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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
West Central Nebraska Development District, Inc (WCNDD) serves a unique area of Nebraska made
up of 58 incorporated communities in 18 counties. Geographically, WCNDD serves the largest region
of all the development districts in Nebraska. However, the WCNDD region is made up of some of the
most sparsely populated communities in the state.
The region has seen a population decline in the last decade and between 2010-2019 the region’s
population dropped by 3,827 people. Gradual population decline, the aging population, and lack of
youth retention at times result in lack of progression within struggling communities.
The COVID-19 pandemic brought new perspective and challenges to communities. While our
communities did not escape the wide-reaching impacts of the pandemic, our region, and Nebraska as
a whole have rebounded well. Many changes have resulted in the way establishments and even local
governments are ran have resulted.
Technology and broadband will continue to be in the forefront of business and community
development. Communities are exploring how to recruit residents who now work remotely and want to
enjoy rural living. Leaders are now waiting to see what long term effects the pandemic has caused,
but optimistically look forward to opportunities and funding that have been created as well.
Leaders within our region want to serve their communities well and do what is best for the future.
Committing to infrastructure needs and planning ahead are vital for communities to thrive. Many
communities and leaders have realized they have the ability to create changes from within rather than
depending on outside influence.
WCNDD continues to ‘meet where they meet’ and engage within our communities. We look forward to
continuous knowledge and engagement within communities to partner with them on their ideas.
Education and support provided by WCNDD are valued resources that we will continue to provide to
all communities within our region.
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BACKGROUND
History and Objectives
The West Central Nebraska Development District (WCNDD) is one of eight development districts in
Nebraska, which were established in 1974 to enhance the ability of local governments, economic
development areas and chambers of commerce to jointly plan, address issues, and seize
opportunities that transcend individual boundaries. We are an independent quasi-governmental
consulting group assisting local governments, businesses, homeowners, landowners, healthcare
providers and educational institutions in solving problems, creating holistic solutions, and planning.
Our district was formed in 1979 as a voluntary association of local governments established under
Nebraska State Statutes 13-801 through 13-827, (Nebraska Interlocal Cooperation Act) and Nebraska
State Statutes 13-1901 through 13-1907, (Development Districts).

The objectives of the West Central Nebraska Development District are to join together the local
governments within the geographical area of Thomas, Logan, Lincoln, McPherson, Hooker, Grant,
Arthur, Keith, Perkins, Dawson, Hayes, Chase, Frontier, Dundy, Hitchcock, Red Willow, Furnas and
Gosper Counties as an economic development district to:
• Promote economic development;
• Qualify for federal, state, and local government programs;
• Promote intergovernmental cooperation, through communication, planning, policy making,
coordination and technical assistance, strengthen local units of government; address issues
and needs which cross city, county and state boundaries;
• Participate in identifying and prioritizing local and regional problems;
• Advise local officials on trends in state and federal programs and the availability of state and
federal funding; to create joint service opportunities;
• Provide technical, administrative and professional services;
• Eliminate duplication and promote efficiency in local government.
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Population
Total population in the West Central Nebraska Development District was 102,484 in 2019, which is a
decrease (-3.66%) from 2010.
As seen in many rural counties, only two (Thomas and Grant) showed an increase in population and
one of those is minimal.
Difference in County Population 2010 vs. 2019

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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WCNDD Municipality’s Population and Low and Moderate Income

Source: HUD Exchange

Communities can seek Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding if 51 percent of their
population meets the Low and Moderate Income (LMI) guidelines per U.S. Census data, or via a
specific survey requirement that is only good for a limited time. Communities that do qualify typically
have lower population end and therefore are also limited in their ability to meet other requirements
such as cash match or number of beneficiaries.

In fiscal year 2020, the largest categories of CDBG spending nationally were:
•
Public Improvements (63.94%)
•
Housing (13.39%)
•
Economic development (9.04%)
•
Administrative and planning (8.55%)
•
Public services (3.01%)
•
Acquisition (1.57%)
•
Other (.50%)
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Economy
Funding assistance possibilities for a potential Economic Development Administration (EDA) project
are limited. Only five counties meet the per capita income (PCI) threshold, as they do not qualify in
any other category. The geographical location of those four counties; their primary industry, Sandhills
ranching, and lack of population makes it unlikely that they would have an eligible project.
Based on the pre-application for federal assistance from the EDA, project funding is based on
unemployment or PCI compared to the national average.
• If the 24-month unemployment rate is at least 225% of the national average or PCI is less than
50% then EDA eligibility is 80%.
• If the 24-month unemployment rate is at least 180% of the national average or PCI is less than
60% then EDA eligibility is 70%.
• If the 24-month unemployment rate is at least 150% of the national average or PCI is less than
65% then EDA eligibility is 60%.
• If PCI is less than 80% then EDA eligibility is 50%. Four counties in the WCNDD region qualify
here.
• If PCI is 80% or greater then not EDA eligible based on PCI.

WCNDD County Per Capita Income

Source: HUD Exchange

Household Income
According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, the population of Nebraska in 2020 was
1,937,552. The population ranking was 37th in the nation. However, the per capita personal income
ranked 20th in the United States, which was an improvement from 21st as reported in the 2019 CEDS.
In 2020, Nebraska had a per capita personal income of $57,942, which was 97 percent of the national
average. In 2016, Nebraska’s per capita personal income was 99.9 percent of the national average.
The 2019 median household income in the WCNDD region was lower than the national and state
average.

2019 Median Household Income
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The WCNDD region poverty rate of 10.9 percent was consistent with the national poverty rate of 10.5
percent. However, that percentage was slightly higher than the poverty rate of Nebraska which was
9.9 percent.

