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Date: Friday, December 13th, 2024  

To: Pathfinders Resource Conservation and Development  

From: Kate Beeman, Eli Copeland, Pratibha Khatri, Thomas Knudsen and Josh Studer 

Re: Community Capacity Challenges in Southeast Iowa 

  

 

SUMMARY  

Pathfinders asked us to address the shortage of personnel capable of accessing, developing, and 

executing grant-funding initiatives in their six-county service areas by increasing administrative 

capacity, accessing additional funding streams, and investing in the communityôs youth. Compared to 

other U.S. counties, Pathfinders counties have lower capacity by between 24% and 71%, a challenge 

that is only expected to grow. 

 

BACKGROUND   

Rural communities in Southeast Iowa have experienced significant economic shifts and demographic 

changes over the last century. Rural communities experienced ñbrain drain,ò a phenomenon occurring as 

young and educated folks leave for better opportunities elsewhere. Over the past 15 years, Iowaôs youth 

brain drain has increased by about 11%. In 2008, 27% of college students in Iowa intended to leave the 

state after graduation. Today, the number has risen to 38%, one of the highest in the nation.1 Overall, 

Iowa is losing 34% more college graduates than it is retaining.2 A contributing factor is large-scale 

operations displacing small farms, manufacturing jobs shifting to urban centers, and rural areas, like 

Southeast Iowa, facing economic stagnation.3 Inconsistent sources of funding have made it difficult for 

rural communities to tap into income sources through grants and similar opportunities. The lack of 

capacity in rural communities for individuals skilled in grant writing remains an issue.  

 

Seventy-one percent of counties in the United States have a higher community capacity than Davis 

County, Iowa. Mahaska County has a better capacity, with only 24% percent of national counties 

ranking higher. The other Pathfinder RC&D core counties fall somewhere in between.4 In South Central 

Iowa, the lack of paid full-time elected and government officials, board members, and nonprofit workers 

contribute to the score. When communities lack funding to prioritize key positions like planning and 

zoning, long-term development is challenging.  

Thirty counties in Iowa are listed as socially vulnerable by the CDC, 14 of which are in the Southeast 

corridor, with five in Pathfindersô service counties. Socially vulnerable counties are those that are at-risk 

of adverse outcomes due to factors like economic disadvantage, limited access to healthcare, inadequate 

infrastructure, and other issues. Only 18 of the 180 nonmetro-federal grants awarded in Iowa went to 

Pathfinderôs counties.5 There is a particular lack of capacity to apply for grants that fund community 

capacity-building initiatives, creating a cycle, fueled by human capital flight. In 2023, just 58% of 2023 

graduates from Iowa public high schools immediately enrolled in postsecondary education following 

graduation.6 Lower rates of postsecondary enrollment can limit the development of a skilled workforce, 

making it harder for rural areas to attract and retain the talent needed to sustain local economies and 

address community needs. 

CURRENT EFFORTS  

Current efforts in improving gaps in grant writing and nonprofit personnel capacity within Pathfinders 

and its service area are limited. Many initiatives to support these efforts come from state funding, like 

the Empower Rural Iowa Initiative (ERI), or federal funding. 

ǒ ERI was enacted by Governor Kim Reynolds in 2018 to boost rural innovation and community 

beautification.7  Keokuk County Economic Development received a $10,000 BOOST grant to 
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assist community and business leaders in developing growth plans. This initiative represents a 

step forward in addressing the challenges faced by rural areas, such as limited economic 

opportunities and community capacity, by equipping local leaders with resources to foster 

sustainable growth and development. 

