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Introduction 
Rural communities in the United States are historically vulnerable areas; often underfunded, underserved, and underdeveloped. The current federal funding gap between metropolitan communities and rural communities negatively affects development opportunities in those rural communities. Three years ago17.7 percent of people in rural areas were living in poverty, compared to the 14.5 percent in the metropolitan areas (Farrigan, Hertz, & Parker, 2014). Poverty in rural areas affects how the general public views those communities, often the tone of reporting about rural areas is that of disparity, rarely are there reports of positive development and economic growth (Kellogg Foundation, 2003). This lack of federal funding is causing local youth to move away, this causes a decrease in local leadership, economic development, and rural advocacy (Rural Youth Assembly, 2014). Youth are the future leaders of their communities, they have a unique perspective of understand what the community’s needs are, it is important to community survival that they become local leaders (Ricketts & Place, 2009). To aid in rural community viability and rural advocacy, there must be partnerships between communities and institutions such as land grant universities, as well as rural agricultural industry. This type of partnership will improve economic development, local leadership, and create opportunities for youth and grassroots development organizations (Cooper, Kotval-K, Kotval, & Mullin, 2014).  
In 2003, an anonymous donor contributed 2.2 million dollars to the Virginia Tech College of Agriculture and Life Sciences to establish a fund to enhance community viability in Virginia. The fund established an endowed chair in the college and generates operating funds intended to be used to enhance community viability.  Since the inception of the endowment, the chair and the college have used the funds to establish programs such as the Virginia Agricultural Leaders Obtaining Results (VALOR), Leadership training for community government, and many other small projects.  
How It Works 
In 2014, the Community Viability Grant funded 5 initiatives that “leverage local agricultural partnerships to enhance community viability”.  Faculty in CALS (College of Agriculture and Life Sciences) as well as the larger community including agricultural businesses and extension could submit proposals for funding. Funded projects addressed essential community principles to enhance regional viability such as, building strong community leaders, addressing food security issues, supporting community food systems, and enhancing youth and adult education. The projects are tied into CALS research and resources, agricultural industries, and communities throughout Virginia. 
Five proposals were awarded between $20,000 and $23,000 in October 2014. The projects chosen met the funding priorities in innovative and unique ways. The projects will be completed by fall 2015. The five projects include: Harrisonburg EATS (Everyone At the Table): A Food Systems Assessment and Planning Project for Harrisonburg City and Rockingham County; Food for Thought: An Edible Education Partnership Enhancing Programmatic Efforts through Involvement with CALS; Graduate Extension Scholars Pilot Program: Preparing the Next Generation of Agricultural Scientists to Engage in Quality Outreach; Creating a Regional Food Systems Roadmap: Building a Multi-State Network and Leveraging Area Resources; Leadership Discourses for Community Partnerships.
These rural issues resonate with the Agricultural, Leadership, and Community Education (ALCE) department at Virginia Tech and its objectives as an educational department. The ALCE department seeks to enhance the lives of Virginia residents, support Virginia agriculture, and improve the vitality of our communities. In this vein of community service it was seen as essential to provide funding for projects that address rural community viability issues. The Virginia Tech Community Viability Grant is an innovative idea to promote partnerships between communities, the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, and Virginia agricultural industry to achieve community viability. The Community Viability funding priorities are projects that address: rural quality of life, grass-roots advocacy, give rural communities a stronger voice, promote rural organization involvement, and help create ways to retain young rural talent. 
Implications 
Communities that are involved in the funded initiatives are already being positively impacted, and strong ties are forming between CALS, communities, and agricultural industry because of the Community Viability Grant. More importantly, these initiatives are creating community capacity that will help make sustainable changes for communities and their residents. Long term improvements in economic development, local leadership, and community food systems will enhance community vitality, and enrich the Virginia Appalachian region in positive ways. 
Benefactors expect that the funds generated through endowments be utilized to meet the goals of the donor and the institution.  Utilizing these funds to meet those needs continues to express the college and departments’ commitment to meeting the benefactors’ expectations. The benefactor is pleased with the use of the endowment. 
This grant program model can be used by other universities or funding agencies to support and encourage development in other rural areas. The funding priorities of this grant are relevant to most rural communities, and this opportunity fosters creative solutions to community issues, and it improves the relationships between university, communities, and agricultural industry. 
Future Plans 
The Community Viability Grant will be offered again in coming years, and will continue to positively impact Virginia. There will also be a comprehensive evaluation of the grant and the funded initiatives to help make possible improvements and enhance the overall process. 
Funding information
$109,000 for proposal funding with the expectations that funded programs will match 100% of the funds given. Matching resources can include personnel time, funds from other sources, and in-kind contributions. 
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