Poverty Rate in 2019
Source:StatsAmerica

9

WCNDD

Thomas County

Red Willow…

Perkins County

McPherson…

Logan County

Lincoln County

Keith County

Hooker County

Hayes County

Grant County

Gosper County

Furnas County

Frontier County

Dundy County

Dawson County

Chase County

Arthur County

20
15
10
5
0

Hitchcock…

% Poverty Rate in 2019

Housing
Housing is the common discussion voiced by the communities in the WCNDD region. Generally
speaking, communities are concerned about the lack of affordable workforce housing and rentals,
both in the single family and multi-family arena.
Occupied vs Vacant Units by County

Source: Factfinder – 2019 American Community Survey
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More than 16percent of all housing structures are vacant with one county recording 28 percent
housing vacancy. Yet, a shared concern is that 26 percent of all structures were built prior to 1939.
Through a visual assessment within the WCNDD District, it is determined a large number of
dilapidated and uninhabitable units were identified. Presumably then, it may not be economically
feasible to transform a greater portion of those 9,000 vacant homes into viable housing.
WCNDD and other area housing agencies, continue to assist homeowners with owner-occupied
housing rehabilitation. Although progress slowed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, over the last year
WCNDD’s current owner-occupied housing rehabilitation project has been working to bring 23 homes
within the district up to HUD standards. Five homes in the region have been successfully brought up
to those standards.
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Home Construction by County & Year

Source: 2016 American Community Survey

12

Geography
WCNDD is in the southwestern region of Nebraska. The coverage area consists of 18 counties;
Grant, Hooker, Thomas, Arthur, McPherson, Logan, Keith, Perkins, Lincoln, Dawson, Chase, Hayes,
Frontier, Gosper, Dundy, Hitchcock, Red Willows and Furnas.
The coverage area is shown below in grey.

Nebraska is roughly rectangular, except in the northeast and the east where the border is formed by
the irregular course of the Missouri River and in the southwest where the state of Colorado cuts out a
squared corner. The land rises gradually from 840 ft (256 m) in the east to 5,426 ft (1,654 m) in the
west. The Platte River which formed by the junction of the North Platte and the South Platte, flows
across the state from west to east to join the Missouri River south of Omaha. The Platte and Missouri
rivers, together with their tributaries, give Nebraska all-important water sources that are essential to
farming in this agricultural state. Underground water sources are also widely used for irrigation. The
river valleys have long provided routes westward, and still today the transcontinental railroads and
highways follow the valleys.
The Sandhills span the west and
northwest portions of the state, their
wind-eroded contours are basically now
stabilized by grass coverage. Cattle
graze on the slopes and tablelands,
protected in the severe winters by the
sand bluffs and the valleys.
The climate in the western half of the
state, including the WCNDD region, is
semiarid. The entire state experiences
wide seasonal variations in both
temperature and precipitation. Average
temperatures are uniform across
Nebraska, with hot summers and
generally cold winters. Average annual
precipitation decreases east to west from about 31.5 inches (800 mm) in the southeast corner of the
state to about 13.8 inches (350 mm) in the Panhandle. Humidity also decreases significantly from east
to west. Snowfall across the state is fairly even, with most of Nebraska receiving between 25 and 35
inches (640 to 890 mm) of snow each year.
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Workforce Development

Source: Nebraska Department of Labor

According to the Nebraska Department of Labor, the May 2021 unemployment rate for Nebraska is
2.6percent as compared nationally to 5.9percent. According to U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics,
Nebraska ranks second nationwide for lowest unemployment rates in May 2021. Within the WCNDD
region, the current unemployment rate is an average of 1.8 percent with 1,058 unemployed persons.
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Number of Employer Establishments in WCNDD Region
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Source: 2019 Economic Census

According to the 2019 Economic Census, there were 3,295 employment establishments
(companies/employers) in WCNDD’s counties, not including the approximate 6,000 farming, ranching,
forestry, and hunting and fishing businesses. (The above chart does not include the farming, ranching,
forestry, and hunting and fishing businesses.)
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Number of Employees in the WCNDD Region in 2019
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Once again, the chart is skewed as the number of employees working farming, ranching, forestry,
hunting, fishing and utility jobs were not available. The number of employees on farming and ranching
operations is difficult to ascertain as this information is not gathered in the U.S. Census and not
specifically gathered in the Census of Agriculture either. Also, the two censuses do not gather
information in the same years. According to the 2017 Census of Agriculture, there were 5,503 farming
operations alone, therefore if all the operations only had two employees each, farming operations
would account for more nearly double the number of employees as any other category displayed
above.
In the 2016 to 2026 Long-term Occupational Projections report compiled by NEworks, it is estimated
that an additional 2,358 jobs will be made available throughout all the trades in the Nebraska MidPlains region. The largest growth in employment is projected within the management, healthcare
practitioner, transportation, and sales areas.
The vast majority, 95.1 percent of employed residents live and work in this region. In 2019, more than
2,400 workers in the district worked from home. This number has the potential to grow as better
broadband capabilities are integrated in communities, providing faster and more secure Internet
service. Home-based business and at-home employment opportunities are increased with this
advancement of technology. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many positions were transitioned to
remote jobs and many rural Nebraska communities are hoping that remote working and rural living
can go hand in hand.
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Industry clusters
Industry clusters can be defining features of regional economies. The creation and strengthening of
clusters are important to a region’s success. Regions need to be competitive through a compilation of
mutually supportive businesses and companies that creates a competitive advantage. Analyzing
industry clusters in the WCNDD region aids leaders in identifying where the greatest potential lies.
The analysis relies on comparing local employment and wages of an industry to employment and
wages of the nation. Clusters can be evaluated by occupation as well, which focuses on the
knowledge, skills and abilities of the individuals who work for those businesses.
The WCNDD 2019 CEDS noted that industries with a location quotient (LQ), which measures a
region’s industrial specialization relative to the nation’s, of greater than 1.25, show a greater chance of
being a regional strength. The leading industries found in that research were glass and ceramics;
transportation equipment manufacturing; computer and electronic manufacturing; transportation and
logistics; agribusiness, food processing and technology; chemicals and chemical products; electrical
equipment, appliance and component manufacturing; energy; and mining. This research was based
on 2012 statistics from U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics.
The WCNDD 2019 CEDS noted strong occupational clusters in the region include agribusiness and
food technology; skilled production workers; legal and financial services and real estate; education,
remediation and social; managerial, sales, marketing and Human Relations; health care and medical
science; and personal services occupations.
U.S. Bureau of Labor 2020 Statistics show the WCNDD region to have a high LQ, therefore industry
strengths, in the following industries: natural resources and mining; goods-producing; trade,
transportation, and utilities; leisure and hospitality; and construction.
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Traded clusters are groups of related industries that serve markets beyond the region in which they
are located. According to the U.S. Cluster Mapping Project as seen in the following graph, the most
recent data shows the WCNDD region has strong clusters based on employment numbers in
Livestock Processing, Agricultural Inputs and Services, Upstream Chemical Products, Oil and Gas
Transportation, and Trailers, Motor Homes and Appliances.
Employment by Traded Cluster of Private, Non-Agricultural Employment