ǒ Pathfinders RC&D offers grant writing services for a variety of organizations within its serviced 

counties. According to the organization, Pathfinders has offered grant writing services for over a 

decade. Since 2006, Pathfinders has secured their partner organizations more than 100 grants 

amounting to approximately $1,000,000.8  

ǒ The South-Central Iowa Local Workforce Development Board in Ottumwa, IA, was one of nine 

communities in February 2023 selected by the US Department of Labor for the Youth Systems 

Building Academy, a federal program to expand and improve workforce opportunities for all 

young people. The Youth Systems Building Academy was established in 2022 and seeks to 

ñserve young people between 16 to 24 years of age who are disconnected from school and the 

workforce, and those in marginalized and underrepresented communities.ò9 The goal of the 

project is to encourage youth in co-designing their career paths and to build resilient rural 

communities where young people feel they belong. 

 

BEST PRACTICES 

1. Volunteer Iowa: Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque ð AmeriCorps VISTA, 2018 

The Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque (CFGD), serving Allamakee, Clayton, Clinton, 

Delaware, Dubuque, Jones, and Jackson counties in Northeast Iowa, hosted an AmeriCorps VISTA 

Volunteer for one calendar year between 2017 and 2018.10 The initiative focused on rural capacity and 

health developmentðvolunteers worked with nonprofits to address  opioid abuse and community 

capacity in the counties CFGD serves.11 The initiative hosted individuals across Iowa; the VISTA 

Volunteer working with CFGD was a college graduate tasked with addressing community growth 

challenges through outreach, endowment building, resource pooling, and grant application and 

identification.  

ǒ CFGD has two funding avenues: standard and cost-share. The standard approach requires no 

contribution on behalf of CFGD, only the capacity to host a VISTA volunteer, including office 

space and administrative support. The cost-share approach requires the organization to provide 

fiscal support to offset the living allowance of the volunteer.12  

ǒ All VISTA volunteers are unpaid except for a living stipend, which varies by state.  

ǒ In 2023, the stipend for a VISTA volunteer living in Dubuque County, IA, was $877.66 paid 

biweekly.13 Based on these estimates, CFGD likely required between $8,000 and $22,000 to 

support their VISTA volunteers, which was likely paid directly from their operational budget or 

through a state or federal grant.  

 

2. Center for Rural Health, University of North Dakota School of Medicine & Health Sciences ï 

Grant Writing Toolkit  

In 2022, the University of North Dakota created its Grant Writing Toolkit14. This toolkit provides rural 

communities with the information, resources, and materials they need to write and submit a grant 

proposal. The table of contents includes what a grant is, eligibility, federal grants, grant writing tips, 

sustainability, and federal funds, etc. The Toolkit includes three sections:  
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1. Grant Writing Basics includes PowerPoint presentation that covers a broad scope of activities, 

including planning and research, proposal development, and proposal follow-up 

2. Grants Learning Center links to a grant database of the federal grants listed on Grants.gov 

3. Rural Health Information Hub Resource lists a topic guide focused on how to apply for grants to 

help support rural health projects. 

 

3. Ottumwa Legacy Foundation, Legacy Youth Alliance 

The Legacy Youth Alliance serves and engages high schoolers across Wapello County, Iowa. They 

work to address community issues through youth-driven initiatives in philanthropy and leadership15. The 

program was established by the Ottumwa Regional Legacy Foundation. The alliance provides students 

with experience in grant-making, providing their input while assessing local needs. The Youth Alliance 

allocates funding for projects aimed at benefitting young people. Their mission aligns closely with 

Pathfinders' by fostering youth development, encouraging community-focused initiatives, and promoting 

collaborative partnerships that address local needs. Support for the Alliance comes from the Legacy 

Foundationôs broader budget. Funding decisions are reviewed by the Foundationôs board to ensure 

alignment with community goals, making the Legacy Youth Alliance a sustainable model for youth 

engagement and community improvement in Wapello County.16 

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS   

1. A. Request for Proposal 

We recommend Pathfinders RC&D issue a Request for Proposals (RFP) to hire a full-time grant writer. 

