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Rural Leadership North Dakota Continues to Develop

S

Strong Leaders

Since its start in 2003, Rural Leadership North Dakota
(RLND) has fostered many leaders that continue to
strengthen the state’s rural communities. In the past five
years, the program has evolved to meet the needs of the
changing rural landscape and to develop leaders that will help
communities survive and thrive in the future.
“It has been a team effort and we have a lot of
organizations and people who, over the past 12 years, have
had a hand in developing RLND. It is to their credit this
program is so successful,” says Marie Hvidsten, RLND
program director.
The mission of RLND, offered through the NDSU
Extension Service, is to prepare and develop effective leaders
to strengthen rural North Dakota. The program focuses on
four goals:
• To create a network of people across the state and
beyond that RLND participants will utilize for a lifetime
• To strengthen participants’ skills in discovering leaders
within, communicating effectively, recognizing gifts
and differences, thinking critically and creatively,
understanding the resource spectrum, shaping rural
policy, understanding international issues, understanding
national politics, and affecting change – the power of
individuals working together
• To improve the quality of life for the participants,
organizations, and community

By Kylie Blanchard

• To prepare participants to work with issues they
are passionate about in their communities and
organizations
RLND students participate in 18-month-long class
sessions, where they attend a variety of seminars to
garner information and skills to grow as rural leaders.
In order to meet the changing needs of the program’s
participants, Hvidsten notes, RLND has continued to
add new participants, speakers, seminar topics, and
destinations.

Natural Resources Integrated

“In 2011, in Class 5, we added the ‘Agricultural
Future in North Dakota’ seminar,” says Hvidsten, noting
a natural resources curriculum was also added during
the same class. “Those two seminars have brought added
attention to the program.”
Keith Trego, executive director of the North Dakota
Natural Resources Trust, has been a member of the
RLND Council for six years and currently serves as
its vice chair. He says after getting involved with the
organization, he quickly realized a need to include
natural resources in the curriculum.
The first natural resource session was held in
Hettinger in 2012, and a second was held in Williston

(Left) Participants of RLND Class 2 visited the mines of the Coteau Property near Beulah in April 2007 as part of the seminar, “Affecting
Change: The Power of Individuals Working Together.” (Right) Participants of RLND Class 3 visited a feedlot near Bowman in March 2008 as
part of the, “Thinking Critically and Creatively” seminar.
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Participants of RLND Class 6 celebrated their graduation at a
gala at the Heritage Center in Bismarck earlier this year.

last year. Topics presented in the seminars included the
North American Model of Conservation; ecological goods
and services; soil health; and broad-perspective land
management.
Class 7, which held its first seminar in November,
now includes three natural resource professionals, says
Trego, a first for the program. “Keith has been the
leader in implementing natural resource curriculum and
professionals into the program,” says Hvidsten.
“We have a lot of tremendous up-and-coming
professionals who could really benefit from the training
and exposure, and class and alumni benefit from spending
time with conservation professionals,” notes Trego, adding
more participants with farm and ranch backgrounds are
also taking part in the program. “Having good, confident,
young professionals will help the group learn and bring
another perspective on how important natural resources are
to the future.”

Additional Growth

The program’s international travel was also expanded in
2012 with Class 5 traveling to Brazil. “Prior to Class 5, we
did go internationally, but only to Canada,” says Hvidsten,
adding Class 6 then traveled to Panama and Costa Rica,
and plans are in the works to continue with the travel
curriculum for Class 7.

Marketing and publicity have also become an
increasing focus of the program, with a growing
presence on social media. “We are always looking
for ways to get the word out,” says Hvidsten. “We
decided to do a different way of marketing for Class
7, and some of our council members decided to put
together a marketing plan.”
Melissa Beach, director of the Traill County Economic
Development Commission, participated in Class 4 and
now serves on the council as its alumni representative.
In the last year, she has been working to help the council
promote the program to a larger audience. “The program
has been marketed in many ways over the years,” she notes.
“This year, we put together a plan to substantially increase
marketing by adding Facebook and social media marketing.
We also ran ads in statewide newspapers, were on statewide
radio, and on other local radio shows.”
This year, Gov. Jack Dalrymple declared Jan. 15 as
Rural Leadership North Dakota Day, further drawing
attention to the program. Hvidsten says these efforts
have helped draw new participants to the program. “One
participant in our upcoming Class 7 didn’t even know about
the program until he saw it on Facebook,” she adds.
Beach says RLND’s marketing efforts also extended to
those outside of the organization. “We worked hard to share
the stories of RLND throughout our network of graduates
and supportive business and organizational partners.”
She adds, “Our council has been very impressed with
the quick return on our marketing efforts. We are gauging
success based on the number of program applicants, donors
and supporters, and the general support of the program
throughout the state.”
Beach says RLND had a tremendous impact on her
and she is proud to continue to
support the program. “The RLND
program truly is life changing
and one I am willing to support
as a business owner and North
Dakota resident. I personally go
out and share the quality of the
program, and suggest to others
they consider it.”