Local clusters are industries that serve the local market. Below are breakdowns of the WCNDD region
Traded clusters versus local clusters according to the U.S. Cluster Mapping Project.
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The WCNDD region falls short of U.S. average wages in all clusters except financial services, local
utilities, local health services, local logistical services, and local real estate, construction and
development.
The graph below illustrates job creation by local cluster in the WCNDD region. The red bar indicates
the expected job creation based on national growth. As indicated, the region excelled in job gains in
local commercial services, local logistical services, and local industrial products and services in
comparison to national industry cluster rates.
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Education
Education opportunities go hand in hand with having a well-trained workforce. The WCNDD region is
home to numerous public and private schools, as well as several post-secondary facilities. Schools
serve as a major employer in most communities.
There are 97 schools in 38 school districts within the WCNDD region: 91 of these schools are public
and 6 are private/parochial. The 2019-2020 enrollment in grades preschool through 12 was 19, 294,
an increase from 19,059 in 2017-2018. This maintains stable enrollment as the total number in 2012
was 19,320 students, and in 2009 it was 19,334 students.
Higher education in the WCNDD region is served mainly by Mid-Plains Community College, with main
campuses in North Platte and McCook. There are also community campuses in Ogallala and Imperial.
Enrollment for 2018-2019 was 2,216 students with 765 being full time and 1,451 being part time.
The Nebraska College of Technical Agriculture is located in Curtis. It had a fulltime enrollment of 335
students in 2018-2019, which was the highest enrollment since 1995. NCTA is nationally ranked as
one of the best two-year colleges, and Forbes Business Magazine placed it among the top 30 trade
schools in the nation.

Education Level in WCNDD Region

Source: Stats America
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Transportation
Most trips made in the district are by personal vehicles. According to the most recent American
Community Survey, 82 percent of WCNDD region commuters drive alone to work.

Source:StatsAmerica

Carpooling accounted for 9 percent and public transportation accounts for only a .3 percent of
commuters in the district. Since most of the areas within the WCNDD are sparsely populated,
generally there is limited or no public transportation between communities. Individual community
handi-bus systems operate during business hours and usually not on the weekends. Two
communities in the District, North Platte and McCook, have available taxi service, which operates with
increased hours of service.

21

Modes of Transportation
The Trailways Bus System travels along the 1-80 corridor, making two stops per day. There are only
three stops on the route within our area: Lexington, North Platte and Ogallala. There is no rail service
offered within the district other than Amtrak, which stops only in McCook.
Many of the communities and counties in the WCNDD have local transit choices as seen in the
following graphic.

Local Area Transportation
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The Nebraska Department of Roads and county commissioners are responsible for federal, state and
county roads. Funding is from the Federal Highway Administration, state, and local county funds. The
following map shows Federal and State Highway Systems in the region.

Highways in WCNDD Region
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WCNDD Area Airports
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Utilities
Broadband
Broadband has become a crucial element of infrastructure. Broadband availability affects business,
healthcare, education, public safety, communication, and many other areas. Broadband is a pillar for
community growth and sustainability. During the COVID-19 pandemic, it became even more apparent
to many of the rural communities in the WCNDD region that broadband is an essential piece of
infrastructure.
It is important that all Nebraskans have access to high speed, quality internet. In 2010, the Nebraska
Broadband Mapping and Planning Initiative was funded for five years. The Nebraska Broadband
Initiative began, which focused on mapping, planning, capacity building, technical assistance, and
regional planning. Out of those efforts, it was noted that 97 percent of Nebraskans have access to
wireline internet service and 86.8 percent of Nebraskans have access to wired broadband with
speeds of 25 mbps or faster.
In early 2021, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and with funding through U.S. Economic
Development Administration CARES grant, WCNDD, in partnership with the Nebraska Regional
Officials Council (NROC), launched a statewide broadband mapping initiative. The initiative created a
website (nebraskaspeedtest.org) in which all Nebraska residents were encouraged to take a quick
and confidential speed test that will compile accurate internet speed data. The speed test analyzes
download speeds, upload speeds, ping and jitter. The data collected can be analyzed by the
Nebraska Economic Development Districts in multiple capacities. The overall goal of the initiative is to
bridge the digital divide between urban and rural areas of the state and identify unserved and
underserved areas in hopes of enabling stakeholders, communities, and economic developers to
better plan for the expansion of broadband infrastructure that will enable our communities to thrive.
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The image below displays speed test results within the WCNDD region. Each dot on the map
represents a speed test taken and the corresponding download speeds to that test. It would be ideal if
all Nebraskans had greater than 25 Mbps download speed on their broadband internet access, as
depicted by the green and blue by the green or blue dots on the map. Red and black dots on the map
indicate areas of inadequate broadband service.
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Energy Sources
Power Plants
There is one coal fired power plant in the WCNDD region. The Gerald Gentleman Station is
Nebraska's largest electricity generating plant, with the capability to generate 1,362.6 MW of power.
This power plant is located south of Sutherland. Several communities in the WCNDD utilize natural
gas fired power plants to supplement their power needs.
Oxford
3.4 MW Capability
Beaver City
2 MW Capability
Canady Station (Lexington)
108.8 MW Capability
Curtis
3.4 MW Capability
There are two petroleum fired power plants in the WCNDD region.
McCook
56.7 MW Capability
Cambridge
4 MW Capability
There are also a limited number of solar power stations in the WCNDD region, with many more in the
planning stages. Municipal solar is a way to attract new business and investment into communities
and can be used as an economic development tool.
Lexington
3.6 MW Capability
Gothenburg
499 KW Capability
Willow Island (Dawson County)
300 KW Capability
Venango
96 KW Capability
Source: Nebraska Power Association

