Summary of Milan’s SWOT and Community Brainstorming Session

Thursday, February 15th  at the Fire Hall 

We began with a review of the SWOTs that were listed in the Design Team application and posted on the community web site.  Each person in the circle of 20 people took turns reading aloud the following list:

Milan’s Strengths:

1. 
A strong sense of community

2.
 A safe, clean environment with ample recreational opportunities; 

3.
Milan is a great place to raise a family or retire. 

Milan’s Weaknesses:

1.
Maintaining infrastructure with minimal population/tax base

2.
Too few people to sustain the quality of life we cherish. 

3.
Indifference, whether the result of busy-ness, apathy, or despair

Milan’s Opportunities:  

1.
Quality-of-life assets.  We have the cultural and physical infrastructure to attract the creative class (as seen by the return of many former residents) as well as tourists.

2.
Our reputation as visionaries. We are on “the map.”

3.
The school building.

Milan’s Threats:

1.
Unsustainability due to insufficient population.  If the population does not increase substantially (say, four families per year for ten years), it will be difficult to maintain the community’s infrastructure at current levels.

2.
Excessive economic outflows.  As services received from providers outside the community increase in volume and cost—especially for health care and energy—the amount of money left to circulate within the area will decrease.

3.
Educating our children.  It is not impossible that the school district itself will become unsustainable.

We continued by reading aloud the vision statement as it appears on the web site:

Milan’s Vision 

In ten years, community residents enjoy a thriving downtown area with beautiful streetscapes that integrate Milan’s Norwegian heritage.  Traffic around town is limited and most people walk, bicycle, or use an electric cart which can be recharged at a downtown re-charging station.  The main street kiosk supplies maps of local bike trails, places of interest for tourists, and local community theater, arts and music events.  The bike trail to Milan Beach begins downtown near a bike shop where bicycles can be rented, and is a popular destination because of the trail’s beauty and the recreation afforded by the lake.  The trail connects with other area bike trails and the State Park.

The Community Center, located in the old Milan School, houses a youth center, community exercise/gym area, an intergenerational daycare/senior center, a charter Norwegian language immersion school, and a licensed community kitchen, as well as public meeting rooms.  Many of the senior citizens who visit the intergenerational center live in Milan in the senior housing complex.  They rarely have to leave Milan, except to visit out-of-town friends, because everything they need is right here in town.
   
 Many community groups in the area work for a sustainable economy.  The Pride of the Prairie network has continued to expand, linking small, local food producers and working on common goals such as successful niche marketing.  The Land Stewardship Project has offered help to dozens of beginning farmers, and continues to encourage sustainable farming practices and provide education and outreach.  
     

Families with children take advantage of the playground with its skateboard area and playground equipment.  Children from farms in the area use the playground and bike path, and hang out with their friends at the youth center while their parents are shopping at the farmer’s market or local shops, or taking a class at the Village Art School.  Classes at the Village Art School are popular with kids and parents alike, and Milan has a thriving music and arts community.  The local community theater company presents theatrical performances at the Community Center and musicians perform regularly in town.  Many community and civic organizations use the meeting rooms in the Community Center; public involvement and a sense of community runs high.
    

In addition to the annual Norwegian Syttende Mai celebration, various ethnic groups in town also celebrate their heritage.  These cultural celebrations draw tourists, and the area has become a destination for tourists year-round.  As a result, businesses have sprung up to serve these customers.

 In summary, the citizens of Milan and the surrounding community have successfully developed a sustainable economic base, and continue to enjoy an enviable quality of life while maintaining a sense of volunteerism and high public involvement.

We then all took time to privately write down our thoughts and reactions to what we had all just read.  For five minutes people were asked to quietly reflect and identify and name their feelings and write them down.  They were also challenged to write down what they wanted to see more on in the community based on what was written or not expressed in the words above.

We then broke into groups of four and each person in each group was asked to share a story about a time in their life when people had worked well together for the common good.  After everyone had told their story, they were then asked to identify as a group what the ingredients where in each story that had led to success.

