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“The Hub: Our Work and Its Impact

examines the concrete gains and real achievements made possible by the
unique and vital role The Hub has played in West Virginia since 2008.
Since that foundation year, the network of community development
organizations and supporters across counties and sectors has grown
and become more diverse, inspired by a number of key successes and
motivational challenges, and encouraged by the constant networking and
collaboration activity of The Hub.
As this report will show, the level of collaboration in the state has significantly
increased, resulting in many positive outcomes.
This report explores each of The Hub’s four approaches to community
development.

Chapter 1: Increasing Local Capacity (page 4) examines our work with
communities of place, which was at the heart of The Hub’s work primarily in
our early years. Blueprint Communities, HubCAP and Turn This Town Around
are examples of this approach.

Chapter 2: Convening Communities of Interest (page 15) examines The
Hub approach that inspired the creation of the WV Food & Farm Coalition,
the Abandoned Property Coalition and the WV Physical Activity Network. This
approach grew out of our work with communities of place, which identified
commonalities that needed to be addressed at a statewide level.
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Chapter 3: Policy Change to Enable Change in Communities (page 29)
explores the third approach, which became apparent through our work with
both communities of place and communities of interest. Achieving positive
change in our communities works best if it is accompanied by policy change.
In the last two years, the Hub and our many partners have successfully
pushed through 17 pieces of legislation and regulatory change that have had
positive impacts on communities and families.

Chapter 4: Strategic Network Communications (page 37) examines our
fourth, and newest, approach. The Hub is a small organization, with limited
capacity. Our ability to create a communications infrastructure that serves
the network as a whole is the most effective way to amplify our impact, share
successes and bring more decision makers into this work. That work has already
begun, and will expand dramatically as the State of Our Communities Report
realizes its ambitious vision in the fall of 2015 and the years ahead.
In this report, we will explore the work being done through each of those
approaches, share illuminating stories and present quantitative
evidence of impact where possible.
Importantly, we will use what we have learned to inform where
The Hub and the network might focus going forward.

Chapter 5: Changing The Future of WV (page 45) provides
the beginnings of a strategic direction to help funders and
investors identify how their resources can have the greatest
impact, and help us collectively chart a course for future
community development objectives, activities and projects.
Of course, this report is just one invitation to our funders and
supporters to peer inside the inner workings of The Hub and
examine the impact of our day-to-day activities. That invitation
is always extended. If anything you read in the pages to follow
piques your interest, I invite you to pick up the phone and get
in touch. Our door is always open.”

Kent Spellman
Kent Spellman 
Executive Director
August, 2015
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For many years,
initiatives had fallen
on barren ground
in Grafton. The Hub
finally gained a
foothold with Turn
This Town Around
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Increasing Local Capacity.

“As I have watched the communities

we work with over the last year and a half, the places that have seen the
most success are the communities that understand “capacity building” and
the importance of the role it plays in community development. It is the
foundation of so much of the progress our communities make toward their
own economic and social goals.
Yes, there is a lot of fancy jargon and shiny new tools that attach themselves
to the concept of local capacity building, but in the end it is all about building
relationships among the people that live in the community.
We have watched Buckhannon, one of our HubCAP communities, increase
their capacity over the last five years through the work of the Create
Buckhannon group.
The same momentum can be seen in Grafton, a 2014 Turn This Town Around
community, that has seen enormous gains and concrete improvements over
the last year, thanks largely to the civic infrastructure of All Aboard Grafton
and the new local leaders it has nurtured.
By building local capacity in these places, The Hub has helped
new leaders emerge, and increased engagement across entire
communities.”

Amanda Yager

Amanda Yager 
Director of Community Strategies
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}28%

increase in
local business
growth in
Thomas

Since the launch of New
Historic Thomas and the
resulting community and
economic development
initiatives, Thomas has seen:
 29 new jobs created, many
at the ownership and
management level
 8,000+ square feet
of downtown space
redeveloped
 $266,500 in small business
loans (11 loans) through
Woodlands Community
Lenders
 100% business occupancy
rate on main street
(East Ave.)

Increasing Local Capacity.
THOMAS
Local organization, a foundation for future success
The Hub is not responsible for the remarkable community development story that
is Thomas. Credit for that goes largely to a perfect storm of ingredients: a few new
citizens with money and energy to invest; a convergence of interest in music, art
and outdoor recreation tourism; and a good location.
But what The Hub’s work in Thomas in 2011 and 2012 did highlight is the fact that
unless work is done to create the necessary civic infrastructure, even the ripest
seeds of investment will fall on barren ground. Thanks to 12 months of community
organizing, capacity building and visioning work facilitated by The Hub, when the
perfect storm came to Thomas the town was ready to take advantage of it.
In 2011, The Hub was hired by Woodlands Development Group to help Thomas
address a growing problem of dilapidated buildings in the area. Thanks to the
experience of The Hub and our community coach working in Thomas, Josie
Cuda, it became apparent that dilapidated buildings were just a single element
of a bigger development need which also included finding new businesses
to occupy restored buildings, creating appealing public spaces for locals and
visitors, coordinating local community development efforts and gaining access to
resources that were already out there.
This was work The Hub was uniquely placed to carry out.
Over the course of a year, Cuda and The Hub brought the people of Thomas
together into working groups behind the issues that were of concern to them,
and managed a visioning process to help the town provide direction and
development strategy.
Supported by technical assistance from The Hub, about $15,000 in grants
was secured to provide local fundraising support, and to begin environmental
surveying work of a 15-acre property that locals were eager to convert into a
public greenspace.
But perhaps the most lasting impact of The Hub’s work in Thomas was the relaunch of the then-dormant local community development nonprofit, New Historic
Thomas. Emerging directly from the leadership committee formed by Cuda during
the town’s visioning process, New Historic Thomas now provides the civic structure
and local organization necessary to ensure that the new energy and interest in
Thomas receives the support and direction it requires.
The organization’s achievements since relaunching in 2012 are many and varied,
and range from acquiring historic district status for downtown Thomas, to improving
city sidewalks and purchasing picnic tables for the Thomas Riverfront Park.
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“The Hub was there at the critical moment,” says Cuda. “Getting all these people
together in a structured way and getting them moving in the right direction was the
spark they needed.”