There are several hydroelectric power plants in the WCNDD.
Kingsley
50 MW Capability
North Platte (2)
26.2 MW Capability
Johnson II
22.5 MW Capability
Johnson I (2)
21.6 MW Capability
Jeffrey (2)
21 MW Capability
Ethanol Plants
In 1985 there was one ethanol plant in the state. Today there are 27. Spread throughout the state,
these plants have a capacity producing more than 2.5 billion gallons – making Nebraska the No. 2
ethanol-producing state in the country. Because of its rural setting, the WCNDD is a prime location for
ethanol plants, of which we have five.
Chief Ethanol Fuels
Lexington
50 million gallons a year
Mid America Agri Product
Madrid
46 million gallons a year
Nebraska Corn Processing, LLC
Cambridge
44 million gallons a year
Trenton Agri Products
Trenton
40 million gallons a year
Midwest Renewable Energy
Sutherland
28 million gallons a year
Source: Nebraska Energy Office
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Pipelines
There are also numerous crude oil, petroleum and natural gas pipelines located under and through
the WCNDD region.
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Natural Resources
As a part of the Great Plains, Nebraska lies in the mid-west portion of the country. The state is one of
the major ranching and farming centers in the country. In the 1860s, the government opened up the
Nebraska territory and encouraged settlement of the area by offering free land grants to
homesteaders. After the Civil War, Nebraska became a state. It is rich in natural resources that have
made agriculture an important component of the Nebraska economy.
Land
Nebraska contains fertile soil for agriculture and grassland for grazing. Deposits of nutrient-rich loess
soil lie under most of the state's topsoil, which aids crops in surviving the meager rainfall that falls in
the district. Corn, soybeans and wheat, which are some of Nebraska's major cash crops, thrive in this
soil.
Farmers utilize intense conservation methods such as crop rotation to protect the fertile cropland.
Scattered forest groves provide windbreaks that help prevent soil erosion. A portion of the Great
Plains extends into the western half of the state, providing a vast amount of grazing land for cattle.
Minerals
Nebraska possesses few mineral resources. Sand and gravel pits, which are found along the Platte
and Republican rivers, provide important commercial mineral reserves. These minerals are used for
making concrete and surfacing roads. However, Nebraska also ships sand and gravel to neighboring
states. Limestone quarries are located along the Missouri River in southeastern Nebraska. They
produce stone used for roadbeds, the manufacture of cement, river improvement work and building
purposes. The eastern part of the state contains outcroppings of clay suitable for use in manufacturing
pottery, tile and brick. Small deposits of petroleum and natural gas have been found in the western
part of the state.
Water
Rivers, lakes and groundwater provide major water sources in the state. The Platte River is
Nebraska's principal waterway. It is too shallow for navigation; however, Nebraskans use it for
recreation, hydroelectric power and irrigation. They also built dams to control the flow of rivers and
provide water for irrigation and livestock. The state's large supply of underground water, found in the
Ogallala Aquifer, led to the construction of many wells, which aid irrigation of crops. The numerous
lakes dotting the state's countryside are small and shallow. People use them mainly for recreation
purposes.
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Environment
Land Use and Water
The land use of the WCNDD region outside of any urban areas is used primarily for agriculture and
grazing. The northern most part of the district has some farming and crop production, but a large
portion of the area is pastureland for gazing. The central area along the Platte River has fertile ground
and irrigation supply canals that were built decades ago to help boast lively crop production. The
southern portion of the district is again a combination of pastureland and crop production.
According to the Nebraska Department of Agriculture (NDA), Nebraska’s farms and ranches utilize
44.9 million acres, which is 92 percent of the state’s total land area. The NDA reports that the 10
leading commodities (in order of importance) are cattle and calves, corn, soybeans, hogs, dairy
products, miscellaneous crops, hay, wheat, chicken eggs, and potatoes. Every dollar in agricultural
exports generates $1.28 in economic activities. In 2019, there were a total of 45,700 farms and
ranches, down from 49,969 in 2012. The average size of these farms and ranches was 982 acres, up
from 907 acres in 2012.
Nebraska is fortunate to have aquifers below it. If poured over the surface of the state, the water in
those aquifers would have a depth of 37.9 feet (11.6 meters). The state has 96,547 registered, active
irrigation wells supplying water to more than 8.3 million acres of harvested cropland and pasture. Of
the total cropland harvested during 2012, 44 percent was irrigated. The district is situated above the
Ogallala aquifer- one of the world’s largest. The aquifer, a vast underground lake, supports more than
47,500 farms and ranches in the district. However, in a four-year study done by Kansas State
University, researchers state that the life of the Ogallala Aquifer could be extended several decades,
but only if water usage is reduced. Concerns of the depletion of the aquifer have caused some
counties to place a moratorium on drilling irrigation wells. The absence of the aquifer would have the
potential to turn productive farm ground into semi-arid ground. This prediction is not in our immediate
future, however, the change in the environment could cause a drastic change in the future economy of
the district.
Natural Resources
There are several Natural Resource Districts (NRDs) across Nebraska to coordinate efforts to
conserve, sustain, and improve the natural resources and environment. The Upper Loup, Central
Platte, Twin Platte, Upper Republican, and Middle Republican NRDs work collectively in the district
with groundwater management, tree conservations programs, grasslands and wildlife programs, and
flood controls.
Air Quality
Nebraska regulations for air quality are derived from the Clean Air Act and the Nebraska
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA). (The air quality regulations are found in Title 129 of the
Nebraska Administrative Code.) The air quality overall in Nebraska is considered satisfactory and air
pollution poses little or no risk.
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SWOT ANALYSIS
Strengths
Weaknesses
Opportunities
Threats
In updating the CEDS plan, the modified analysis centered on the region as a whole, rather than
breaking it up into sub-regions. It was apparent through community visits, meetings attended and the
electronic survey that the core issues are the same across the region. Each participating community
stakeholder was asked to define what the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats were in
their community. The information will allow communities to focus on their key objectives and goals.

