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USDA funded the majority of this innovative effort along with contributions of several philanthropic 
partners, identified and coordinated by Communities Unlimited. 

 
Communities Unlimited is a long-standing partner of USDA Rural Development serving many of our 
smallest and most rural communities throughout seven US Southern states. 

 
CU’s Approach to our work: 
Through human connection and ingenuity combined with cutting-edge technology and expertise, we 
connect people to solutions that sustain healthy businesses, healthy communities, and healthy lives. 

 
For more on CU see: https://communitiesu.org/annual-report-2023/ 

 
What was expected to happen? 

Communities Unlimited (CU) planned to utilize its proven, applied leadership skill development 
approach to create a diverse and sustainable leadership team in each community that continues 
placemaking activities after the grant period is complete. CU planned to support the development of a 
comprehensive placemaking plan which will include a clear timeline and action plan to serve as an 
accountability tool for the new leadership team. CU planned to provide support around connecting 
with the newly formed Rural Partners Network to ensure training in securing federal dollars for 
placemaking strategies is a high priority.  

Additional training around these federal and philanthropic funds to implement the placemaking 
strategies, and intentional engagement of the USDA RD staff are pivotal to implement the plan and will 
be coordinated by CU staff. CU will leverage its strong relationships with the Foundation for the Mid 
South, The Mississippi Alliance for Nonprofits and Philanthropy, local Planning and Development 
Districts, municipal governments and other community partners to: (1) Identify 3 diverse leadership 
teams, (2) enhance broadband access, equity and/or education in each community, (3) identify vacant 
and abandoned properties for pocket parks and community garden enhancements, (4) identify 
potential recreational spaces, and (5) support small business solutions that enhance quality of life 
including potential transportation options in the communities through technical assistance and capital. 
Impact will be measured qualitatively to determine a mindset shift about the quality of life and 
quantitatively by measuring the (1) increase in number of households with access to adequate and/or 
affordable broadband options (2) number of properties/places improved, (3) dollars secured for 
placemaking and (4) quality of life businesses started.  

 
What actually occurred? 



Creation of diverse, inclusive community leadership teams who are not only the “usual suspects” and 
not only elected officials or staff is a non-negotiable for CU in our Community Sustainability work. That 
said, it is not easy to form quickly, and for this staff that was a part of the learning curve. This is 
important because it brings greater talents, perspectives and engagement; but also critically because it 
builds networks and relationships across economic, ethnic, age and social groups to create new local 
paths for success, employment, and entrepreneurial and capital connections. In a sense, this part of the 
work in a sense, is both the path and destination. 

 

CS staff also had the unique opportunity to work from the beginning with the USDA Rural Partners 
Network. If not for the relationships developed with the RPN staff, our staff would not have been as 
successful as they were. Our team feel that underserved communities were really given an advocate 
through RPN. 

COAHOMA 

In Coahoma, there were several highlights of the work within this community. What stuck out for staff first 
was the way they were welcomed into the community. Their spirit and the love and desire to better their 
town amazed everyone who was brough into the work there. The relationships established there were 
able to give us a “jumpstart” on other opportunities for the small, underserved communities such as the 
Community Change Grant. The second highlight as far as getting the actual work was the Cooking Matters 
program. It was well attended, and it showed people that they can cook healthy. It also “normalized” 
Mississippi State Extension coming in and giving demonstrations. The broadband team’s work was also 
empowering in the space as it allowed community members to better understand the truth behind the 
numbers that get thrown around related to broadband expansion. Coahoma having its own plan and 
analysis educated not only the municipal leaders but their constituents 

HOLLANDALE 

In Hollandale, a highlight there was seeing two racially diverse community organizations coming together 
as part of my leadership team and seeing them build relationships and make decisions together. The team 
learned to believe that great things can happen to Hollandale. Although we did not locate the funds to 
complete the project, we brought the groups together to have many conversations about the renovation 
of the ballpark, with a result of the mayor locating funds to initiate the revitalization of the park. Another 
highlight was the securing of funds to initiate community engagement activities in discussion on expanding 
and improving the Hollandale Rail Trail. Staff was able to build upon existing relationships and utilize a 
team already established (with additional members as well!). Other resources that came into the 
community included Mississippi Brownfield project partners who have been and will continue 
conversations with the community about site eligibility.  

GORE SPRINGS 

In Gore Springs, the highlight came later in the project. I was able to connect them to the technical 
assistance expertise of our CU Broadband team, with whom they regularly meet. This team was the 
smallest with the most room for improving relationship and figuring out who they were as a community 
before embarking on any real project outcomes. While leaving them with a plan for both placemaking and 
broadband was important to the work the relationship of the team will be what outlives all of those 
markers. While the broadband team spent time within each community attending collaborations and 
researching to complete their individual community plans one example, Gore Springs, is included with this 
report. 

 



What can be improved, and how? 
 

Another challenge is to balance being sensitive and flexible to community priorities and demands on 
volunteer time, yet to also maintain consistent project delivery and schedule to build confidence and 
trust in community work that is new and unknown to most of the participants. While still being 
sensitive to the community, it is important to advocate for the importance of maintaining adequate 
regular structure. 
 
Community specific, In Gore Springs, the team wished they had been able to “read” the community 
more accurately to identify the members of a broader leadership team. A great lesson learned since was 
to pay even closer attention to the political dynamics in a community-not for it to drive the work, but 
just to be aware of it. Again, in Gore Springs the team would say that it was difficult at times to work 
with unincorporated communities in that there were not a lot of public spaces to work with, or public 
officials (except for county supervisors) to make decisions in the community. 

Advice to other organizations planning to similar projects: 
 

• A diverse and inclusive community leadership or visioning team is a must. 

 

• These principles from the WealthWorks model are good for consideration even if using other 
models for organizing and community work. We returned to these several times with each 
Community Leadership Team: 
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