GRAFTON
When the community is ready, The Hub is ready
Chances are, if you were to peek behind the curtain of any of the new public
initiatives that have taken off in Grafton over the past few years you would find
a group of local citizens known as All Aboard Grafton.
During Grafton’s Turn This Town Around efforts of 2014, Hub staff identified
the creation of an organized civic conversation group as a key to continued
development in the city, and so we provided the technical assistance needed
to get that up and running.
Weekly All Aboard Grafton discussion meetings, modeled after another
Hub protégé, Create Buckhannon, began to bear fruit almost immediately.
Local beautification projects, a new twice-weekly farmers market, and the
launch of an extended shopping evening with live music, street food and pop-up
entertainment on the First Friday of each month cemented All Aboard Grafton’s
local reputation as a group that produces real results.
But it was the remarkable success of All Aboard Grafton’s Main Street Deck project
that demonstrated the development potential of creating a regular forum for
organized collaboration and community planning.
Kickstarted by a $2,500 Turn This Town Around mini-grant courtesy of the
Benedum Foundation, the local campaign to create the Main Street performance
and event space attracted more than $60,000 in public and private funding,
including $40,000 from a local mining company, and $10,000 from the City of
Grafton. These were investments that would not have been leveraged without the
civic infrastructure and planning coordination of All Aboard Grafton.

$2,500 mini-grant
leveraged into

$60,000
public/private
investment in
Main Street Deck.

But this was not an overnight success.
For many years, various community development initiatives had fallen on barren
ground in Grafton. The Hub finally gained a foothold in the community with
Turn This Town Around, a connection made possible thanks to the Hub’s flexibility,
persistence and eagerness to be guided by local priorities and opportunities.
In 2015, Hub staff continued to provide assistance and support to Grafton’s
community development work, though the recent locally driven successes of
All Aboard Grafton indicate that, happily, the need for that external support will
likely to diminish in the months ahead.
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Increasing Local Capacity.

princeton has
invested $86,000 &

1200
volunteer
hours
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into art Projects &
beautification

Princeton
The right support for a great idea
Princeton has created the blueprint for places all over West Virginia in terms of how
art can be the direct driver of economic and community development efforts.
In fact, it was The Hub’s Blueprint program that led directly to the launch of the
Princeton Renaissance Project, a broad-based local revitalization effort targeted
at creating an attractive, economically vibrant downtown that fosters community
activity and drives commercial and residential investment.
In just five years, this organized community development effort has:
 leveraged more than $200,000 worth of investment in the acquisition and
renovation of the historic Lavon Theater,
 used public art works to dramatically improve the appearance of the
downtown area,
 overseen the purchase of six previously vacant downtown buildings,
 sourced thousands of dollars’ worth of investment in downtown
beautification works, and
 launched two major downtown events—the Mercer Monster Mash
Halloween Spectacular and The Downtown Countdown New Year’s Eve
Celebration.
With all that positive downtown activity, new business investment has quickly
followed. Seven new businesses have opened in Princeton since 2012, including
a Montessori preschool, a coffee shop, an art gallery and art education center,
a florist, a beauty salon and a monogramming and decal business. And several
entrepreneurs are currently exploring local sites for new restaurants.
But it is the way that The Hub connected Princeton to the Blueprint opportunity
that is most telling about the style and effectiveness of The Hub’s approach.
“A lot of organizations are willing to speak in support of our efforts, but one of
the things we needed was real opportunities to work and sustain our efforts here,”
says Lori McKinney, co-founder of the RiffRaff Arts Collective and an early architect
of the Princeton Renaissance Project. “Through bringing Princeton in to their
expansive network, and by staying in touch and constantly opening the door

7 The number of
new businesses
in princeton’s
downtown
since 2012

The Princeton
Renaissance Project
spurred a revitalization
that resulted in
millions of dollars of
investment in Princeton’s
downtown, most of it
private money.
Since 2012:
 7 new businesses
created
 6 previously
underutilized
buildings purchased
 2 new major public
events
 $200,000 in public/
private investment
in Lavon Theater
renovation

to new opportunities, The Hub provided that.
“The Hub identified the great potential of our effort to center economic
revitalization around the arts, and was then able to provide the technical
assistance, the guidance and the resources over a number of years to help
us make that real.”
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Increasing Local Capacity.
BUCKHANNON
Channeling local energy into local results
The Hub’s work in Buckhannon is the story of applying proven tools and
strategies to help communities move from broad aspirations to specific
deliverables.

Create Buckhannon
has engaged

500+

Buckhannonites
in the governance
and development
of their city

When The Hub first connected with Buckhannon in 2010, the civic
infrastructure was already in place. After a turbulent few years, involving
lawsuits against the city and a breakdown in municipal relationships, a
group of civic leaders calling themselves Create Buckhannon had created
a vibrant, ongoing community conversation held every week in a local
restaurant.
But it was the HubCAP program that gave the people of Buckhannon
the tools they needed to channel the established civic infrastructure into
coordinated, strategic community development gains.
“One of the most valuable things about The Hub’s involvement was that
it connected us to what all these other communities were doing,” says
C.J. Rylands, a local business owner and one of the co-founders of Create
Buckhannon. “Community development is pure theft. If you see something
working somewhere else, you try to emulate it. Before The Hub came
along, we were operating without that network, or the coaching and
resources to help us put all these concepts into real practice.”
Among their dozens of achievements, Create Buckhannon has:
 developed the initial 2015 City of Buckhannon Long Range
Comprehensive Plan;
 secured the funding and helped coordinate the development of
Jawbone Park; and
 launched Festival Fridays, a weekly main street event from May
through September featuring live music, crafts, food vendors and
local businesses.
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“Before The Hub
came along, we were
operating without
that network, or
the coaching and
resources to help
us put all these
concepts into real
practice.”

“One of the most
valuable things about
The Hub’s involvement
was that it connected
us to what all these
other communities
were doing”
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Increasing Local Capacity.