The overwhelming STRENGTH identified in the survey is Quality of Life and Quality People. This is
followed by Living in an Agricultural Economy, Strong Work Ethic, Low Unemployment Rate, Safety
and Security, Community Involvement, and Geographic Location.
The factors identified in the SWOT Analysis weaknesses for WCNDD are intertwined. The
predominant WEAKNESS identified in the WCNDD area is Housing Availability/Affordability, whether
it is for purchase or as a rental. The need for affordable housing is the constant thread in all
communities within the region. Almost half of the 52,000 homes in the region were built prior to 1960
and without proper repair and maintenance throughout the past 50 years, are showing severe decline.
31

Owner occupied rehab programs are offered throughout the region to income qualified households.
Yet, these are restricted funds, which limit the number of homes rehabilitated. With budget cuts
across the board for housing programs, it is difficult for smaller communities to be able to build
affordable housing rental projects. New construction is on the decline in small communities, as the
cost of a new home is prohibitive to persons who are earning below the threshold requirement for
market rate mortgages. Some communities within the region have set aside land to be developed for
housing, but then find it difficult to find reasonable, quality developers for their projects.
The next biggest concern is a Lack of a Quality Workforce. In a January 2017 survey by the
Associated General Contractors of America, 73 percent of businesses had a difficult time finding
qualified workers and 55 percent identified worker shortages as a bigger concern that federal
regulations (41 percent) and low infrastructure investment (18 percent). Economists studying the
problem report this may only worsen unless certain changes occur immediately.
According to Global Risk Insights, there are key reasons for this severe lack of skilled workers. First,
older workers are retiring in large numbers and there are fewer younger workers to replace them.
Older workers have acquired during the years, experience, knowledge, and skills. Yet, with fewer
qualified young people to hire, employers are having problems finding replacements. In addition, while
many businesses are crying out for a highly-skilled workforce, they are either reluctant to pay for or
are cutting back on training expenditures. Many firms want skilled workers with the exact qualifications
they require but will not pay for the training. Employee training is necessary for any company that
wants to improve the quality of worker knowledge and skills and help the company remain
competitive. This lack of investment in employee development will hurt firms in both the short and long
term. Additionally, there is the situation where more young people are going to college rather than into
technical training programs. While a college educated workforce is a vital component to the American
economy, that theory has diverted individuals who could earn a good salary with excellent benefits
and have employment opportunities.
Third and fourth on the list of the highest-ranking problems are Population Decline. Loss of population
creates a trickle-down effect that sometimes turns into a flood of problems, which includes the lack of
a quality workforce. Many communities find youth retention a key piece of this problem as well. A
community with a higher proportion of older inhabitants may be less attractive to businesses. Other
effects of population decline include loss of critical assets such as schools and medical services; a
drop in real estate prices because more homes are unoccupied; fewer new homes being built; less
demand for rented accommodation; fewer care facilities; fewer people frequenting local
establishments; and eventually local residents having to travel further to reach their wants and needs.
According to Pamela Schallhorn from the University of Illinois, there are five strategies that should be
used to attract and retain youth in rural communities. The strategies are the need for improved highspeed internet service; investment in “youth priorities” that make communities more attractive to
young people; a community, supportive of its small businesses, that strives to have an entrepreneurial
culture and builds economic opportunities though entrepreneurship; actively consulting and engaging
youth in the community development planning process; and marketing the community to young
people if that is the target audience.
Business Development was noted as a weakness in the region. Not only was it recognized that new
businesses were needed, business transition was not mentioned, which is an integral part of the
business development within a community. Many businesses continue close as the older generation
retires with no plan in place for someone to take over an existing business.
Many communities see business development as large facilities or employers entering their
communities, however, it’s important to establish micro businesses that may only host one or two
employees but may have longevity for a long period of time. Communities are learning to focus on
business development that grows their existing employers. Some have adopted the 10/80/10
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philosophy where 10 percent is focused on entrepreneurship, 80 percent on economic gardening of
existing businesses and 10 percent on recruiting new businesses. Even in the recruiting arena,
communities are more focused on realistic goals. Instead of responding to request for proposals for a
100-person employer, they are looking at what they can provide and how they can respond to the 10person business proposal instead. This leads to the idea that there is a better chance at landing that
type of employer, which may better fit their resources. Communities are evaluating how to best
allocate their limited resources and what provides the best return on investment.
Other weaknesses that were identified were:
• Lack of Childcare Providers- Without quality childcare, communities may continue to see
population decline, lack of workforce and/or other social issues.
• Lack of Progressive Growth- At a community meeting one leader stated, “To grow, you have to
invest.” This theory and a fear of lack of progression was common in many communities within
the region. Yet, in regard to housing, business development and infrastructure, some leaders
acknowledged they must make investments even those deemed risky.
• Community First Impressions/Aesthetics- Communities see the value in having a welcoming,
positive, clean appearance and are striving to reach a high standard.
The top regional OPPORTUNITY was Business Retention/Business Transition. Other opportunities
include Housing Rehabilitation, Housing Development, Public Infrastructure Improvements, Workforce
Development, and Migration of Population to Rural Living.
The main THREAT identified was also mentioned as a big weakness, Population/Workforce Decline.
Other threats noted include Loss of Critical Assets (Medical Services, Churches, Schools, Stores,
etc), Access to Affordable Capital to Invest, Aging Population, Lack of Housing Options, and
Government Regulations/Taxes.
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION AND EVALUATION
FRAMEWORK
Nebraskans know football, and a football team needs a playbook. Everyone on the team needs to
know what the other player is doing in order for the offense to score. A Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) is a region's playbook for engaging in a collaborative, region-wide
transformation of the economy in order to raise productivity, create wealth, and increase prosperity for
residents. Nebraskans don't want to be successful only when they are lucky. Sustained success
comes from a good plan and a well thought out playbook. Success requires facing tough decisions
and changing the approach to the game at hand.
In the past, promotion of quality of place seemed to be the resounding theme to attract new talent,
retired or semi-retired households and businesses. Those types of conditions alone are not sufficient
for long-term sustainable growth and regional prosperity. It requires steady growth in the region's tax
base with good paying wages and a labor force with increased skill sets. There is an increasing
demand for highly skilled workers across all industry sectors. Wages are a function of skills,
productivity, and supply and demand as well as the structural make-up of the regional economy.
What constitutes economic development and growth is not universally shared. In some venues, there
is a lack of understanding in the difference between community development and economic
development. The goal is economic transformation.
Using comprehensive data from the region, WCNDD has identified three core goals and seven
objectives that will help reach those goals. Under each objective are a series of action plans intended
to directly incorporate the region's challenges and opportunities as a means for improving the region's
economy. These goals, objectives, and actions are the metrics by which WCNDD will measure the
performance of the overall plan to improve the region. The plan will be reviewed and updated at least
annually.
It is important to measure the success of the CEDS by evaluating and monitoring the results of the
scope of work across the region. Other economic development opportunities should be measured as
a collaborative effort within the communities as well. Timelines for completion are ongoing as the
response of a community is beyond the control of the development district. Status reports to the
WCNDD Governing Board are provided monthly to monitor progress in all areas. This allows CEDS to
become an active part of each board meeting.