Participants of RLND Class 6 visited
Earth University in Costa Rica during
their international seminar to Costa
Rica and Panama this past February.
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RLND Alumni Association

The RLND Alumni Association started in 2005,
with the goal of continuing to offer professional
development, networking opportunities, and new
experiences for RLND graduates, and has also helped
bring increased attention to the organization. “They
have a great executive committee and are working on
professional development opportunities for alumni,
international travel opportunities, and have a newsletter
to let alumni know what is going on in the program,”
says Hvidsten.
She says there is increased program visibility
because of the growing number of alumni. “There have
been a lot of alumni and council members who have
been talking about the program. It’s a real impactful
program and people can see where they can network
with others to impact change.”

Continued Opportunities with
RLND

RLND Class 6 recently graduated in a ceremony held
in November, and Hvidsten notes Class 7 has a variety
of professionals including individuals in agriculture
and natural resources, as well as business leaders and
representatives from the state’s reservations.
She says class participants are chosen through an
application and interview process, and class sizes have
averaged between 20 and 23 students. However, Class
7 is breaking this mold with 29 students. “This is our
largest class,” Hvidsten notes. “We just felt we had a lot
of great applicants.”
Tuition for the program is $3,750 per participant,
which is a fraction of the $15,000 to $16,000 total cost
per student. Tuition covers all meals, hotels, and travel
expenses such as buses during in-state seminars and
airfare to out-of-state seminars. “Participants or their
employers cover about one-fourth of the cost and the
NDSU Extension Service along with other contributors,
grants, and donations help to cover the rest. Many
organizations also cover the costs of the seminars held
in their communities,” says Hvidsten, adding the next
round of applications for the program will be accepted
in 2017.
Hvidsten says RLND gives participants the
knowledge and confidence they need to be leaders.
“There is a need for people to learn about themselves
and their communities in order to move things forward.”
“I’ve seen this program mature, and it is getting
stronger,” adds Trego. “It’s a really valuable tool for
North Dakota.”

RLND Council Chair Mike O’Keefe, left, presented Jerry
Doan, right, with the 2015 RLND Leadership Award during a
ceremony held in November.

Doan Receives 2015
RLND Leadership Award

Jerry Doan, a long-time member of the Rural
Leadership North Dakota (RLND) Council and current
member of the North Dakota Natural Resources Trust
board, was awarded the 2015 RLND Leadership Award
at a ceremony held in November.
“This is a very well-deserved recognition for Jerry,”
says Keith Trego, executive director of the North Dakota
Natural Resources Trust. “He is so committed to this
program, and has done so much work to strengthen rural
leadership, including working with the legislature and
sponsors to get additional funding.”
The RLND Leadership Award was created to
recognize those involved in the program who have had
a significant impact on RLND and its participants, says
Marie Hvidsten, RLND program director.
Award winners are selected on the basis of five
leadership practices which include: modeling, inspiring,
challenging, enabling, and encouraging.
“Jerry was on the council for nine years, and he
helped to secure the appropriation for international
travel, supported major changes to the curriculum, spoke
at many seminars, and served as chairman of our board,”
Hvidsten adds of Doan’s involvement with RLND.
Trego says as a new member of the North Dakota
Natural Resources Trust board, Doan’s dedication to
the betterment of rural North Dakota remains. “He is
very committed to good conservation practices and
works hard to take care of the land and wildlife. Jerry
has worked really hard to be a good example of rural
leadership and to be a great teacher and mentor.”
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