Whitesville was
the recipient of
a $10,000 technical
assistance grant
to track down
building owners
and examine options
for immediate
improvement

WHITESVILLE
Connecting communities with a world
of opportunity
The story of how the small town of Whitesville came to receive a $10,000
technical assistance grant to address the problem of its dilapidated buildings
offers an illuminating insight into why The Hub is so valued by the communities
and sectors we support.
In January 2015, The Hub began working to stimulate local development
initiatives in Whitesville, part of the second iteration of the Turn This Town
Around program.
Our Turn This Town Around work in Whitesville centered around two key
deliverables:

1. Guiding a visioning process for the town to identify and document
its local priorities,

2. Identifying and nurturing local leadership and structured support
behind those priorities.
In a series of meetings with the people of Whitesville throughout the winter, it
emerged that abandoned and blighted buildings were at the top of that list.
At the same time, hundreds of miles away in the north of the state, The Hub was
working with the Brownfields Assistance Center (BAC) at West Virginia University
to solicit applications for their BAD Buildings Technical Assistance Grants.
The BAC was looking for those communities that were both eager and ready to
make best use of technical assistance to take the initial steps toward improving
dilapidated buildings, such as forming a local action committee, conducting
surveying and research work, and examining redevelopment opportunities.

Before a single
dollar of mini-grant
funding was made
available, in the
first quarter of
2015 the people of
Whitesville raised

$14,000

to support Turn
This Town Around
projects.

News of the BAD Buildings grants had not reached the people of Whitesville,
but it had reached The Hub.
Playing the vital role of resource link, our staff worked with the local leadership
we had identified as part of Turn This Town Around and used the Turn This Town
Around meeting infrastructure to form a working committee, and notified BAC of
an ideal candidate.
As a result, Whitesville was the recipient of a $10,000 technical assistance grant
and work is already underway—driven by a local working committee—on tracking
down building owners and examining options for immediate improvement.
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the Abandoned
Properties Coalition

activated
an expansive
network
14

of all relevant
state agencies and
organizations.

Convening Communities of Inter

rest.
“The history of West Virginia has not been traditionally

rooted in collaboration and joint action.

Separated by topography, socio-economic status, cultural differences, and
geographically apart from the outside world, West Virginians have had to work
hard and do whatever it took to survive because there was no other choice.
West Virginians (and the rest of rural Appalachia) should be proud of their
tenacity and their ability to survive the past 152 years of statehood, but should
also understand that times have changed and in order to continue to endure
we must adapt.
In today’s world, the economic health of communities requires us to come
together to compete in a new global market. Our success moving forward
depends on our willingness to come together and work toward a better future
for all of West Virginia regardless of political boundaries.
The Hub’s focus on coalition building has been tremendously effective in breaking
down historic barriers to unearth the true power of West Virginia’s communities.
By aligning strategic partners with common interests in healthy food, agricultural
development, blight eradication and uplifting the lives of our children, The Hub
has helped define a blueprint for a new West Virginia.
It is a blueprint built on a strong, independent spirit that works collectively
for the good of all Appalachia.”

Katherine S Wyrosdick
Katherine S Wyrosdick, AICP 
Director of Planning, Erie County, Pa.,
and Hub Board Member
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Convening Communities of Inter
Abandoned Properties Coalition:
Leading a coordinated response

the 2014 BAD
Buildings Summit
provided training
and actionable
resources for
11 communities
across the state

Abandoned and dilapidated buildings are a problem in almost every
community in West Virginia. And it is a problem that plagues these
communities in many different forms, from discouraging new investment and
new residents to decreasing civic involvement and community pride.
But despite the many-faceted problem and its wide-reaching impact, prior
to 2012 there was no organized coalition working to provide resources and
create new solutions to address the issue.
But in 2012 The Hub came to realize the tremendous energy that had grown
around its dilapidated buildings toolkit—developed thanks to a Flex-E-Grant
funded by ARC and the Benedum Foundation—and the BAD Building program,
developed in conjunction with the Northern Brownfields Assistance Center.
The Hub’s work on the ground in those early days, in places like Thomas and
Richwood, taught us that improving dilapidated buildings is about much more
than finding money for a coat of paint or a bulldozer. We saw that the real
solution relies on a much broader, holistic approach that includes developing
business strategies for site reuse; helping municipalities with zoning, code and
enforcement; and empowering locals to be the first step in a long process
that starts with surveying, contacting landowners, and identifying creative
opportunities that make sense for their community.
The real solution required that a number of organizations come together to
work in concert. And so in 2012, The Hub formed the Abandoned Properties
Coalition (APC), activating our expansive network to bring to the table all
the relevant state agencies and organizations to provide resources and
information for landowners and communities. That included advocating for
policy solutions, coordinating research and surveying activity, and providing
training and technical advice for addressing local dilapidated structures.

Hands-on help, where it was needed.
Since 2012, the APC has doubled the number of member organizations.
In addition to the convening role played by The Hub, the coalition now

the APC has
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doubled
in members since 2012

rest.

improving dilapidated
buildings is about much
more than finding money
for a coat of paint or a
bulldozer.
the real solution Relies
upon a much broader,
holistic approach.

17

The WV Hub

18

Convening Communities of Inter

Everyone—from U.S.
Dept. of Agriculture
representatives to
local farmers and
teachers—joined
together to form
working groups
around the most
pressing issues

rest.
includes the Northern Brownfields Assistance Center, Coalfield Development
Corporation, Center for Community Progress, WVU Land Use Clinic, Huntington
Urban Renewal Authority, Edward Tucker Architects, Preservation Alliance
of WV, The Ross Foundation, Main Street WV, New River Gorge Regional
Development Authority, Fayette County Commission and the City of Fairmont.
With so much new energy and capacity dedicated to the issue, important
gains have been realized. In 2013, the APC was invited to present before an
interim committee of the West Virginia State Legislature; policy solutions were
proposed and secured in 2014 and 2015; and in 2014 a greatly expanded
BAD Buildings Summit provided training and actionable resources for 11
communities across the state looking to address dilapidated buildings.
Recently, the State Legislature’s Joint Committee on Government Organization
asked The Hub to head the development of dilapidated property policy
recommendations for them to consider in preparation for the 2016 Legislative
Session.

Average gross sales
per farmers market

$97K

$46K

2012 2014

Come to the table: Building a force behind
WV’s food and farm economy
The work that would eventually lead to the creation of the West Virginia Food
and Farm Coalition and the resulting growth of West Virginia’s food and farm
economy, started back in 2009.
During a Hub listening tour of more than 20 communities across the state that
year, two issues consistently rose to the top of the list of local concerns: what
to do about dilapidated and abandoned buildings, and how to boost the local
production and consumption of healthy food.
What happened next concerning the dilapidated buildings story is told
elsewhere in this report. To address the second item, The Hub saw a
tremendous opportunity to apply one of the core tenets of our work and
convene all interested parties to try to shape common goals and challenges as
the first step to creating a more robust organizational structure.
In 2010, that process involved bringing more than 300 people from dozens
of organizations to the table—everyone from U.S. Dept. of Agriculture
representatives to local farmers and teachers—forming working groups
around the most pressing issues, and building a basic but very valuable
network for information sharing and communication.
Still, more was needed.
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“We needed
to build a
more focused
organization that
was stakeholder
driven and that
had a clear vision.”