Goal 1: Act Regionally
Objective 1.1 Continue collaboration with local, regional and state entities.
Action Plan 1—Maintain an updated list of all economic development organizations and contacts
Action Plan 2—Maintain an updated list of all community chamber of commerce and contacts
Action Plan 3—Contact all entities identified to provide introduction
Action Plan 4—Maintain the WCNDD website and Facebook page
Action Plan 5—Partner with area leadership programs to expand leadership opportunities in the
region
Performance Measures
• Identify all economic development organizations in the region and create/update a contact list.
• Update the list of all community chambers of commerce.
• Maintain and update the Facebook and WCNDD Website.
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•
•

Schedule and attend meet and greets throughout the region.
Track number of Leadership Classes assisted and number of participants.

Goal 2: Community Development
Objective 2.1 Provide crucial distinguishable resources for members.
Action Plan 1—Partner with communities to boost community appearance, and activities that enhance
the quality of life for citizens.
Action Plan 2—Market quality of life amenities in the region to families, workforce, and visitors.
Action Plan 3—-Create/Assist Community Redevelopment Authority (CRA) Programs
Objective 2.2 Provide technical planning assistance in community development and
infrastructure activities.
Action Plan 1—Partner with entities to develop public works infrastructure enhancements for these
entities. Identify federal, state, local and private resources for those enhancements.
Action Plan 2—Partner with entities to expand high speed broadband service throughout the region.
Action Plan 3—Assist entities in bolstering private funding resources through local investment clubs or
community foundations that enhance community development activities.
Action Plan 4—Assist entities in developing need assessments, attitude surveys, and strategic plans,
their implementation and their evaluation.
Action Plan 5—Assist entities in the development of long-range plans, including comprehensive
planning and zoning, housing needs assessments, blight studies and redevelopment plans.
Objective 2.3 Assist communities in providing safe, affordable, quality housing in West Central
Nebraska.
Action Plan 1—Assist members in identifying the housing needs in their community through housing
studies and surveys.
Action Plan 2—Assist communities in the rehabilitation of existing housing and provide homebuyer
and homeowner education.
Action Plan 3—Identify federal, state, local, and private resources to fund community housing
programs.
Performance Measures
• Track the number of new programs and activities developed by communities and the number
of communities involved in nuisance code enforcement.
• Track the number of social media and news releases distributed.
• Track the number of Community Redevelopment Authorities (CRAs) are created or assisted.
• Track the number of entities improving infrastructure. Dollar amount invested in infrastructure
improvements.
• Amount of increased bandwidth available to all persons in the region.
• Track the number of community assessments, surveys, comprehensive planning and zoning,
housing needs assessments, blight studies, redevelopment plans or strategic plans have been
developed.
• Track the number of entities assisted with housing development activities.
• Track the amount of housing Owner Occupied Rehabilitation provided.
• Track the number of housing studies and surveys conducted.
• Track the number of entities that have adopted LB840 or local option sales tax.
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Goal 3: Business Development/Workforce Development
Objective 3.1 Enhance the economic resilience of the region.
Action Plan 1—Partner with counties, communities and area emergency managers to play a role in
disaster recovery activities.
Objective 3.2 Develop entrepreneurial support systems throughout the region where business
owners and aspiring entrepreneurs can seek assistance in developing and growing their
business.
Action Plan 1—Deliver business training throughout the region.
Action Plan 2—Promote other entrepreneurial and business trainings being offered by other entities.
Action Plan 3—Promote chambers of commerce in the region as a source for a directory of existing
business connections.
Objective 3.3 Expand the diversity of businesses in the WCNDD region to meet and enhance
services to citizens.
Action Plan 1—Assist communities and counties in expanding agriculture-related businesses in the
area that enhance agriculture diversification.
Action Plan 2—Partner with manufacturers in the region to identify barriers to growth and expansion.

Performance Measures
•
•
•
•
•
•

Track the number of county and community Local Emergency Operation Plans, which include
WCNDD as a Disaster Recovery partner.
Track the number of meetings or events involving Disaster Planning.
Track the number of Chambers of Commerce that are assisted with surveys of business
needs.
Track the number of participants in other business trainings and the number of marketing
pieces delivered to promote training.
Track the number of new or expanded ag-related businesses.
Track the number of meetings held with manufacturers, and number of participants to identify
barriers and develop solutions.