The RFP [Appendix 1] details a full plan for the grant writer. The proposal sent by interested parties 

would detail grants they will apply for, communities they wish to work with regarding capital 

improvement projects, and their qualifications and resume and/or CV. The main goal of this policy 

recommendation is to: 

ǒ Hire a grant writer or external consultant to work on behalf of Pathfinder RC&D. 

ǒ The grant writer will: 

ƺ Research capital improvement and transportation projects built into town budgets in the 

service area. 

ƺ Apply on behalf of the locality for ñeasy access grantsò (e.g., Traffic Safety Improvement 
Program from the Iowa Department of Transportation). 

ƺ Charge a fee of service to the locality if a grant is awarded. 

ƺ Apply for grants deemed necessary to Pathfinders RC&D. 

 

1.B. Hire an AmeriCorps Member or Freelance Grant Writer for Grant Writing Support  

We recommend that Pathfinders RC&D becomes an AmeriCorps VISTA host site for an 11-month full-

term service member to boost grant-writing capacity within the organization.  

ǒ The process of becoming an AmeriCorps VISTA host site involves the organization contacting 

Volunteer Iowa, completing an application, and recruiting a member. A description of Iowaôs 

AmeriCorps programs, a sample of the host site application, and last yearôs application guide are 

included [Appendix 2].  

ǒ The volunteer would write grants, help with the Request for Proposals, aid with the Youth Co-

Design Expansion, and provide general assistance. A sample job description is included 

[Appendix 3].   
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2. Catalog Existing Grant Opportunities in Rural Iowa 

We recommend that Pathfinders RC&D create a centralized online platform that catalogs grant 

opportunities specific to Southeast Iowa. This would be in addition to the current Pathfinder RC&D 

website [Appendix 4]. This platform can follow the successful model of the City of Urbandale, 
prioritizing user- friendly design and easy access to essential resources. The addition will be under 
the ᶅwork with usᶆ Ḛ ᶅGrant Writing.ᶆ The Grant Guide should serve as a comprehensive resource 
for users providing:  

ǒ Grant Database ï information about available funding opportunities that contains filters to search 

ǒ Items needed to apply for grants 

ǒ Overview of the application process from start to end  

ǒ Basic grant writing skills 

ǒ Additional resources that can assist anyone during the process 

The Grant Database provides a searchable and sortable tool to help users identify grants suited to their 

needs efficiently. The grants are currently cataloged on a spreadsheet to help streamline grant 

identification and application processes for stakeholders [See Appendix 5]. The spreadsheet consists of 

the following key columns: grant name, funding agency, purpose of the grant, eligibility requirement, 

award amount, application deadline. More grants can be added to spreadsheets as they become available.  

3. Expand the Youth Co-Design Program  

We recommend Pathfinders RC&D take inspiration from current efforts under the Youth Co-Design 

Program and the Legacy Youth Alliance and scale it to be a city-by-city, school district community-

engaged learning program. The goals of the program include:  

ǒ Developing students' leadership skills through education, volunteerism, and grant-writing to 

improve their communities 

ǒ Encouraging active participation with guidance from trained professionals or instructors 

ǒ Compensating students with volunteer hours, school credit, or pay based on funding. 

A list of principals and superintendents [Appendix 10] can be utilized to expand the current codesign 

program. When meeting with these relevant community stakeholders, Pathfinders would provide a 

community engagement plan [Appendix 8] that outlines the current efforts and successes. When 

community partners agree to engage in the program, Pathfinders would help provide an implementation 

guide [Appendix 9], which outlines the broad steps that need to be completed to begin the program. 

Additionally, Pathfinders would aid in the recruitment process, by providing a student advertisement 

form [Appendix 7] and an application to enroll in the program [Appendix 6].  

Expanding the Youth Co-Design Program would enhance rural community capacity by fostering local 

leadership, empowering students to address community challenges, and creating a sustainable network 

of engaged stakeholders to drive development initiatives. By building local leadership and engaging 

students in meaningful community projects, the program addresses the broader problem of rural brain 

drain and economic stagnation by cultivating invested, skilled individuals who contribute to their 

communitiesô long-term growth and sustainability. 

https://www.urbandale.org/
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APPENDIX 1 

 

 

Note: Items, figures, and dates in bold text are suggested dates for the runtime of this project.  

