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"The future now depends on people all over the country
working together to make things better in their particular
place. It depends on people in different kinds of places -
large and small towns, urban and rural neighborhoods -
asking themselves what can we do to make this
community a more hopeful place to be young, a more
rewarding place to work, and a more friendly place to
grow old.”

Alice Rivlin, former Director of the Congressional Budget Office and Vice-Chair of the
Federal Reserve Board
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#Mk 1. THE COMMUNITY NEEDS ASSESSMENT REQUIREMENT FOR THE
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT BLOCK GRANT (CDBG) PROGRAM

The basic framework of Montana’s CDBG Program was established in 1982 by a 14-
member Task Force composed of local government officials that was appointed by the
Montana Department of Commerce (MDOC) to design the State’s CDBG program. The Task
Force recommended including a requirement that communities conduct a "needs
assessment" process before applying for CDBG funding. The intent of Task Force members
was to encourage Montana communities to move away from a “crisis management”
approach to community problem-solving and instead adopt a view of community
development as a long-term process of planned, incremental actions to improve the
community over time. In addition, the Task Force members felt strongly that broad public
involvement was critical for the process of setting community development goals and
priorities.

Subsequently, in 1984, Congress amended the Federal Housing and Community
Development Act to require that each CDBG recipient "identify its community development
and housing needs, including the needs of low and moderate-income persons, and the
activities to be undertaken to meet such needs." According to the legislative history for the
amendment, Congress established this requirement to promote better-coordinated strategies
for addressing local needs, particularly as they affect low and moderate income persons.
Apparently, Montana's CDBG Task Force and Congress independently developed similar
requirements to address similar concemns.

To meet this requirement, the Montana CDBG Program requires that each local
government applicant for a Public Facilities or Housing CDBG project must conduct a
needs assessment process that considers and describes:

1. The applicant's overall community development needs, including the needs of
low and moderate-income persons, in the areas of economic development,
housing and community revitalization, and public facilities;

2. The applicant's relative priorities for responding to the identified needs; and

3. Any actions it plans to meet the identified needs.

It is the intent of Montana’s CDBG Program that governments take full advantage of their
local planning programs and not unnecessarily duplicate their local planning efforts solely
for the purpose of meeting the CDBG "needs assessment" requirement. In many cases, a
local government may have already identified "community development and housing needs"
by preparing a community "growth policy." (Senate Bill 97, passed‘ by the 1999 Montana
Legislature, substituted the term “growth policy” for what was previously referred to as a
"comprehensive plan" or "master plan” in state law.) Where a community has an existing,
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adopted growth policy, MDOC strongly encourages local officials to use it to meet the
requirement that CDBG applicants "identify community development and housing needs"
and possible activities to meet those needs.

Given the limited resources available to most communities, MDOC discourages stand-

alone planning activities or community surveys that are intended for CDBG

application purposes only, which are not being coordinated with the local
overnment’s on-going planning program.

There is no one recommended procedure that applicants should use in identifying
community development needs and possible solutions for those needs. Some people think
that a needs assessment means a community survey. A survey is one way to approach a
community needs assessment, but there are other equally effective techniques. In the past,
some local governments have assigned the task of identifying needs to an existing local
planning board. Others have formed special short-term task forces or citizen committees or
utilized community-wide town meetings, neighborhood meetings, or interviews with
community leaders. Whatever approach is followed, the applicant must, ata minimum, meet
the CDBG citizen participation requirements described below.

Some communities have already conducted very similar planning or needs assessment
processes that may be used to meet the federal CDBG requirement for identifying
community development and housing needs and possible solutions for them:

e Several counties and multi-county areas have prepared a "Comprehensive
Economic Development Strategy" (CEDS), previously termed “Overall Economic
Development Plans,” with funding from the U.S. Economic Development
Administration (EDA). The CEDS is a prerequisite for receiving financial assistance
from several EDA programs.

e A number of communities have prepared "Strategic Plans" or “Resource Team
Assessments” in conjunction with the Montana Certified Communities Program
administered by the Montana Department of Commerce, Montana Economic
Developers Association, and the Montana Rural Development Partners, Inc.

e Some Montana communities have developed “Community Action Plans” with grants
from the U.S. Forest Service.

e Other Montana communities have prepared “Needs Assessments,” “Strategic Plans”
or “Community Vision Plans,” many with assistance from the community
development staff from Montana State University’'s Cooperative Extension Service.

All of these alternatives can potentially be used to fulfill the needs assessment requirement.

The CDBG requirement to evaluate community needs and identify actions or activities to
meet them can also provide an opportunity to review existing special purpose plans such as
for capital improvements, economic development, housing, or urban renewal areas to
determine if they still adequately reflect current conditions, needs, and community priorities.

The in@ent of the need§ assessment requirement is to provide a community with a list of
potential projects or actions that could be pursued over a period of years in order to improve
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