Convening Communities of Inter
“I remember, back then, we made a presentation to the [State] Joint Committee
on Agriculture and Agri-business, and it was immediately clear that there was
not a lot of interest from legislators and that a lot of education was needed,”
says Savanna Lyons, who would become the founding executive director of the
West Virginia Food and Farm Coalition (WVFFC). “They just didn’t know what the
issues were, who the stakeholders were. We needed to build a more focused
organization that was stakeholder driven and that had a clear vision.”
Funded by a grant from The Benedum Foundation, Lyons was hired in the
summer of 2010 to help create the WVFFC, and this investment in a dedicated
staff person soon paid dividends.
Listening sessions and conversations now became focused working groups
and action items. Training was held, processors shared resources and advice,
market opportunities were studied, and a loose and intangible bracket of
businesses became a solid sector coalition that provided real value for its
members. Importantly, it now had the weight to bring about the market and
policy improvements that were needed to boost the industry.
“It turns out that what was really valuable for producers and everyone else
was that they now had someone to call,” Lyons says. “Sometimes you need
someone there to pick up the phone and connect two people or five people
or 20 people with the ideas or resources or events they needed. The Hub and
Benedum Foundation made that possible by focusing on building a structure,
and recognizing what is created through networking and capacity building. In
real terms, it boosted collaboration immensely, and turned all this into one big,
robust system.”
Thanks to strong leadership, the newly created coalition was soon able to
produce a focused and identifiable list of priorities they wanted to address,
including education for young people, improvements to meat processing
regulations, and streamlining aggregation and distribution systems. The WVFFC
responded with training sessions, such as the statewide school gardens
event in 2013 that attracted more than 50 schools, and transformative policy
solutions, which are explored in Chapter 4.
One of the priority issues that emerged during this process was building a
stronger farmers market economy across the state. And so, once the WVFFC
was up and running, leadership turned its attention to revamping the underresourced West Virginia Farmers Market Association (WVFMA). That work, by
Hub and WVFFC staff, included restructuring the board and organizational
mission statement, and creating a new strategic direction.
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Total direct sales in
WV farmers markets

$9

MILLION

$4

MILLION

2012 2014
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Convening Communities of Inter

tens of millions

22

of dollars was lost
to other states,
where, coordinated
by state officials
and departments,
strategic grant
applications were
being awarded. And
so, in 2015, The Hub
stepped into the void.

rest.
Thanks again to an investment from the Benedum Foundation, the first
paid executive director of the WVFMA began work in 2013, and immediately
set about creating a training program for farmers market vendors, and
conducting promotional and marketing campaigns to boost the profile of
farmers markets to consumers.
More concrete gains soon followed. Having tried unsuccessfully since 2006
to provide insurance coverage for market vendors, the new WVFMA was able
to achieve that goal in 2014.

The impact of the creation of the WVFFC, and the rejuvenation of the
WVFMA, is evident in the significant growth of economic activity in the sector
in recent years.

When leadership is needed:
Bringing POWER to West Virginia

Having tried
unsuccessfully
since 2006 to provide
insurance coverage
for market vendors,
the new WVFMA was
able to achieve that
goal in 2014.

In 2014 and 2015, the state governments representing coal communities
across America began organizing their regional business and community
leaders to take advantage of the federal government’s POWER Initiative,
a competitive pool of grant funding to help develop new economic
opportunities for areas impacted by the decline of the coal industry. Except
West Virginia.
Lacking the necessary political will or organizational vision, the State of West
Virginia declined to undertake the necessary coordinating effort to explore
federal funding opportunities for the state’s next generation of employers
and revenue generators. And so tens of millions of dollars was lost to other
states, where, coordinated by state officials and departments, strategic
grant applications were being awarded. And so, in 2015, The Hub stepped
into the void.
Having been involved with the State of Kentucky’s proactive organizing
effort around POWER opportunities, The Hub’s Director of Community
Engagement & Policy, Stephanie Tyree, returned to West Virginia with a plan
to provide the same competitive assistance to industry here.
That required convening all relevant stakeholders, calling on The Hub’s
unparalleled regional network and relationships forged over many years.
Filling the role vacated by official state leadership, The Hub convened a
group of 106 industry and community leaders focused around the southern
coalfields for a number of phone and email organizing sessions in the winter
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What’s Different?
The establishment of a
Downtown Appalachia
coalition has created:
 A stronger network of
internal and external
resources
 Stronger relationships
with funding agencies
 A more focused process
for communities to
follow
 Political and social
momentum
 Legislative success
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Convening Communities of Inter

rest.
and spring of 2015. That remarkable cross-sector network extended to the
White House itself.
In 2014, The Hub was introduced to White House senior staff through its
connection with the Appalachian Regional Commission and our work to
address dilapidated buildings across the state. It is a relationship we continue
to nurture.
The tremendous strength of The Hub’s network paid significant dividends
when we arranged for the White House’s POWER Initiative leads and
representatives from numerous federal agencies to lead a POWER
information session and collaboration event in Fayette County.
The Hub bolstered this convening activity by building the only comprehensive
online portal for POWER information and resources. And, thanks to continued
advocacy and coordination by The Hub, the U.S. Economic Development
Administration returned to West Virginia in August to conduct technical
assistance training for prospective grant applicants.
It is too soon to assess the impact of that event, and the broader convening
role The Hub has taken to help West Virginia communities and industry leaders
find support for their economic transition ambitions. But we do know that, as
a direct result of this convening work, strategic, collaborative grant applications
are now being developed. Where before there existed a vacuum of regional
industry leadership and coordination, there is now organization, vision,
information and hope.