EDA Requirements
WCNDD will also include number of jobs created after implementation of the CEDS, number and
types of investments undertaken in the region related to EDA, number of jobs retained in the region,
amount of private sector investment in the region after implementation of the CEDS as it relates to
EDA and changes in the economic environment of the region.
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ECONOMIC RESILIENCE
Each county in the State is responsible for developing a Local Emergency Operating Plan (LEOP)
specific to their county and communities located within their municipal boundaries, and to employ an
Emergency Manager who has received specialized training in coordinating disaster and emergency
services when requested. This plan contains the strategies necessary to provide overall resiliency to
stabilize and support the region in the event of a disaster. These processes are standardized for
Nebraska and can be found at
https://nema.nebraska.gov/sites/nema.nebraska.gov/files/doc/standard-leop.pdf.
The
full
State
Emergency
Operations
http://www.nema.ne.gov/pdf/nebraska-seop.pdf

Plan

(SEOP)

is

available

at:

The full Hazard Mitigation Plan is available at: http://www.nema.ne.gov/pdf/hazmitplan.pdf
The Nebraska Emergency Management Agency (NEMA) is charged by state statute to reduce the
vulnerabilities of the people and communities of Nebraska from the damage, injury and loss of life and
property resulting from natural, technological, or man-made disasters and emergencies.
The NEMA has developed a framework of emergency planning and management, as follows:
The SEOP establishes the policies, plans, guidelines and procedures that will allow agencies with
emergency planning, response, recovery or mitigation responsibilities to function effectively when
disaster strikes. This Plan is compliant and consistent with Homeland Security Presidential Directive 5
and Presidential Policy Directive 8. The state, and the agencies involved, will operate within the
principles of the National Incident Management System (NIMS) in support of the National Response
Plan and the National Response Framework.
A LEOP establishes the standardized policies, plans, guidelines and procedures that will allow all our
emergency resources, governmental and non-governmental, to collectively manage and coordinate
the preparation, prevention, response, recovery and mitigation functions effectively and in a consistent
manner, as a team, when disaster strikes. In content and in format, the LEOP is consistent with the
NIMS and with the current nationwide concept embodied in the Integrated Emergency Management
System.
The mission of the emergency manager is to create a community organization to reduce vulnerability
to hazards and cope with disasters. This can be done by coordinating and integrating all activities
necessary to build, sustain, and improve the capability to alleviate against, prepare for, respond to
and recover from threatened or actual natural disaster, acts of terrorism or other human caused
disasters.
NEMA has developed a framework for the state and local governments to develop basic emergency
operation plans, which provide guidance in preparing for and managing a disaster event. These
emergency plans and management procedures are reviewed, updated, and disseminated to
numerous agencies and entities that are involved in the Planning process, and may be called upon to
provide aid during a disaster event.
These Emergency Operations Plans and Manuals provide detailed guidance and an inventory of
available resources that assist the emergency manager and others responding to the
disaster/emergency to reduce the response to the disaster and service to the citizens of the
community affected by the disaster.
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All-hazard disaster planning involves being prepared for any emergency or disaster that can affect an
area. Not being prepared may put a community at risk and potentially allow a minor emergency to
wreak havoc on the capability of local government to continue operations and provide services.
COOP planning facilitates the performance of governmental departments or jurisdiction essential
functions during emergencies or disasters and allows for the efficient, effective and economical
resumption of services.
Pre-disaster planning activities, conducted by the State and Local government, have identified the
communication chain required as a result of a Disaster, and written LEOPs include a section devoted
to communication as part of their pre-disaster plan. This Communications section includes a local
Communications Capabilities listing, Nebraska Emergency Management Warning Network and
contacts, Emergency Alert Systems Operational Areas, National Weather Service Areas and Primary
Contacts, and the National Warming System.
Effective plans and procedures already in place, WCNDD's role is to have the proper required state
Interlocal Agreements in place with our communities to be able to step in and provide services if
funding flows through our agency in the event of a disaster. WCNDD is not a frontline contact agency,
but will provide recovery assistance with available financial resources post disaster, as they are
available. WCNDD has provided housing assistance in the past after a disaster. It will contact county
Emergency Managers and provide contact information and request to be included as part of LEOP
with updates.
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, resiliency became a more common theme and goal within
Nebraska and the WCNDD region. WCNDD stepped up to the challenge and administered Landlord
Assistance funding as a subrecipient of the CARES Act funding through Southeast Nebraska
Affordable Housing Council, Inc, Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services and Nebraska
Children and Families Foundation. WCNDD was able to provide $187,319.36 in funding to landlords
within the region that had been affected by the pandemic.
Also, as a direct result to the COVID-19 pandemic, WCNDD was awarded funding through the
CARES Act by Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration to prevent, prepare
for and respond to the unusual and compelling urgency of the coronavirus pandemic. This program is
ongoing, and the region’s businesses are benefiting from a variety of business resiliency services
being provided.
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CEDS STRATEGY COMMITTEE AND PROCESS
Strategy Committee
The CEDS Strategy Committee is comprised of 10 regional representatives. At least 51 percent are
elected officials and/or employees of a general-purpose unit of state, local or Indian tribal government
who have been appointed to represent the government. There is at least 35 percent representation
from the private sector with a senior management official or executive holding a key decision-making
position, with respect to any for-profit enterprise and at least one executive director of a chamber of
commerce, or representatives of institutions of post-secondary education, workforce development
groups or labor groups.
Member:

Entity:

Edward Dunn, Chairman

City of Grant

Nikki Schwanz, Vice-Chairman

City of Cozad

Bob Sestak, Secretary/Treasurer

Adams Bank & Trust

Jason Hicks

Village of Palisade

Kendrick Marshall

Mid-Plains Community College

Michael Tuttle

Keith County Area Development and
Johnson, Bergmeier, Wolf, & Cipperley CPA’s, PC

