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	 In 1894, the Atkinson Graphic reported a variety of news items 
that were telling of the times in which Holt County residents lived. 
Stories included how pants with hip pockets were quite the fad 
among Atkinson’s youth (March 8), a story about a group of citi-
zens who prevented a family from starving to death (February 22), 
features on the town dentist, and lucky residents who had cold 
storage in their basements (July 12), and the stark news that “Em-
mett is no longer a thriving city” (September 13, 1894).  
	 Today, more than 100 years later, Emmett not only 
has persevered with a population the better 
part of 100, but all of Holt County regularly 
demonstrates the same community 
spirit that led its founding fathers 
to help others in need, open busi-
nesses, and keep up with the 
latest fads and technologies. 
Today’s Holt County is a prime 
example of progress made 
when rural towns and resi-
dents work together toward 
economic development that 
supports the continued pros-
perity of the county and its 
people.  
	 Located in north central 
Nebraska, the Holt County 
lines form a nearly perfect 
square except for the northern 
boundary which is shaped by the 
Niobrara River. Like many other ru-
ral, ag-dependent Nebraska counties, 
Holt County is experiencing the same 
problems and issues; two of the greatest 
being population decline and “brain drain”. 
	 The U.S. Census Bureau reported that from 2000-
2006, Holt County’s population declined 8 percent, or by nearly 
1,000 people. Such large declines are not unusual for rural coun-
ties across the state; the six counties adjacent to Holt also ex-
perienced declines ranging from 6-12 percent. During this same 
period the state as a whole experienced a 3.3 percent population 
increase…almost entirely fueled by moves made to the state’s 
larger metropolitan areas from rural Nebraska communities and 
other states. 
	 While Holt County was one such rural area, its residents refused 
to sit back and simply watch as its high quality of life and sense of 
community deteriorated due to economic reasons.
	 “You can’t wait and hope something good happens, you have to 
make good things happen,” said Jim Brennan of Atkinson, presi-
dent of the Holt County Economic Development Board of Direc-

tors.
	 Noting the changing economic environment, and choosing to 
proactively address economic problems and issues (including 
the declining population) Atkinson voters passed LB 840 in May 
2003, which allowed them to hike the sales tax by a half percent 
and apply the proceeds to economic development projects. When 
the bill passed, Atkinson’s Economic Development Director Lau-
rie Hansen quickly went to work to address “brain drain” and the 

population decline. But first she had to overcome a 
more fundamental problem. 

	 “No one in Atkinson really knew what 
economic development was,” Hansen 

recalled. 
	 She set about educating citi-

zens on the true value of job and 
capital retention and expansion, 

tax increment financing, reuse 
funds, and many other issues 
unique to the field of econom-
ic development, which can be 
difficult to accomplish in rural 
areas. It wasn’t long before 
the average Atkinsonite be-
gan noticing changes around 
town. 

	 “When actual brick 
and mortar building began is 

when it clicked for a lot of people 
that economic development could 

have a tangible, positive effect on 
the town, and that it was worth de-

voting resources towards,” said Hansen. 
Supplementing the physical changes taking 

place was a promotional campaign that includ-
ed startup of a Web site devoted to economic develop-

ment (www.holtcountynebraska.com) and printed brochures.
	 While the passage of LB 840 initially created the financial seed 
for projects to grow in Atkinson, residents and economic develop-
ment leaders realized that all of Holt County’s communities were 
inextricably linked and would benefit. 
	 Hansen and others got involved in creating programs to combat 
brain drain county-wide. One program worked with communities 
to develop leadership skills in youth. Another focused its efforts 
on regularly communicating with high school alumni. These ef-
forts continue to this day, with plans to present “mailboxes” to 
members of the 2008 graduating class for their graduation cards 
and gifts. The mailboxes are symbolic of the efforts made by Holt 
County’s communities to faithfully support their youth in pursuit 
of educational opportunities in and outside of Nebraska as those 
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same young people promise to 
stay in touch with their roots 
and remain open to potential 
post-graduate job opportuni-
ties at home. 
	 The county has discovered 
that economic progress in one 
area or community often spurs 
progress in others, as people 
observe and learn new ways 
to expand businesses, attract 
customers and employees, and 
rely on residents of neighboring 
towns as potential advocates 
and customers. Realizing this 
to be the case, and observing 
the string of successes in Atkin-
son, the various communities 
of Holt County banded together 
to create a county wide eco-
nomic development program 
with the express purpose of fu-
eling economic development in 
every corner of the county. The 
communities contributed funds 
as they were financially able to 
do so, generally on a per capita 
basis, with the larger communi-
ties leading the way. 
	 It was also around this time 
that Nicole Sedlacek of O’Neill 
was hired to manage the pro-
gram. From the start, she ap-
plied creative approaches to 
existing challenges.
	 “We’ve worked really hard to 
think and plan countywide in-
stead of this town versus that 
town. What’s good for Stuart is 
good for O’Neill and what’s good 
for Ewing is good for Chambers, 
etc.,” wrote Nicole Sedlacek.
	 One of Sedlacek’s ideas was 
to start a group on the social 
networking Web site www.
facebook.com called “Come 
Back Home to Holt County, Ne-
braska”. To date, the group has 
attracted more than 100 mem-
bers and launched an online 
discussion by young people for 
young people on the topic of 
Holt County and potential job 
opportunities there. 
	 Sedlacek also was determined 