“Downtown
development is
at the core of
bringing these
communities back,”

Reversing the downward spiral of
downtown West Virginia
Over the past few years, The Hub and The Benedum Foundation have been at
the center of revolutionizing the way West Virginia has attempted to address its
problems of abandoned and blighted downtown properties.
By 2011, the continued neglect of downtown buildings in communities across
the state created a great sense of urgency among all stakeholders—from local
residents to state economic agencies and private industry.
That was the year The Hub played a central role in convening a groundbreaking
meeting of these diverse stakeholders at the U.S. Department of Agriculture
Rural Development office in Morgantown. It wasn’t known it at the time, but
this meeting was the genesis of what would later be known as Downtown
Appalachia.
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Convening Communities of Inter
At that meeting, and in subsequent meetings of the group, it became evident
that the piecemeal, disjointed approach to rehabilitation of downtown
buildings was not addressing the issue at its roots, nor was it an effective use
of the limited funds available.

Since 2012, the success of
the Hub’s strategy has
manifested itself in new
commercial enterprises
occupying redeveloped
downtown buildings in
 Grafton
 Princeton
 Thomas
 Huntington
 Buckhannon
 Clarksburg
 Hinton
 Matewan

“It was The Hub that promoted the concept that you have to match your
investment and energy with the communities that are the most prepared,” says
Patrick Kirby, Director of the Northern WV Brownfields Assistance Center. “So
we created a grid of where we had already done local capacity building work
through programs like HubCap, FOCUS WV Brownfields, Blueprint and First
Impressions. When we looked at the conditions in each of these communities,
in terms of capacity, organization and planning, we knew that these would
be the places where we would have the most impact, because they were
prepared.”
What these communities were also able to provide was some idea of what
productive uses could be made of redeveloped properties. With funders
becoming concerned that abandoned buildings had the potential to become
a financial black hole, options for “end use” of targeted properties became a
much greater focus. That revolution of strategy was made possible only by
bringing divergent voices and expertise to the table.
The remarkable achievement of this coalition is that West Virginia’s
communities now have access to the resources and support they need to
address their abandoned properties by doing more than facade improvement
or demolition, including studying practical reuse strategies, options for
deal structuring, implementation of redevelopment plans, small business
recruitment and entrepreneurship training.
Since 2012, the success of this strategy has manifested itself in new
commercial enterprises occupying redeveloped downtown buildings in
Grafton, Princeton, Thomas, Huntington, Buckhannon, Clarksburg, Hinton
and Matewan.
“Downtown development is at the core of bringing these communities back,”
Kirby says. “We have to rebuild coal-impacted communities from the inside
out, by providing training and business coaching, and finding profitable ways to
repurpose the assets we have. Only this model will drive additional, sustainable
investment.”
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“It was The Hub
that promoted
the concept that
you have to match
your investment
and energy with
the communities
that are the most
prepared,”
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community
development could
only be catalyzed
effectively if there
was a mechanism to
address these identical,
statewide challenges
at the system-level:
at the level of
policy change
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Policy Change Enabling Commu

unities.
As The Hub deepened its work

in communities
across the state, identifying local leadership and helping those leaders promote
community development, roadblocks kept emerging that would
divert local attention, resources and effectiveness.
The Hub’s vantage as a statewide organization working in dozens of small
communities gave us a unique perspective from which we could see that these
roadblocks were happening in every community. And, critically, they were the
same roadblocks.
It became clear that community development could only be catalyzed effectively
if there was a mechanism to address these identical, statewide challenges at the
system-level: at the level of policy change.
So in 2012, The Hub took on this role, and I was hired as the Director of
Community Engagement and Policy. True to the theme of all our work, our goal
was to provide processes and mechanisms for communities to more effectively
achieve their locally identified development goals. Transferring this approach to
policy, we built a process to engage communities in policy decision-making and
to bring their voices, ideas and concerns to the State Legislature in a coordinated,
strategic way.
First, we educate communities about what policy is, how it relates to their
efforts, and what is at stake for communities who are not engaged in the
policy decision-making system.
Second, we coordinate communities of interest to build policy coalitions.
We sometimes directly coordinate these coalitions but, more frequently,
we help sector-based organizations develop their own community-based
policy programs.
Our third role is as a catalyzer and convener of community-based
policy initiatives and coalitions.
The core concepts behind each of these roles is education, training
and empowerment. What they have produced is, with limited
dedicated policy capacity, an outsized impact on political engagement
in support of community development in West Virginia.

Stephanie Tyree

Stephanie Tyree 
Director of Community Engagement & Policy
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Our Children, Our Future: Policy change on
front line of battle against child poverty
The story of the Our Children, Our Future campaign demonstrates the powerful
impact on policy one can have by forming a broad coalition around an issue.
The Hub was a founding member of the Our Children, Our Future campaign
in 2012, and since then has led the campaign’s efforts to inspire and organize
grassroots advocates behind legislative solutions to ending child poverty in West
Virginia.
Since 2012, as the prime organizer of regional policy workshops across the state,
The Hub has trained more than 1,200 West Virginians to become advocates for
issues vital to the wellbeing of children and families, a process that has already
had an outsized impact on the state.
In its first three years, the Our Children, Our Future campaign process has
resulted in 18 new pieces of legislation to make West Virginia’s families healthier,
safer and more prosperous. These significant victories include:
 Medicaid Expansion—providing health insurance for 150,000 working
West Virginians
 Minimum wage raised to $8.75
 Future Fund Act—creating endowment for state investments through
natural gas tax
 Stopping budget cuts to child care programs three years in a row

18

 Feed to Achieve Act—expanding school breakfast and lunch programs

new
pieces

of legislation
has been created
through the hub’s
Our Children,
Our Future Process

 Juvenile Justice reform—reducing child incarceration by changing
truancy laws
 Pregnant workers fairness act passed—providing seating and breaks
to pregnant workers
 Move to Improve—making sure kids get 30 minutes of physical activity
every day at school
With just one staff member dedicated to policy and political engagement work,
The Hub has been able to leverage a massive impact by staying true to the core
tenets of the organization— education and empowerment.
By helping West Virginians understand the political process, identifying for them
the opportunities they have to influence that process and educating them on the
mechanisms and strategies to do it, The Hub continues to build a sustainable
increase in access to democracy in West Virginia, while also maintaining a
nonpartisan stance on divisive issues.
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Food and Farm Policy: Creating the framework
for a new economy
The launch of the West Virginia Food and Farm Coalition (WVFFC) and the
regeneration of the West Virginia Farmers Market Association (WVFMA)
immediately created a coordinated body with the ability to influence state
policies related to the food and agriculture sector.
Identifying the enormous community development opportunities inherent
in the food economy, The Hub provided the legal and policy expertise to
enable the WVFFC to create an organizational policy structure, conducted inperson policy and advocacy training for food and agriculture working groups,
coordinated sector lobby days, and translated on-the-ground challenges for
producers and consumers into real legislation and policy improvements.
The Hub believes the best approach to policy work involves first doing a lot
of listening. And since 2013 we have dedicated many hours of staff time to
holding listening sessions and organized policy forums in order to unearth the
sector challenges most ripe for addressing through the legislature.
This powerful “bubble up” approach led directly to the passage of four new
state laws that have resulted in a significant boost to members of the WVFFC,
WVFMA and the food and agriculture sector as a whole.
The annual WVFFC policy advocacy training sessions held by the WVFFC and
The Hub created a process for the sector to identify and prioritize policy
opportunities, engage all stakeholders in policy decision-making, and bring
together community members and legislators to identify local food policy
priorities.