 

 

REQUEST FOR PROPOSALS 

Community Grant-Writing Partnership 

______________, __________, 20_______ 

 

1. Summary 

a. Introduction. Pathfinders Resource Conservation and Development (RC&D) is currently 

accepting proposals for services on community grant writing and research to aid the cities 

of Ottumwa and Fairfield in securing grants for projects related to transportation, quality 

of life, and community beautification.  

b. Length of Project. The desired start for the project is MARCH 2025 with a tentative 

duration of twelve months ending on or about MARCH 2026, with a preference for an 

extension of the project indefinitely till no later than JANUARY 2028, or until up to 

$5,000,000 in grant funding is secured by the proposing party. 

c. RFP Purpose. The purpose of this Request for Proposal (RFP) is to solicit proposals 

from various services in engineering consultation, professional grant writing, or regional 

planning*. Pathfinders RC&D will conduct a fair evaluation based on the prescribed 

criteria, and select the candidate(s) who is/are the best fit for the project. Pathfinders 

RC&D reserves the right to award contract(s) as it sees fit to the bidder of its choosing 

when it and how it deems appropriate.  

2. Nature and Scope of Work 

a. Project Purpose. The purpose of this project is to externally contract a professional grant 

writer or engineering firm with no less than five years of professional experience in local, 

state, or federal grant writing (ñselected candidateò) to research, apply, and secure grant 

funding from bodies of grants such as the Traffic Safety Improvement Program from the 

Iowa Department of Transportation. An ideal candidate is familiar with researching the 

capital improvement programs of various local governments and will earn no less than 

$250,000 in revenue for localities within the first calendar year of work.  

b. Project Description. The selected candidate and Pathfinders RC&D will sit before the 

city councils of towns in the foundationôs service area (ñlocalitiesò) and propose jointly 

to apply for these grants on behalf of the locality with the expectation that, if funding is 

secured for transportation, quality-of-life, or community beautification projects pre-built 

into the operational budget of that fiscal year, the locality will provide a fee of service to 

Pathfinders RC&D which will be subsidized in part to pay for the services of the selected 
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candidate. This fee of service shall be ten to twenty percent of the localities budget line 

item (i.e., $200,000 allocated for an Ottuwma Main Street repavement project funded in 

full by an IADOT grant applied by the selected candidate, provides Pathfinders RC&D 

with a $20,000 fee of service from the City of Ottuwmaôs operational budget). The 

selected candidate will be expected to, alongside the work spent applying for grants 

related to the local partnership, research and apply for grants requested by Pathfinders 

RC&D (e.g., grants for nonprofits in the foundationôs area of service). At any time, the 

selected candidate may be actively applying for grants relevant to the needs of the 

localities in Pathfinders RC&D service area while additionally researching and applying 

for grants relevant to Pathfinders RC&Dôs mission including but not limited to 

conservation, community development, and housing. In addition to the payment given to 

the selected candidate upon the start of the project, the selected candidate will receive a 

majority sum of the fee service provided by the locality if grant funding is secured for a 

project ordinarily accounted for in the localityôs budget (i.e., $15,000 of $20,000 given to 

the selected candidate). As such, this project allows the selected candidate to earn a broad 

range of income which shall be either given as income to a single individual or revenue in 

the event the selected candidate is an organization.  

c. Scope of Project and Budget. This RFP seeks to develop a partnership with a trusted 

individual or entity to install a semi-permanent grant writer who will maintain the 

Community Grant Partnership Program until  JANUARY 2028. At that point, 

Pathfinders RC&D will conduct a review of the flagship program and assess if the 

services of the selected individual are needed in the future. Interested candidates or 

entities should be expected to work up to 40 hours per week for a single individual, or 

less so for organizations based on group capacity. The selected candidate will be 

provided a prorated, negotiable stipend of $45,000 by Pathfinders RC&D between 

MARCH  and FEBRUARY  during each year of service. Additional income brought in 

by the selected candidate from fees of service will be added in addition to this stipend. 