to assist and support the coun-
ty’s existing businesses. She did 
so by visiting one Holt County 
business every week, meeting 
with the owners and employees 
and listening as they shared 
their most pressing issues.
	 “Nicole has been a tremen-
dous help to us. She represent-
ed us at the Northeast Nebras-
ka Community College job fair 
when I couldn’t be there, took 
applications and represented 
our company above and be-
yond her other responsibilities,” 
said Darryl Schmale of Osborne 
Steel in Atkinson. 
	 In June 2007, Sedlacek part-
nered with DED to survey 58 
businesses with more than 
1,800 employees throughout 
the county. The Department’s 
Business Retention and Ex-
pansion (BRE) program iden-
tifies specific advantages 
and challenges of doing busi-
ness, and those businesses 
that are planning to expand 
or search for new employees. 
The survey results and analy-
ses were compiled into a BRE 
report for Holt County, which 
is available online at http://
www.holtcountynebraska.com/
BR&E%2007%20Report.pdf. 
	 Cutting edge technology, such 
as facebook.com, isn’t the only 
tool being used. O’Neill officials 
have found that good old-fash-
ioned face-to-face communica-
tions is working in their favor as 
they support one of the most 
active groups of junior and high 
school students around, engag-
ing them in community service, 
peer education, and regular 
dialogue about potential future 
careers in Holt County. Just 
up the road, Atkinson has suc-
cessfully attracted three family 
physicians, two dentists, and 
an eye doctor, among others, 
all who chose to return home to 
Holt County thanks to major ex-
pansions at West Holt Memorial 

in Atkinson and St. Anthony in 
O’Neill during the past five years. 
With the advent of new avail-
able services came the need for 
more professionals, yet even 
with the many new hires being 
made, the county still faces a 
shortage of health care profes-
sionals, particularly in nursing. 
	 This past January, the inau-
gural edition of the Holt County 
Economic Development news-
letter went online. The first is-
sue highlighted topics, such as 
links to Nebraska Public Power 
District and DED reports on 
Holt County’s economic envi-
ronment, small business tax 
credit information, an overview 
of the Facebook campaign, 
and an article about a $25,000 
grant awarded to Holt County 
Economic Development. 
	 While individually these pro-
grams may have had a small 
impact, together they form the 
framework on which Holt Coun-
ty is proactively building and 
preparing for its future. 
	 Communities or counties 
that are interested in surveying 
local businesses as a way to 
learn more about key econom-
ic development challenges in 
their area, may want to contact 
Jenne Rodriguez for information 
about the Business Retention 
and Expansion Survey program. 
She can be reached at 800-
426-6505, 402-471-3745, or 
jenne.rodriguez@nebraska.gov. 
Every movement starts with a 
single action!

The U.S. Chamber Institute for 
Legal Reform (ILR) has released 
its 2008 study, which ranks Ne-
braska as having the nation’s 
second-best legal climate for 
business.  Nebraska improves 
its standing from 2007, when 
it was ranked No. 3 in the ILR 
study.  For the seventh consec-
utive year, Delaware was rated 
No. 1 for fairness of its litiga-
tion environment.  West Virginia 
was ranked last.  Tom Donohue, 
president of the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce, noted that Dela-
ware edged Nebraska by only 
0.2 points in the raw score.   
The annual assessment of state 
liability systems is conducted 
by the non-partisan polling firm 
Harris Interactive.  Harris asked 
nearly 1,000 senior attorneys 
to evaluate states in which they 
were “very” or “somewhat famil-
iar” with that state’s litigation 
environment.  Survey respon-
dents assigned each state a 
letter grade for a dozen differ-
ent factors affecting the states’ 
tort liability system -- ranging 
from the overall treatment of 
tort and contract litigation to 
judges’ competence and im-
partiality.  For more information, 
visit ILR’s Web site: http://www. 
instituteforlegalreform.com/
states/state.cfm?state=ne
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