Mike Aldridge

City of Benkelman CRA

Bill Henry

Lincoln County

Dawson Brunswick

McCook Chamber of Commerce

Andrew Lee

City of Curtis

To assist in the updating of the 2019 CEDS, WCNDD created an electronic survey. The survey was
distributed to 298 contacts with vested interest in the local communities or WCNDD itself. The SWOT
Analysis, Action Plan, Goals and Objectives of the CEDS are based on the survey results as well as
multiple meetings within communities throughout the last year. SWOT Analysis workshops were
conducted in various communities of varying sizes and perspectives. A variety of stakeholders
including residents, community leaders, and economic development professionals took part in the
sessions.
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ACTION PLAN
Municipal governments must be active participants in marketing their communities and knowing what
they can or cannot bring to the table to negotiate business development. Throughout every
community, business owners will be interviewed by local chambers of commerce, with assistance as
requested, as to their needs for the future as well as their plans for business transition. Economic
development and opportunities are identified through Business Retention and Expansion (BR&E)
surveys. In this way, WCNDD promotes growth through identification of work force requirements of
the private sector and then maximizes Nebraska's workforce strategy, as well as helps with job
retention.
Business succession planning is essential for the region and has had a hit-and-miss success.
Accounting firms have been identified as key advisors to those businesses in how to properly
structure an exit strategy.
This is a change in strategy. Previously, the goal of a business was to reduce the tax burden. Now,
there is a shift toward maximizing the value and sale price of a business. Only trusted advisors can
provide this to the key business owners. It is WCNDD’s goal to assist those trusted accounting
advisors with the information necessary to assist in a transition of a business succession plan.
The I-80 corridor bisects the region into two different distinct areas. There are those communities who
directly live on the corridor and those who are in rural Nebraska. WCNDD will work with communities
living along the corridor to evaluate their opportunities within the transportation industry as well as the
possibility of warehousing along the corridor. The region is perfectly suited to warehousing due to the
low cost of storage as well as in locale; it is 24 hours to each coast from the region.
As identified earlier, internet resource information is in abundance only in certain areas across the
state and when reachable is easily accessible through web browser. Therefore, it will be important
that each community has available advanced high-capacity communications networks. Nebraska
continues to be proactive in this area and most recently this has been a hot topic with Nebraska
lawmakers. Also, the U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Development has been vital in providing
funding for service provides to increase the networks available for rural Nebraska.
For those who have availability, there are several web sites that can be utilized as resource
information for economic development within the region. Those sites are hosted by the Department of
Economic Development, Workforce Development, Nebraska Public Power, Nebraska Economic
Developers Association as well as economic development groups organized in various communities.
It will be important to make available web resource information to communities’ region wide.
The CEDS Plan of Action will utilize not only funding made available through the EDA but also
through funds obtained through the Nebraska Investment Finance Authority (NIFA), Small Business
Administration (SBA), and the Nebraska Department of Economic Development (NDED). WCNDD
provides a high degree of technical assistance and expertise to their current borrower base and
provides technical assistance and loans to new customers within the region through its lending
programs.
Protection of the environment has become a larger issue in Nebraska due to the proposed Keystone
pipeline. Water is the key resource in Nebraska and without it the ability to be the leader in agriculture
would be greatly diminished. WCNDD will continue to provide information and references to resources
so community leaders can make informed decisions.
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The WCNDD will continue to offer a nuisance abatement program and will collaborate with local
community legal counsel to establish proper ordinances for the delivery of the program. This is a start
to a process of cleaning up communities for future economic development growth within their
boundaries.
WCNDD will encourage communities to participate in housing market studies to determine safe,
sanitary and affordable housing within their communities as well as the need for future housing
development. Communities will be encouraged to utilize the NIFA as well as the DED to help fund the
studies.
The physical development of infrastructure for community development is the responsibility of the
local government. This requires leadership and proper planning for future development. WCNDD will
continue to assist in this area including seeking financial resources that can be accomplished locally
or through state and/or federal programs.

Community and Private Sector Involvement
WCNDD will continue to enlist the help of community partners throughout the region. Officials of
municipalities, lenders, other resource providers, and local economic development groups will be
identified and invited to work together as a coalition, which could aid any future development in their
community. This will be accomplished through a series of meetings within the region.
WCNDD personnel have participated in strategic planning sessions with Educational Service Units,
hospitals, local economic development agencies, and communities. We have also hosted office space
for state workforce development personnel.
Through collaboration with local chambers of commerce and economic development agencies, private
sector businesses will identify workforce development skills that are required to enhance wage
increases. Mid-Plains Community College (MPCC) will be utilized to provide specific training if
required for those private sector employers.
Communities will implement the required tools to enhance their ability to complete improvements to
infrastructure and community clean up. Communities will lay the groundwork for in-fill lot clearing that
will allow private development of those properties as the market allows. The community provides the
community development aspect so that the private sector can make the economic development
investment.
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Strategic Projects, Programs and Activities
In order to fulfill the CEDS objective, WCNDD will continue to meet with business owners and city
officials to gather critical community information. The community information gathered will be used to
assess their needs and concerns to include regional collaboration, business development, workforce
development, housing, revitalization, and improved public infrastructure.
Local officials will be informed regarding funding possibilities through the EDA, USDA Rural
Development, NDED, Health and Human Services Revolving Loan Fund, NIFA, WCNDD's
entrepreneurial technical assistance, and other private foundations for community development
projects.
As a result of the information gathered, a report will be compiled for use as a business resource
document to be utilized by WCNDD, to promote business development within the region as well as be
provided to MPCC to stimulate interest in the business development class for business expansion and
transition within the region.
Job retention and business succession transition through work with accounting firms will be a project
to help determine the number of jobs retained or created.
Professional staff of WCNDD will attend appropriate economic development conferences and other
applicable regional meetings; visit with members of congress and legislators and their representatives
about funding possibilities for regional communities
WCNDD will continue to update and administer a nuisance abatement program that has been made
available to the communities of the region for the purposes of community cleanup, as well as the other
development districts in the state. The program that was started by WCNDD has now been
implemented in 30 communities in the state. The program identifies unsafe and unsanitary properties
that may require demolition, thus freeing up sites for future business development or housing within
the municipalities.
WCNDD will continue to develop the strategic planning processes in communities that have not
participated previously. This is a first step in determining the needs of the community and also identify
future community or economic development projects to match up with possible funding resources.
These vital activities and programs will address the region's greatest need for business development
and also to define opportunity for future investment within the region as well as benchmark the
outcomes for future project based strategic plans.
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