Collaborate with Universities on Rural Research 

• Started With $250K (USD) In Appropriated Budget + Grant 

•  Mission:  To Improve the Quality of Life in Rural Illinois Through  
 Research, Policy Analysis, and Education by  Partnering With Public and 
 Private Agencies on Local Development and Enhancement  Activities. 

•   

 

 



Issues Addressed 
(Rural Initiative) 

Initial Topics: 

• Economic Development 

• Transportation 

• Social Services 

• Agriculture 

• Public Finance 

• Housing 

• Health Care 

• Education 

Target Audience:  Rural Communities in Non-Metro Counties and    
 Governments Smaller than 25,000. 



Motivations for the IIRA 

• Integrated Approach to Rural Issues 

• Broad Understanding of Rural Needs 

• Rural is not Only Agriculture (next slide) 

• Importance of Links With Metro Areas 

• Expanded Local Decision-making Capacity 

• Greater Rural Strength and Independence 

• Statewide Resource on Rural Issues 

• Rural Policy Analyses and Development Support 

• Clearinghouse Function Outside of State Agencies 

 



GRAC Activities 

• Meet Quarterly with Members Including Agency Heads & Public Members 

• Promote Value-Added Programmatic Efforts (DOA and DCCA) 

• Focus on Health and Education Outreach Efforts 

• Co-Sponsor Statewide Rural Conference with IIRA and Rural Partners 

• Prepare Annual Report on Rural Issues for Governor and Legislature 

• Coordinate Rural Efforts Within State Government 

• Make Policy Recommendations for Rural Programs 

          Help Rural Residents Access State Services More Effectively 
         Maintain a Website (With IIRA) Where Agencies Display Program Information 

          Empower Rural Community Leaders for Future Issues 
         Examine Long-Term Trends Facing Rural Illinois 

         Identify Promising Practices to Address Issues 

         Create an Integrated Work Plan for Rural Legislation and Programs 

          Increase Emergency Medical Services in Rural Areas 
 



IIRA Mission and Vision 

• Mission 
• To Improve the Quality of Life in Rural Illinois Through Research, Policy 

Analysis, and Education by  Partnering With Public and Private 
Agencies in Local Development and Enhancement Activities. 

 

• Vision 
•  …To Be Nationally Recognized For Using An Integrated Delivery System 

to Provide Knowledge, Information, and Innovative Strategies in 
Helping Rural Residents Improve Policy Decisions, Overcome Rural 
Disparities, and Achieve a High Quality of Life by Maintaining the Long-
term Viability of Communities.   



IIRA Goals 

• Promote Sound Statewide Rural Policy. 

• Advance State of Knowledge About Rural. 

• Provide High Quality Training and Technical 
Assistance to Support Effective Local Decisions. 

• Use Continuous Improvement Techniques to Achieve 
Effective and Efficient Operations. 

 



Core Values 

• Community Development is More than Job Creation. 

• Successful Solutions Come From Local Initiatives. 

• Rural Issues Are Broader than Agriculture. 

• Long-term Solutions Must Be Sustainable. 

• Rural Communities Do Not Exist in Isolation. 

• Successful Community Development Enriches Lives 
of All Residents. 



Policy Formation & Implementation 

• Work with GRAC on Policy Issues 

• Participate in Rural Partners’ Activities 

• Assist State Agencies with Rural Topics  

• Serve as Rural Clearinghouse 

• Publish Annual Report on Status of Rural With Policy 
Recommendations 

• Host Statewide Rural Development Conference 



Issues Addressed by IIRA 

• Policy Support (GRAC & State Agencies) 

• Local Community & Economic Development 

• Business Development 

• Sustainable Value-Added Agriculture 

• Community Health Care 

• Public Transit 

• Public Agency Management Support 

• Information Technology 

• Housing 

• Public Education 



(1) Strategic Visioning 

 
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(2) Technical Assistance 

 
 
 

 

(3) Implementation 
 Where are we now? 
 Where do we want to be? 
 How do we get there? 
 How to Keep Momentum? 
 
Goal: 
Prioritize CED objectives 
through a grassroots 
consensus-based process. 

 Business Plans 
 Business Retention & Expansion 
 Data Collection / Analysis 
 Economic Impact Analysis 
 Feasibility Studies 
 Fiscal Impact Analysis 
 GIS Mapping 
 Labor Market Analysis 
 Marketing Surveys 
 Renewable Energy 
 Retail Trade Analysis 
 Sustainable Development 

 Peace Corps Fellows 
 IIRA  Follow-up 
 Midwest CDI 
 AmeriCorps VISTA 
 Volunteer Training 
 Statewide Conference 
 Regional Workshops 
 Online materials 
Goal: 
Improve the quality of life 
for the residents of rural 
Illinois. 

IIRA Programs Linked to Strategies 
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Lessons Learned 

• Clear Statement of Mission, Vision, & Goals Integrated into University 
Missions 

• Strong Credibility in University and State Government with Both Parties 

• Recognize Importance of Strategic Planning and Use Evidence-Based 
Approaches 

• Collaboration with Universities and Other Groups 

• Integration With IIRA Agencies and Market As A Unit 

• Focus on Programs, Rather Than Projects 

• Track Effectiveness in Operations and Market  Success 

• Regular Communications (Social Media, etc.) 

• Celebrate Successes 



COMMUNITIES & COUNTIES 
SERVED BY THE IIRA 



For Additional Information: 

Background and Historical Issues: 

 

Norman Walzer 

 
Senior Research Scholar 

Center for Governmental Studies 
Adviser to Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Northern Illinois University 
DeKalb, IL 60115 
nwalzer@niu.edu 

 
815-753-0933 

SKYPE: normanwalzer1943 

Current IIRA Operations: 

 

Chris Merrett 
 
 

Director 
Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Western Illinois University 
Macomb, IL 61455 

CD-Merrett@WIU.edu 
 

309-298-2237 
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