The selected candidateôs additional incentive is based solely on their ability to secure 

grant funding for projects that subsidize localitiesô operational budgets.  

3. Process of Bidding 

a. Proposal. If you or your organization are interested in joining the Community Grant 

Partnership Program, please submit a detailed proposal no later than FEBRUARY 

28TH, 2025. An ideal candidateôs proposal includes a compelling narrative explaining 

their background in grant writing or relevant work and a non-exhaustive list of grants 

they seek to apply for meant to subsidize localitiesô operational costs. It should be noted, 

that Pathfinders RC&D will build paid time within the year of service for the selected 

candidate to research grants and Captial Improvement Programs. Bids will be evaluated 

based on the quality of research and applicable experience in grant writing. Please note a 

draft evaluation criteria below this RFP. 
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b. Submission. To voice interest in applying for this RFP, please send an acknowledgment 

of RFP to CONTACT NAME  at EMAIL ADDRESS  by FEBRUARY 28TH, 2025. A 

sample acknowledgment letter may be found below. All proposals must be submitted by 

FEBRUARY 28TH, 2025 to CONTACT NAME  at EMAIL ADDRESS  with the 

subject line ñRE: Community Grant Partnership Program RFP - YOUR 

NAME/ORGANIZATION.ò A sample submission letter may be found below 

c. Timeline. Pathfinders RC&D will follow the timeline below for this RFP. Please note 

that these dates may be adjusted at the sole discretion of Pathfinders RC&D. 

 Event Responsible Party Date and Time (CST) 

1 Issuance of RFP Pathfinders 01 January 2025, 8 AM 

2 Last day to send a completed 

acknowledgment of RFP  

Tenderer 01 February 2025, 5 PM 

3 Last date for requests for 

clarification of the RFP 

Tenderer 10 February 2025, 5 PM 

4 Last date to reply to questions 

received/Last date for the 

amendment 

Pathfinders 15 February 2025, 5 PM 

5 Date by which the proposal 

must be received by 

Pathfinders 

Tenderer 28 February 2025, 5 PM 

6 Notification of Selected 

Tenderer 

Pathfinders 10 March 2025, 5 PM 

7 Start of Tenure for Selected 

Tenderer 

 20 March 2025, 5 PM 

d. By submitting a proposal to this RFP, bidders are considered to have carefully reviewed 

the Pathfinders RC&D General Terms and Conditions and be in agreement with all its 

terms and conditions. Where the bidder has specific issues of concern, those must be 

raised and indicated. Please be informed however that such issues raised might be 

negatively evaluated.  

Evaluation Criteria  

a. A reviewing committee shall be established to evaluate each proposal. The proposal is evaluated 

individually on the basis of its responsiveness to the technical requirements and will be assessed 

and scored according to the evaluation criteria below and as per scores in the table. 
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 Category Maximum Sub-Score Maximum Score 

1 Organizational or individual profile   20 

1.1 Overall profile and capability 10  

1.2 Professional resources available 10  

2 Expertise and experience in activities and 

deliverables 

 40 

2.1 Proposed approach and breadth of research 20  

2.2 Proven expertise and experience 20  

3 Adherence to the project description 40 40 

 Total Score  100 

b. Proposals that score at least 75 points out of 100 will be considered qualified. 

 

Acknowledgment Letter 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

We, the undersigned, acknowledge receipt of your Request for Proposal (RFP) No.XXXXXX  dated XX 

MONTH 2025 and hereby confirm that we: 

 

[ ] INTEND [ ] DO NOT INTEND  

 

to submit a proposal to the point of contact of Pathfinders RC&D by the deadline date of FEBRUARY 

28TH, 2025. 

