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Our country is stronger when we invest in rural  
and Native communities creating thriving places  

where rural people can determine our own futures.

Rural Democracy Initiative includes the civic  
engagement and multi-issue advocacy work of the  

501(c)(3) Heartland Fund and 501(c)(4) Rural Victory  
Fund. It is a unique funding collaborative building power  

toward a thriving democracy and shared prosperity  
across diverse communities in rural areas and small cities.

To learn more about the Heartland Fund’s  
Rural Climate Partnership and Resource Rural  

programs, see heartlandfund.org. 

Photo: Dirtroad Organizing 

Our donors helped us 
GRANT $10.2 MILLION to 
groups in places where rural 
action will define policy and 
electoral outcomes. 

We advised an ADDITIONAL 
$1.1 MILLION IN TIMELY, 
ALIGNED INVESTMENTS. 

We granted to  
168 ORGANIZATIONS  
across 23 STATES. 

AK*

MT*

MS

TX*

KS

IA*

OH*

VA

ME*

WI*
MI*

PA*

GA

NC*

AZ*

Note: Any discussion of political activity in this report is related to the work of the  
501(c)(4) Rural Victory Fund or was done by a partner organization. 

We invested  
$450K–$600K in: 

Big Battlegrounds 

Long Term Political Salience

We invested $200K–$250K in  
2025‒2026 Opportunities: 

2025-2026 Timely Opportunities

* Priority U.S. House Races 

Priority States 
Significant investment in  
rural areas and small cities 

https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org
https://www.heartlandfund.org


Rural Democracy 2025 Highlights

Campaign finance court decision 
In a win for transparency, the Alaska Supreme 
Court unanimously ruled against a well-funded 
partisan group, forcing them to comply with 
Alaska law. AKPIRG and 907 Initiative filed 
complaints and educated the public. 

State policy win 
In Montana, grantees engaged a bipartisan 
coalition to reauthorize Medicaid expansion. 

Promoting civic engagement and multi-issue advocacy 
Rural communities are hungry for solutions that create good jobs, lower costs, and give neighbors a 
meaningful say in decisions that impact us. We need organizations that deliver outreach, training, and 
strategic pathways for people to take action. 

Rural Democracy supports robust rural civic engagement by providing essential funding and resources to 
both new and established groups. We help trusted leaders pass life-altering policies and win elections.  
Our grantees work year-round, listening to neighbors, amplifying their concerns, and building power to 
impact the decisions that matter most. 

Our grantees focus on popular issues and offer a positive alternative to the rising threats to personal safety 
and democratic institutions. By successfully working across demographics and partisan identity, our network 
is making gains right now, building momentum for long-term governing coalitions. 

Electing pro-democracy PA 
supreme court justices 
Our Pennsylvania grantees led work in 17 rural 
counties that voted for Trump in 2024 and then 
voted for pro-democracy candidates in 2025. 

Local policy win 
In San Marcos, Texas the Caldwell-Hays 
Examiner prevented a dangerous mass 
surveillance program. 

Photo: Forward Montana 
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Movement coordination 
We supported the launch of Movimiento  
Resistencia, a 501(c)(3) table in the Rio Grande 
Valley, working with three of our grantees 
and other groups to coordinate action on 
immigration, voter engagement, abortion 
access, and other important issues. 

https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org


Rural Democracy 2025 Highlights (continued) 

Photo: Rural Democracy’s Rural Policy Action Summit 

Policy resources 
With a coalition of over 40 groups, we 
published the Rural Policy Action Report 
outlining policies that are popular with 
everyday Americans and providing practical 
steps Congress could take immediately to 
deliver for the American people. 

Making the case for rural 
philanthropy 
We contributed to the Neighborhood Funder’s 
Group “Roots Revealed,” which highlights 
the importance of funding rural grassroots 
organizations. Nine of our grantees  
were featured. 

Thought leadership 
Our federal policy analysis was quoted in 
The Hill, CBS News, The New Republic, and 
hundreds of radio stations. Our editorials were 
published in over 50 rural-serving outlets. 

Re-election mandate 
After Pennsylvania United members elected a 
mayor and governing majority in Meadville, PA, 
they pursued an ambitious policy agenda. They 
passed tenant protections, created a climate 
plan, and established municipal ambulance 
services. In November, they won re-election, 
further cementing their mandate for progress.

