Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service
The Initiative for the Future of Rural Oklahoma

Fifth and Sixth Quarter Briefs
July 2004

Seventeen Oklahoma counties participated and completed leadership and/or
economic development projects as part of Phase | of The Initiative for the Future
of Rural Oklahoma. We are now beginning Phase Il of the Initiative Project
to further demonstrate Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Services ability to
partner with other organizations, agencies, and entities to continue bringing
about positive change in rural Oklahoma communities. Three counties funded
for three year projects in Phase | are in the second year of their respective
three-year projects. These are Alfalfa, Murray, and Washita counties. Six of
the original one year funded projects were selected on a competitive basis for
continued funding. The six projects were funded for $6,000 each to complete
speciyc economic development objectives. The six projects include: Blaine-
Custer-Dewey, Cimarron, Greer, Jackson, Johnson, and Payne counties.

You are encouraged to read this report and learn about accomplishments and
objectives in the next quarter for the three three-year projects and the economic
development objectives identiyed in the remaining six projects starting Phase
I1. The Executive summary of the yrst years activities (Phase I) and completed
Initiative reports are available at http://ifro.okstate.edu the Initiative for the
Future of Rural Oklahoma Web site.
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Joseph E. Williams
Director
The Initiative for the Future of Rural Oklahoma

Alfalfa County Shelly Davis
Many projects have been ongoing
concerning the Initiative for the Future EXPERIENCE THE
of Rural Oklahoma in Alfalfa County. GREAT SALT PLAINS

Projects included are the completion of the
Alfalfa County video ylming; duplication
completion of the video on dvd, cd, and
vhs; preparations of visual merchandising;
continuation of the kiosk panel; networking
with tourism associations to secure grant — ALFALFA COUNTY....
funds; involvement with the Great Plains .  ALL THAT AND
Birding Trail of Oklahoma; participating in . M@RE!

the yrst ever fiDiscover Oklahoma Travel Showo;
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and the presentation of the PRIDE
Training program for individuals.

The PRIDE Training program
had 24 individuals attending, with
four communities represent from the
county and two individuals from other
counties. Evaluation summaries were
completed on the PRIDE Training
Session. Comments that were made
by individuals include fiLearned a
lot T more than | previously have
known about local attractions and the importance of promoting them,0 and
NSeeing so many communities represented and willing to form coalitions to work
together to develop the entire county and area. Great Alfalfa County Video.0

Future programming needs involve the development and production of
mini-videos. These videos will provide more details on approximately eight
categories. Those categories include: 1. Crystal digging; 2. Events, activities,
festival, and accommodations; 3. Birding and wildlife; 4. Parks and trails;
5. Fishing and camping; 6. County history, trivia, cemeteries, and memorials;
7. State park, wildlife refuge, and ysh hatchery; and 8. Hunting.

Other projects include being a host community for the Oklahoma Free
Wheel, subcommittee meetings for mini-videos, networking with other agencies
on area travel guide, completion of the kiosk panel, promotion of PRIDE
program to area residents, distribution of Alfalfa County video, promotion of
geocaching in Alfalfa County, radio frequency/loop, and signage.

OSU Extension working with Alfalfa County

Murray County Debbie Sharp
MURRAY COUNTY CELEBRATES FIRST YEAR OF PROGRESS!

In February 2004, Murray County celebrated the yrst year of progress of the
Initiative grant by gathering for a celebration luncheon. Guests arrived by trolley
and after lunch heartfelt testimonies from those working with grant projects were
shared. Thoughts shared the most were regarding the newly found county pride
and working relationships. -

Work accomplished this past six
months has been exciting and positive,
yet disappointing with the loss of a
lodging tax taken to a vote of the people.
Work accomplished the last half of the
year has included the following:

Graduation of Leadership Murray
County Class | T Twenty-seven of 30
class members successfully graduated

] LMC Class | gave backto th(;,ir county y ais-
from Leadership Murray County Class ing money to landscape the power beds in front

lin May Before graduation ceremonies of the new Davis and Sulphur Chambers of
Commerce Buildings.



the group raised $2,060 to complete the class project of landscaping both the
Sulphur and Davis new Chambers of Commerce buildings. Members of the
class did all of the plantings. Alumni have been busy reyning bylaws and
planning for Class Il through the use of committees. Class Il will experience
many new ideas and activities designed speciycally for them from suggestions
and evaluations of the previous class. The Leadership Murray County class was
organized through a partnership of the Murray County OSU Extension Service
and the Southern Oklahoma Technology Center in Ardmore. Amy Cowley,
OSU Tourism Development Assistant, will serve as the program coordinator
for the 2004-2005 class.

