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Lessons Learned About Being A
Multi-County Empowerment Area

(As shared by Empowerment Area Coordinators currently serving area boards with more than one county)

Pros: 

· All counties have services that otherwise they would not because of the pooled funds.

· A multi-county area has the ability to recruit a more qualified coordinator due to pooled funds.

· A multi-county area can justify and better afford support positions that are often necessary to provide programming.

· Multi-county areas generate more ideas with regards to strengths, needs, programs, etc.

· There is less duplication at the administrative level when counties are grouped.

· There are many ways to meet individual county's needs even when they exist in a multi-county area, and they really get involved in meeting that need when they see it as unique in their Empowerment area.

· Fewer Empowerment areas will mean less support time (cost) for state TA staff and more support to the areas.

· Fewer Empowerment areas will mean less expense for travel to state coordinator meetings.

· Fewer coordinators will allow for better collaboration between coordinators, since they are doing more similar work.

· A smaller number of coordinators at state meetings may work better--easier for group work and more meaningful conversations.
· When you're a multi-county area and contract with individual counties (as we do for our Healthy Families programs) they help to hold each other accountable.
· Being rural doesn't change what quality is in early childhood programs, and grouping counties together in Empowerment areas increases the likelihood that those who really understand quality will be involved with your programming.
· The smaller population actually receives more benefits from the funds than if they were on there own.  
· With a full time coordinator, there is time given to expand projects and create more partnerships in the community then if a full time coordinator was not provided.  In our area we have many school districts split between counties, and it is a benefit to be able to go over county lines in our area for those children, on the other had we have some school districts the go into a county that is not in our area, and it makes it difficult to get services, and parents do not always understand the county lines.  
· Multi-county areas have more money to spread across the whole area and are able to have "whole" projects, whereas before a single county might only be able to fund some hours of a CCNC’s time.  A larger area can fund the CCNC full-time position, which allows for flexibility and she/he can provide the services needed when needed.  

(IE. County A  purchases 10 CCNC hours/mo.  It is the middle of the month and because of an outbreak of H1N1 and lice she has used all of her hours.  She is getting calls right and left, but has no hours and has other PH duties to fulfill for the remainder of her job.  She either starts borrowing hrs from Aug. (leaving PH duties unfulfilled) or doesn't handle the calls.  

In a multi-county area, she/he is full-time CCNC and handles all the calls all the time and goes out to homes.  In the same situation above she/he offers 40 hrs that month in County A because of the need.  Counties B & C haven't had the outbreaks there (yet).  She continues to work on prevention in those counties as well as QRS and etc.  When the area can do something like this their constituents receive better service.  Providers are happy because their needs are met and they don't have to wait until "next month". )

· The overall opinion of members of a multi-county board is that there is increased resources and diversity in a multi-county area. A representative from the board further stated that their county would not be able to support personnel such as a Child Care Nurse Consultant and Early Learning Coordinator without being joined with another county.
· Less administrative and coordination costs if you can get one coordinator to cover a larger area.
· Greater potential to maximize existing resources in rural areas when you are able to pool your resources...economy of scale.
· Increased opportunities to engage community partners in planning, because        providers of services often provide services in multi-county areas, so sometimes it may be easier for them to attend one planning meeting for the whole area, versus having to attend a meeting in each county.
· Spreading what have been single county services into the larger organization's area can make good services available to a larger population.   The spread of these services may reduce the admin cost per case.
· Broader inputs from more people, giving a variety of opinions and experiences.
· Our board is in agreement that we are much better as a group of 4 than we could ever hope to be as 4 individuals. The old cliché of the whole being greater than the sum of parts (I think that's it) applies in this case. It involves having more diverse knowledge and opinions at the table, more people to choose from for Board membership, even in our resource poor areas having a bigger variety of resources and more provider agencies available, and the flexibility of being able to spread the money and the people it pays for across a bigger geographic area, since most of our programming is very labor intensive. Even the diversity of the areas turns out to be an asset. Of course all were in agreement, that there needs to be some other common interests or successful collaboratives to support coming to together as a CEA.

Cons:
· Some areas may have multiple assignments to AEA or Community college districts
· Need time for Board and providers to develop a solid level of trust in what was previously an unknown or rival
· Where duplicate services are offered from county to county, need to make good decisions on how they will work together seamlessly without unrecognized duplication
· Would like to better understand the benefits of increasing the area and have more confidence that the benefits will be realized.
· Concern with greater distances to cover and the expansion of responsibilities and will they have a detrimental impact on the programs.
· Distance, travel, time (volunteer board members) this could be a problem both for the volunteer member and their employer.
· Our multi-county area is working very well so the concern would be bringing in another county and would this make for problems for families, providers, board members.   

 

When Considering a Merger:
· Suggestion for beginning:  have the coordinator, board chair and one other member (depending on the # of counties you may not want another member as the group size could be too large) sit down to have the first discussion of merging to form a new board.  From there it would also be helpful to gather various data, demographic and programmatic.  At their first meeting,  I would suggest that they get the negative stuff out of the way first (if there is any) and then talk about why they should merge, what the positive things are and how they are alike and how their differences would be beneficial to the area as a whole.  
· One issue that can be addressed is where they already have shared service providers.  
· Make sure that the governance board is structured in a way so that each of the counties has equal representation on the board.
· Make sure that efforts to address planning involve all counties in the area.  We chose to have one four county planning group for the whole area.  Then, we also have separate planning groups for each county.  This structure has allowed each county to maintain some of their own identity while still being able to be involved in the larger planning group, as well. Community partners can participate at the area-wide planning meeting, their specific county planning group or groups, or both.
· When funding decisions are made, services are funded that are available in the whole four county area, or must be capable of replication.  One of the questions that is included on the proposal format is if the program will be available in all four counties, or if an agency or organization is only proposing to provide a service in one county. If the service is only going to be offered by an agency/organization in one county, then it must be capable of replication.   This way each county is able to have the same access to programs and services that are available, but yet there is still room for counties' unique needs to be represented, as well.
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