What have we re-designed and created as a community in the past?  

The Lion’s Park, The Liberty Bell, Decorating the Gym for Prom when there was still a High School, the Arv Hus Museum, The Milan Village Arts School, the New Library Facade and Band Shell relocation project,  Raising money and aid for a family of the flooding in the Fargo-Moorhead area, the creation of the Milan Community Foundation … the list goes on.  There are numerous examples of community success.

As Milan proceeds to Re-design and Re-invent itself, what have been the ingredients that have led to the success of past collaborative efforts?

· Caring for One Another, A Sense of Community

· Having a Positive Attitude

· Recognizing the Opportunity that exists when others may not see it

· Having vision and “outside the box” ideas

· Taking Risks

· Having a Willingness from the outset to Allow Things to Happen
· Action Focus once problems and issues have been identified

· Morning Coffee Beaks with other community members

· Making personal efforts to include people

· Strong Leadership

· Good communication

· Having a tolerance and respect for diversity

· Passionate volunteers

· Using momentum – once things start rolling -- to get things done

· Having clear but flexible goals

· Hard Work and Perseverance

· Being Resourceful – knowing what you have and who has what and using things for different purposes than they were originally intended.

· Having financial support

· Having support from existing organizations

If we have all these ingredients as we move forward – we can create anything we want and put our minds to!

What is it we want More of?

Common themes from four different future community mapping exercises:

· Local Food /Agriculture/ Community Gardens

(local food processing facilities, more green houses, more farmers)

· Renewable/Green

(more wind energy, more biomass energy, more recycling ,more trees)

· Energy and Water Infrastructure

(more water pressure, more rain gardens, more energy independence)

· School/Education/Youth Focus

(more charter schools, more arts and technology education more multi grade instruction)

· Appropriate Technology 

( more people using teaching and learning about  human scale tools and the latest communication devices)

· Beautification/Aesthetics

(more hanging baskets, more trees, more public art and architecture, parks and waterfalls that say” stop here and visit our lovely little town”)

· Intergenerational/Ethnic Diversity

(more places where young and old can  interact, more preschools next to assisted living centers, more ethnic festivals during the year, more Scandinavian heritage)

· Growth/ Housing

(more green housing, more new housing, more retrofitted and restored old housing for people seeking to get away from fossil fuel intensive lifestyles)

· Small Business Development/Entrepreneurship

(more shops and eateries on Main Street, more places renting bikes and canoes, more tour guides, more high tech consulting services, more ethnic stores selling cool stuff)

· Outdoors/Wildlife

(more wildlife habitat, shelterbelts, native grass plantings, butterfly gardens, more tours of the lake and wildlife in the area, more hunting and fishing, birdwatchers and nature photographers).

We completed the evening discussion with general open talk about how change happens in a community and a living system.

We spoke of the coming threat of high fossil fuel prices and how Milan is ideally positioned to benefit from those seeking to live a carbon neutral existence.

We spoke about how when revolutionary change or breakthrough discoveries are made,  and noted how it is often a matter of letting things go and letting things come rather than trying to force things to happen.

Karen Jenson gave a moving testimony to the nature of her life and how it has unfolded since she decided to become a full time artist 25 years ago when she had to begin relying solely on what she could earn by selling what she made with her own two hands.  Karen acknowledged that she often felt guided and directed from some unseen source and that often the she could not have predicted all the good things that have happened resulting from trusting that source and immersing herself in the work.

It was noted that as we go forward from this meeting, and as we prepare for the Design Team’s visit, the community of Milan can let all these ideas percolate and, as in the past, let what wants to emerge to come forth.

Everyone left the meeting with a positive hopeful attitude.  There was much anticipation of the upcoming Design Team visit and what it can mean for the community given this base of civic engagement and collective dreaming.

Respectfully submitted,

Patrick J. Moore

Facilitator

(320) 269-2984