Taking a 5% Lodging Tax Vote to the People T Grant committee members
spent almost one year researching counties across the state that have a county
lodging tax. If the tax passed, generated dollars were to be used for promotion
of the county as a year-round tourism destination as well as generate ynances
to hire someone as a permanent tourism development assistant when the grant
ends. With this research the committee was able to compile a resolution, set up
bylaws for the Murray County Tourism Authority, and design a ballot for the
May 11 election. Once these items were designed and met County Commissioner
approval, the campaign fihit the roado meeting with lodging owners; a speakeros
bureau was formed to speak to groups across the county; a media campaign was
designed and instituted; and more than $4,000 in donations were gathered to
pay for the election costs. At the end of election day, the proposition lost by 59
votes. The positive side of this defeat; however, is that as a result of this work,
county lodging owners are scheduled to meet and begin organizing a group, and
the grant committee has found new strength that will not allow us to give up!
Work is taking place to call for the vote again in late fall or early spring.

Education of County Citizens T One of the objectives of the grant was
to educate county citizens on the impact of tourism dollars and how it plays a
role in our county economy. In order to accomplish this, a monthly news article
titled ATourism Taleso appears in the countyos largest paper and is written by the
tourism assistant. The tourism assistant also has been successful in joining the
Sulphur and Davis Chambers of Commerce together through the writing of one
newsletter that features both communities as well as county wide information.

PRIDE Customer Service Program goes County Wide T After updating
and customizing the Oklahoma PRIDE Training Program to better yt Murray
County, the PRIDE training has been presented to the following: 1. All
employees of the National Park Service in the Chickasaw National Recreation
Area, National Park Service camp ground hosts, and summer youth workers;
2. Every bank employee in the county; 3. Davis City Hall employees; and
4. Every 10, 11, and 12 grader at Sulphur High School who will be working this
summer as Sulphur Main Street employees.

Logo designed T The Long Range Planning committee has a subcommittee
established to design a county wide brand and logo. The group has a design in
hand and is currently getting the communities feedback before ynal adoption.
This logo will go on all county signs, street signs, publications, and letterhead.
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Keeping people motivated T One major objective now is to keep people
excited, energized, and wanting to work together. This is being done with the
long range planning committee continuing to meet; the tax and beautiycation
committees continuing to work and meet; and with personal notes, individual
recognition, and the media to highlight our accomplishments will hopefully
keep us all fibuzzing and excitedo about what is happening and the progress
being made in Murray County!

Did the grant make a difference in Murray County this past year? Yes, Yes,
Yes, would have to be the answer! Without this ficatalysto we would still be
doing our own thing; not thinking of its impact or of others, communities would
still be operating independent of each other, and the movers and shakers would
still not be sitting at the same table, discussing the future of Murray County.

Clockwise from top: Debbie [
Sharp screams from excite- s
ment and relief after her jis
classmates helped her make
it over the wall. Amy Cowley
makes her way over the wall
with the help of her class-
mates. LMC Class | smiles
for the camera after the
entire class worked hard to S
complete the ropes course. :
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Washita County Dirk Webb

During the earlier phases of the Initiative project, the Washita Leadership
Entrepreneurial Initiative identiyed ways to improve the countyds economic
base. Grants totaling $43,000 were obtained from the United States Department
of Agriculture and the Oklahoma Department of Agriculture, Food, and Forestry
to add value to kenaf. Kenaf is an alternative crop that can be grown in western
Oklahoma. The grant money is to be used to explore marketing alternatives,
develop a business plan for a kenaf processing plant, and record production/
harvest data for western Oklahoma.

The concept of adding value to kenaf was developed during the early
phase of the Initiative project. A corporation, Kenaf Frontier Corporation,
was established to identify, develop, and expand market opportunities for the
crop. The Initiative group was instrumental in locating a yrm that will utilize
Oklahoma produced kenaf for producing paper and livestock feed. The yrm,
currently located in Albuquerque, New Mexico, is considering expanding its
processing facilities to include a plant in Washita County.