new poultry
processing regs
grew production

from

to

1,000 20,000

birds per year.

In the past two years,
The Hub and our
partners have passed
four new laws that
directly created new
business opportunities
for the sector.

In the past two years, The Hub and our partners have passed four new laws
that directly created new business opportunities for the sector by expanding
on-farm poultry slaughtering, allowing on-farm rabbit slaughtering, creating a
single statewide farmers market permit and allowing for the creation of local
food cooperative businesses.
Additionally, as a direct result of this successful work, The Hub, WVFFC and
the WVFMA have seen a marked increase in engagement with the WV Dept.
of Agriculture, who now call upon these sector leaders as policy development
partners who represent the concerns of farmers, producers and other
stakeholders.
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The fight against blight now has a
policy champion
Since its launch in 2013, the coordinated voice and broad network generated
by the creation of the Abandoned Properties Coalition (APC) has been a gamechanger.
Right from the outset, the APC was focused on creating real action in the
state legislature to address West Virginia’s crisis of abandoned and blighted
buildings. Its impact was almost immediate, when in that year the APC was
invited to present before the Interim Committee on Government Organization,
unveiling a priority list of policy solutions that would guide the APC and the
legislature’s response in the years ahead.
At the top of that list was the creation of a state land bank to allow
municipalities to acquire abandoned properties and make them available for
redevelopment. And in 2014, the passage of West Virginia Senate Bill 579 did
just that, a measureable victory for the fledgling APC and clear evidence of the
political momentum the coalition had fostered.
Since then, the APC’s role as an authoritative policy partner for the legislature
has grown. Again spearheaded by The Hub’s policy staffer, Stephanie Tyree, in
2014 the coalition helped pass a bill to expand municipal authority to address
dilapidated properties, and in 2015 worked with partner groups and the
Senate Finance Chairman to research and begin drafting a revision of the state
tax code.
The Hub and our partners in the APC have been asked by the state legislature’s
Joint Committee on Government Organization to put forward policy priorities
for the 2016 session, opening the door to further policy gains by one of the
state’s newest, but most effective, sector collaborations.
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Legislative Hubbub: Keeping citizens informed
The Hub takes very seriously the old adage that “information is power.”
Our work helping citizens have a greater say in the political process that
governs them is centered on providing essential information, whether that be
how to contact an elected representative, how to create and shape policies
before they become law, or what the potential impact of new legislation may
be on the community development sector in West Virginia.
This is especially important during the legislative session—January, February
and March—during which time The Hub publishes its weekly e-newsletter, the
Legislative Hubbub. A thorough examination of all legislative activity related to
the community development ambitions of The Hub’s network, the Legislative
Hubbub reached an online audience of more than 4,300 West Virginians in
2015. The publication provided them with information and analysis about the
legislative session found nowhere else.
And that is a characteristic of The Hub’s policy work that has parallels all
throughout the organization. Much like our ability to step into the leadership
void that existed around the POWER Initiative, our provision of providing
vital information during the legislative session is a result of The Hub having
the flexibility, talent and vision to identify dark spots in the landscape where
attention is needed.

In 2015, The
Legislative Hubbub
reached an online
audience of

more than

4,300

West Virginians
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Produced weekly during the session, the Legislative Hubbub features not
only expert analysis of new bills, but also empowers readers to get involved in
the legislative process by providing information on how to follow bills online,
when key votes will be held, which lawmakers could influence the passage of
important legislation, and what opportunities exist for the general public to
engage in the issues at hand.
We can tell by tracking our readership that the Legislative Hubbub is
addressing a significant need. Generating upwards of 1,500 page views
per week during the legislative session, the Legislative Hubbub is having an
undeniable impact on our audience’s ability to have a voice in the democratic
process, by keeping them engaged and informed.

Generating upwards of 1,500
page views per week during
the legislative session, the
Legislative Hubbub is having
an undeniable impact on our
audience’s ability to have
a voice in the democratic
process, by keeping them
engaged and informed.

Policy of the People
The Hub is ambitious, and we are not satisfied with the number or diversity of
people we have been able to engage with our various policy efforts to involve
more citizens in the democratic process.
We want to break outside the bubble of our current audience and into the
broader mainstream, using online platforms to revolutionize the way people
are able to take part in vibrant policy conversations.
Blending policy and communications, Policy of the People is a branded
promotional and engagement effort we are designing in 2015 and which we
aim to begin using in 2016 to grow awareness of community development
policy activity in West Virginia beyond our existing email and social media
audiences.
Keep your eyes peeled; you’ll soon be seeing Policy of the People promotional
materials in your local coffee shop, bookstore, restaurant or community
noticeboards.
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In the first half of
2015, the Hub has
provided in-person
training on
communications
strategy and process
to more than 590
people across dozens
of organizations in
West Virginia.
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“As The Hub’s work grew

from its early focus on
local capacity to broader strategic initiatives across a range of communities
and sectors, it became evident there was something missing that would
enable The Hub to maximize the impact of all this work on a much broader
scale. That something was communications.
I joined The Hub in 2015 as the organization’s first Director of Network
Communications. Far from being a typical public relations or media role
serving The Hub, true to our style this position is about boosting the
communications capacity of community development organizations right
across the state.
As it pertains to The Hub’s four approaches, the communications arm is
less about external, public communications than about building a powerful
network of information and resource sharing.
What that means is making sure success stories reach the audiences that can
learn from them, that funding and collaboration opportunities find the right
ears, and that all communications staff across the state are working together
to share best practices, tips and training.
This is foundation building.
And it’s work that is happening right now. (If you’d like to know more,
I’d love to hear from you.) We expect it will have an outsized impact
on the efficiency and profile of the West Virginia community
development sector for decades to come.”