 

Name of Authorized Representative: 

Signature: 

Title: 

Name and Address of Vendor: 

Telephone: 

 

Kindly return this acknowledgment letter immediately via e-mail to CONTACT NAME  at EMAIL 

ADDRESS. 
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Proposal Letter 

 

Dear CONTACT NAME : 

I/We, the undersigned, offer to provide consulting services for [Insert title of assignment] in 

accordance with your Request for Proposal dated [Insert Date] and our Proposal. We are hereby 

submitting our Proposal which is attached to this email. 

 

We are submitting our Proposal in association with: [Insert a list with full name and address of 

each associated Consultant if submitting as an association] 

 

We hereby declare that all the information and statements made in this Proposal are true and 

accept that any misinterpretation contained in it may lead to our disqualification. 

 

We confirm that, based on our current best knowledge, there are no real or potential conflicts 

of interest involved in rendering Services for Pathfinders RC&D. In this regard, we list all the work that 

we have been involved with Pathfinders RC&D as per the attached. We acknowledge and agree that 

Pathfinders RC&D has the right to determine whether there is any actual or potential conflicts of interest 

in its sole discretion. 

 

We undertake, if our Proposal is accepted, to initiate the consulting services related to the 

Assignment. 

 

We understand you are not bound to accept any Proposal you receive. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Name of Authorized Representative: 

Signature: 

Title: 

Name and Address of Vendor: 

Telephone: 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

 

Host Site Application Information  

There are three active AmeriCorps programs in Iowa (AmeriCorps NCCC, AmeriCorps State & 

National, and AmeriCorps VISTA). AmeriCorps VISTA, the most applicable for Pathfinderôs needs, as 

they focus on issues related to poverty, including organizational capacity. The program is currently 

updating its application documents, which will be available in December 2024 for 2025 host-site 

applications. Applications are due in March 2025, and a new member can begin service in August 2025, 

September 2025, or January 2026. There is a fee per member per host site for the full year. Typically, 

the cost is $4000-$5000, but can be reduced to a minimum of $1000 depending on the host siteôs 

finances. More, and updated, information about Volunteer Iowaôs 2025-2026 priorities, funding, and 

requests for application link to their website. If Pathfinders choses to implement this recommendation, 

they can begin the process by emailing Julie Struck (Julie.struck@volunteeriowa.org) to receive 

guidance and start the application to become an AmeriCorps VISTA host site.  

In the process of hiring a new AmeriCorps member, the most challenging aspect for Pathfinders will 

likely be recruiting a skilled volunteer. To combat potential setbacks, we recommend that Pathfinders 

focus on using word-of-mouth practices to recruit a VISTA member that already lives in one of 

Pathfinderôs six county areas, with particular focus toward recent graduates in research- or writing-

related fields. The organization should utilize their hiring networks and showcase their mission during 

the process. Often, a new member will be enticed by the organizationôs purpose and potential more than 

the position itself.  

Once a member is hired, Pathfinders should onboard as if the AmeriCorps volunteer is a junior staff 

member, ensuring the recruit is welcomed warmly, connected to community networks, provided with 

needed resources, and trained accordingly. Once an AmeriCorps member is hired, the host site 

supervisor should expect to spend about ten percent of their time in the first two months overseeing the 

new member. Beyond two months, the oversight needed may reduce to about five percent of the 

supervisorôs time. 

 

  

  

  

https://volunteer.iowa.gov/americorps/host-americorps-program-or-member/host-americorps-state-program
https://volunteer.iowa.gov/press-release/2024-09-11/iowa-americorps-state-funding-announcement-2025-2026
https://volunteer.iowa.gov/media/499/download?inline
mailto:Julie.struck@volunteeriowa.org
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Iowaôs AmeriCorps Program
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