





























The working group has also called for stronger links between tourism and agriculture,
advocating for farmers to directly benefit from outdoor recreation economies. Whether
it's farm stays, farmers markets near trailheads, or local food systems integrated into
tourism planning, there's growing recognition that rural vitality hinges on creative, place-
based strategies.

Looking Ahead

As economic disruptions and shifting demographics continue to impact rural regions,
outdoor recreation and tourism offer a path forward—one that strikes a balance between
growth and sustainability.

The Western working group is committed to ensuring that Extension is at the heart of
that journey: connecting stakeholders, informing policy, supporting entrepreneurs, and
helping rural communities thrive.
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PACIFIC LAND-GRANT INSTITUTIONS
CHART A SHARED COURSE IN PALAU

When a small armada of scientists, Extension agents, community leaders, and an
unusually large contingent from the USDA's National Institute of Food and Agriculture
(NIFA) arrived in Koror, Palau, last spring, it marked a quiet but significant milestone.

For the first time ever, every U.S.-affiliated Pacific Islands (USAPI) and Freely Associated
State (FAS) land-grant institution gathered in one place to share ideas, data, and island-
grown solutions. Hosted by Palau Community College (PCC) from April 27 to May 3,
2024, the landmark event showcased the power of collective vision in one of the most
geographically dispersed regions in the world.

Among the key participants was Dr. Paul Lewin, director of the Western Rural
Development Center (WRDC), who contributed to strategic discussions on strengthening
Pacific land-grant institutions through multi-state coordination and rural-focused research
and Extension support.

Why This Gathering Mattered

A seat at the federal table. A seven-member NIFA delegation made the 8,000-

mile journey to Palau—not to lecture, but to listen. Their presence sent a clear signal:
Washington is ready to engage with Pacific communities as equal partners, shaping
federal programs to align with local priorities.

One region, many voices. Delegates spanned six time zones and countless islands—
from the College of Micronesia-FSM and Northern Marianas College to American Samoa
Community College and the University of Guam. They were joined by the University of
Hawaii at Manoa and key partners from the Western Extension Directors Association
(WEDA), aginnovation-West, and the WRDC. Together, they formed a chorus of
perspectives on shared regional challenges.

WRDC's take-home message

Dr. Paul Lewin, WRDC director, the Palau summit underscored a core truth: meaningful
progress in rural and island communities starts with listening. His presence at the
gathering highlighted WRDC's commitment to working directly with partners across the
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region, not to offer quick fixes, but to build lasting, reciprocal relationships. From rural
prosperity to youth opportunities, Paul emphasized the need to strengthen connections
between islands and mainland land-grant partners to address the challenges faced by
Pacific land-grant institutions. This approach is not just beneficial; it's essential to a truly
inclusive and responsive land-grant system.

Why This Work Matters Far Beyond Oceania

Remote, resource-constrained, and often overlooked, Pacific land-grant institutions

are nonetheless at the forefront of some of the world’s most pressing issues: ocean
acidification, invasive species, climate migration, and food system fragility. The Palau
summit demonstrated what is possible when these institutions are given the platform and
support to lead—solutions emerge that are not only locally grounded but also globally
relevant.

By treating Pacific institutions as peers, not peripheries, federal agencies and mainland
partners are helping unlock knowledge that benefits the entire land-grant system. The
vision emerging from Palau is bold, rooted in culture, and, above all, shared—and that
makes all the difference.
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Celebrating 50 Years of
Impact and a New Chapter



Spring is a season of renewal, and this year, it brings a sense of new beginnings for the
Western Rural Development Center (WRDC) as it transitions to its new home at the
University of Idaho. Following the celebration of its 50th anniversary in 2023, the Center
enters this next chapter with fresh energy and a continued commitment to strengthening
rural communities across the West.

The WRDC is one of four Regional Rural Development Centers (RRDCs) established by
the Rural Development Act of 1972 to serve as engines of rural prosperity and resilience.
Jointly administered by the USDA and a host land-grant university, each RRDC supports
Extension and agricultural research programs tailored to the needs of its region. For the
WRDC, this means connecting a vast network of 30 universities, including both 1862 and
1994 institutions, across 13 western states and four Pacific territories.

From its beginnings at Oregon State University, to 25 years at Utah State University, and
now in its new home at the University of Idaho, the WRDC continues to evolve while
staying true to its mission. With 50 years of impact behind us and a powerful network
ahead, the future of rural development in the West is bright—and we're just getting
started.

President Richard Nixon signing the Rural
Development Act on August 30, 1972.
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Contact Us

To learn more about the Western Rural Development Center's research,
partnerships, and regional programs, we welcome you to connect with us:

Western Rural Development Center Email: wrdc@uidaho.edu
322 E Front St, Suite 222 Website: wrdc.uidaho.edu
Boise, ID 83702 Phone: 208-364-4605

Let's work together to build a more vibrant and resilient rural West.