Jake Lynch

Jake Lynch 
Director of Network Communications
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The Listserv: Building a support network
across the state
“Teach a man to fish...” is a worn metaphor but it runs through much of The
Hub’s work for the simple fact that it’s effective.
A problem we identified in 2014 and have been able to address in 2015 is a
lack of communications capacity and expertise across our network.
Few and far between are the West Virginia community development
organizations that have their own dedicated communications staff,
expertly trained and adequately equipped to handle internal and external
communications, social media pages, PR and media outreach, web design and
story creation.
The “at-the-coalface” reality is that the people doing this work are staff or
volunteers whose expertise lies elsewhere, but they’re doing the best they can
with limited or no training.
So The Hub built a network to help them—the WV Communications Listserv—
and in doing so has boosted the communications capacity of dozens of
community development organizations across the state.
Created and managed by The Hub’s Director of Network Communications, Jake
Lynch, the WV Communications Listserv currently has 51 members, people of
varying skills and strengths. The WV Communications Listserv exists purely for
the benefit of its members, who ask and respond to questions and assistance
requests about nuts and bolts communications issues in their workplace,
such as tips on social media, affordable training events, recommendations on
website developers, or how to write a good press release.
In the first few months of its existence, the WV Communications Listserv
has provided direct benefits and has begun to fulfill its goal of boosting the
communications capacity of organizations across the state in a cost-effective,
efficient manner.
We believe the listserv’s impact will continue to grow as it becomes more
familiar across our network.

In-person and online training: Sharing proven
strategies for communications success
In the first half of 2015, the Hub has provided direct in-person training on
communications strategy and processes to more than 590 people across

38

ions.
dozens of organizations in West Virginia. Directly responding to requests from
each organization, these training sessions have covered such pressing needs as:
 How to engage with the media
 How to build event registration web pages
 How Facebook can connect to organizational goals
 How to quickly and cheaply give your campaign a web presence
 Shortcuts to producing compelling stories
In addition to these in-person sessions, The Hub has worked hard to provide
similar technical support to a bigger audience of people across the state by
distilling these lessons into shareable digital resources—webpages and blog posts.
Since March 2015, The Hub’s “how-to” resource pages have received more than
1,100 unique page views, greatly expanding the reach of our training sessions into
a new, digitally connected, audience.
The next step is to build a one-stop online portal where this content can be made
permanently accessible, and to promote that online portal as yet another Hub
product providing tremendous value by boosting the communications capacity of
our friends, partners and peer organizations around the state.

Building media relationships that benefit
the network
There are more than 100 small and mid-size local newspapers, community
websites and other media broadcasters across the West Virginia. In order to help
our sector partners better broadcast their issues, The Hub recognized the need to
build a reliable and time-efficient pipeline to these broadcasters. Enter the West
Virginia Press Association (WVPA).

In the first half
of 2015, the Hub
has provided
direct in-person
communications
training to more
than 590 people
across dozens of
organizations in
West Virginia.

The Hub began working with the WVPA in March 2015 to include, for the first time,
regular community development-related news in the WVPA’s daily outreach to
editors across the state.
After several meetings between The Hub and WVPA staff, it was arranged that
WVPA would provide syndicated coverage of food and agriculture funding and
assistance programs coordinated by our partners, the West Virginia Food and
Farm Coalition and VC2.
A single story was written by a WVPA journalist and provided to the association’s
80 newspaper members. The result: a greater awareness of activity and
opportunity in the local food and agriculture sector, and an immediate increase
in web traffic to the WVFFC website.
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Next up: A regionally-tailored story for all 80 newspapers on funding and
assistance opportunities to help communities deal with dilapidated buildings.
This is a great template for The Hub and our partners for engaging the
broader public with some of our big issues in the coming years.

Growing our audience
Through a combination of communication strategies, The Hub has been able
to achieve massive increases in traffic to wvhub.org in 2015.
In the first 6 months of 2015, wvhub.org received 43,559 unique page views.

In the first 6 months
of 2015, wvhub.
org received 43,559
unique page views.
The Hub’s email list has
grown from about
6,300 to more than
8,000 email contacts.

This was generated in part by a six-fold growth in Facebook reach—not
merely “likes” but also the number of people sharing The Hub’s posts with
their friends, and friends of friends.
The end result, and the focus of all efforts to drive traffic to wvhub.org, was
email list growth. In the first six months of 2015, The Hub’s email list has
grown from about 6,300 to more than 8,000 email contacts.

Bringing big ideas into the room
When it comes to networking and sharing information, West Virginia’s
geography presents a real challenge, as do the busy schedules of our peers.
Simple communication mechanisms can be a solution.
At Hubapalooza 2015 in Summersville, The Hub experimented with using
web-based conferencing to bring a heralded expert into the room to share
valuable lessons and real-world strategies with attendees.
Kevin Johnson’s Skype Q&A about how the Alderson Food Hub used
Kickstarter to raise $31,000 was one of the most popular sessions of the
conference, and provided a simple template for how The Hub can greatly
expand its networking opportunities across the state.
In the fall of 2015, The Hub plans to host its first fully online conference,
where organizations across the state interested in the creation of locally
owned grocery stores will connect with experts in the field and communities
that have successfully tackled the problem.
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The Hub experienced
a six-fold growth
in Facebook reach
in the first 6
months of 2015
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The State of Our Communities Report:
A new narrative for West Virginia
The statewide obesity index. Outmigration rates. The production decline of
traditionally dominant West Virginia industries. Historically, measures and
analysis of what’s happening in West Virginia have been reactive, pessimistic,
and have offered little insight into a productive way forward for the state’s
people, institutions or industries.
To counterbalance this tendency, the new State of Our Communities Report—
to be launched online in November 2015—will, for the first time, take a closer
look at what is really going on in West Virginia, in a way that better captures the
ambitions and concerns of our citizens, the strength of our local economies,
the activity on our main streets, and the plans of our young people and
entrepreneurs of the future.
Imagined, coordinated and executed by The Hub in concert with our friends
and peers across every sector of West Virginia’s development, the State of Our
Communities Report will bring together West Virginia’s leading community
organizations and sector authorities to provide genuinely illuminating insight
into West Virginia’s present and future. State of Our Communities partners
include:
 West Virginia Food and Farm Coalition
 The Tamarack Foundation
 West Virginia Farmers Market Association
 Tech Connect
 Abandoned Properties Coalition
 Generation WV
 Inspire WV
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 What’s Next WV
 West Virginia University
 Foodlink
 New River Gorge RDA
 National Conference on Citizenship
 West Virginia Physical Activity Network
 Try This WV
 Active Southern WV
 Community Power Network

Just some of the activity in
West Virginia the State of
Our Communities Report
will measure:
 Annual revenue of regional
artisans and craftspeople
 Job satisfaction levels of
young professionals
 Economic value of local food
aggregation businesses
 Local efforts to rehabilitate
dilapidated buildings

In partnership with Secretary of State Natalie Tennant, the State of Our
Communities Report is a cross-sector collaboration examining key metrics,
trends, successes and challenges in the various sectors that drive West
Virginia’s economic transition, health, activity and civic engagement. Ahead of
its launch, the State of Our Communities Report has already attracted a diverse
network of supporters who recognize the value of such a tool for anyone with
an interest in promoting West Virginia as a great place to live, work and do
business, and to provide a much needed counter-narrative to the established
public perception of West Virginia as a place with a bleak future.

 Growth of business
incubators

We believe the State of Our Communities Report will have an impact on the
public conversation around community development for decades to come,
with updates and releases of new data and content each year, to track the
progress of each sector toward established goals.

 Level of philanthropic giving

 Local efforts to increase
diversity in political
leadership
 Availability of innovation
and tech training programs
 Growth of community-led
physical activity groups

 Political engagement of
young people
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The Hub is in a constant state of appraisal, exploration and selfexamination. Our ambitions are innovation and continued improvement.

We fully recognize the resources and expertise supporting community
development work in West Virginia are in finite supply, and so The Hub is
driven to make sure these resources are being put to the best use, for the
most sustainable gains.
During the course of producing this report, as we reflected on the trials of
community development sectors across the region and the trends that have
emerged in recent years, an informed forecast of community development
opportunities and threats in West Virginia began to take shape.
Listed here is a quick summary of those opportunities and threats, in no
particular order. Our hope for providing this summary is that it may inform and
direct the continued efforts of The Hub, our partners and regional funders, and
provide another catalyzing moment to coordinate our movements toward a
stronger, healthier and more vibrant West Virginia.
A change of leadership at The Hub in 2016 makes this visioning exercise all the
more vital. The opportunity to reimagine and craft a potentially new direction
for The Hub should be seized only with some analysis of what factors we
anticipate will be in play in the years and decades to come.

Recruitment.
As it pertains to volunteers sustaining efforts like Our Children, Our Future, or
community coaches continuing the local capacity increases of Turn This Town
Around, we need to get more people, new people, involved. At present, there
are too few “usual suspects,” from serial board members to a small core of
part-time and volunteer staff seemingly involved in everything. Burnout is a real
threat, and there is a pressing need to mine new energy and divergent voices.
From a programmatic perspective, the opportunity presents itself for public
engagement and education programs aimed more intentionally at the general
public, students and people outside our traditional support bases.

Online interaction.
Whether it be for conference and workshop events, soliciting local information,
evaluating programs or building campaign support, more attention needs to
be paid to creating effective and attractive online portals. In the near future,
more of our interactions with citizens, decision makers, advocates and targets
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will be done through digital products. How well we can design those products
will dictate our level of success in engaging a new generation of West Virginians
in our efforts.

A regional awareness.
The POWER Initiative is a pertinent example of the growing demand for
community development work in Appalachia to have a regional focus, less
conscious of traditional boundaries and more of geographic groupings defined
by industry, tourism and economic opportunity. Such an awareness of regional
strategy will not only grow The Hub’s network of active partners and supporters
throughout Kentucky, Ohio, Virginia and Pennsylvania, but also will ensure the
community development projects and initiatives The Hub promotes for West
Virginia are attractive to regional and federal funders, such as the Appalachian
Regional Commission and the U.S. Economic Development Administration.
As it pertains to programmatic activity of The Hub and our partners, involving
regional agencies and peers in neighboring states should be a focus of
economic development efforts.

Responsive, flexible.
Recent successes of the network turning its attention to food and agriculture,
physical activity, broadband, federal funding for coal-impacted communities
and locally created grocery stores, for example, has highlighted the need for
The Hub to be sensitive to new and developing opportunities.
In a rapidly changing economic, political and social landscape, such
responsiveness is a vital trait and should be reflected in our organizational
structure.

A fifth approach.
The development of the State of Our Communities report has highlighted the
need for better research into the real impact of the network’s achievements
and the landscape in which we all operate. Only through accurate analysis of
current social and economic patterns and conditions will we be able to develop
the programs and approaches to best address those conditions.
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Diversify funding.
The organizations working in support of community and economic
development in West Virginia are overly reliant on the financial support of a
small number of regional foundations.
The opportunity exists to build new partnerships with the business community,
a natural but underutilized relationship given the connection of our work to
the state’s workforce recruitment strategy, health and workforce productivity,
support for the innovation economy, and small business development.
Additionally, the value and measurable impact of a number of our programs
raises the possibility of pursuing “fee for service” opportunities, membership,
and other methods to diversify our funding streams.

Benefits for nonprofit staff.
Most nonprofits in the state struggle to offer adequate or affordable health
benefits for their employees. This will continue to make it very hard to attract
the best young talent to the state, and is already forcing many promising
employees to look elsewhere for more secure employment.
The opportunity: work with WVNPA and partners in the health care sector to
explore a market-driven solution, such as a large co-op or pool of nonprofit
employees, to bargain for more competitive health insurance options.

Building civic infrastructure.
The successes in Buckhannon, Huntington, Richwood and Grafton have shown
us what is possible when solid civic infrastructure is in place to allow citizens
to meet regularly and discuss how to improve their community in a respectful,
positive and structured way. The programmatic opportunities now are twofold:

1. Help more communities create regular civic meetings around
community development.

2. Develop a way to translate the ideas that come out of those meetings to
decision makers at the local and state level.
If these two pieces are in place, great things happen. This should be
incorporated into all of The Hub’s community-based work in the future.
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