Capacity-building 
We provided grantees with expert support  
on fundraising, data strategy, and  
executive coaching.
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Winning local elections 
Our grantees impacted numerous local 
elections around the country. In St. Joseph, MI, 
Berrien Forward flipped two seats and passed 
two local ballot initiatives. In another highlight, 
603 Forward and the New Hampshire Youth 
Movement led ambitious voter registration and 
education efforts in southeast New Hampshire, 
where 26 municipal elections were won. 

https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org/tool/rural-policy-action/
https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org/news/new-report-calls-grassroots-rural-investment/
https://thehill.com/policy/healthcare/5596025-states-compete-rural-health-funding/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/states-rural-health-fund-concerns-fairness-access/
https://newrepublic.com/article/203052/rural-health-transformation-hospital-fund-republican-joke
https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org/news/
https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org


Organizing and communication  
must now be considered one 
integrated skill set 
Successful grassroots rural efforts use online 
spaces as a recruitment funnel for volunteers,  
they train their leaders to reach thousands of 
people through local digital platforms, and they 
share success and accountability stories that 
inspire new audiences to join them. Helping 
organizers leverage the power of communications 
will require retooling organizer training to include 
new skills, and funders must prioritize resources 
for this work. 

We scale “bright spots” into  
effective, replicable innovation 
Top-performing rural groups often have 
exceptional leaders who establish highly effective 
and innovative strategies. Many build broad 
coalitions with unexpected allies. We support 
them to craft authentic and personal stories  
about the wins and benefits they’ve created for 
their communities. Then, we help uplift their 
stories to funding partners, peer organizations,  
and national audiences so these bright spots  
can be widely replicated. 
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We need an agile, collaborative 
strategy to overcome evolving 
challenges 
Rural Democracy’s close relationships with our 
grantees and deep sector-specific expertise 
enabled us to quickly pivot, provide tailored 
support, and fund our network’s pressing needs. 
By cultivating partnerships and working in close 
proximity to communities, we’re driving outsized 
impacts. This lesson is one of the conclusions 
of The Collaborative Effect, a recent study of 
high-performing funder collaboratives featuring 
Heartland Fund. 

Committed and trained leaders fuel 
highly effective grassroots efforts 
The stakes are clear for rural people as federal 
policies impact the cost of farm supplies and 
labor, keeping rural hospitals open, health 
care and electricity prices, and the fate of our 
immigrant neighbors. More rural people than 
ever are clamoring to take action. We feel an 
urgency to hold leaders accountable and tangibly 
help neighbors who are struggling. Groups must 
develop an expansive team of skilled leaders 
to meet this demand and convert large-scale 
volunteer action into meaningful policy and 
political change. 

Relationships and Storytelling 
Drive Rural Success

Four 2025 themes inform our path forward

https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org
https://philanthropytogether.org/collaborativeeffect/
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Expand communications  
and storytelling

uphold democratic outcomes. Our grantees must 
also be equipped to uplift a visionary rural policy 
agenda. Rural Democracy will help rural people 
understand how federal policy choices impact their 
lives and translate it into informed voting. 

It’s our mission to demonstrate that rural 
communities can drive progress in this country. 
To shift this public perception, we need more 
robust investment in our own thought leadership, 
organizational communications, and support for 
our partners to tell compelling stories from the 
field. In 2026, we will continue as a catalytic 
investor in new rural communications platforms 
and content. And we will expand on Heartland 
Fund’s Resource Rural storytelling program to 
meet important Rural Democracy goals.

Spur voter action

Rural civic engagement in 2026 will have 
lasting consequences, especially for historically 
underrepresented communities. We have an 
ambitious plan to defend and improve democratic 
processes in the face of rising gerrymandering, 
anti-democratic court decisions, voter intimidation, 
and political violence. Rural Democracy grantees 
are often the only groups organized to respond 
to these threats in rural counties. We will provide 
resources to safely educate and turn out hard-to-
reach voters, create secure and celebratory polling 
places, turn back voter suppression policies, and 

We will embrace the ripe opportunity to expand 
pro-democracy governing power in Congress and 
the states — the best way to protect rural people 
from harm and slow the damage to our country. 
More than a dozen of the most competitive districts 
have significant small town and rural populations. 
Rural swing voters can shift statewide margins 
to impact governor and state supreme court 
contests as well as legislative majorities. We 
will support our network to rally a large base 
of active volunteers who can drive scaled voter 
contact, shape the debate on our terms, and build 
out the communications platforms that will reach 
undecided rural voters. 

Win governing power

Photos: Maine People’s Alliance (left), 350 Wisconsin (right) 
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What’s Next?
A winning voter action and  

communications plan

https://www.resourcerural.org/story-wire/
https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org


Strengthening Rural Communications
For rural organizations, communications work 
is often held by small teams with limited time, 
training, and resources. Our Rural Communicators 
Cohort (RCC) provides a supportive space for 
grantees to build skills, sharpen strategy, and  
learn with peers. 

Our second cohort brought together 25 
communications staff for six months of training 
sessions, coaching, guided discussions, and 
opportunities for peers to exchange ideas and 
solve problems together. 

In this practical training, participants implement 
what they learn. They leave with a toolkit they 
customized for their organization. Thanks to the  
RCC, staff are better equipped to engage rural 
audiences, grow in their roles, and further their 
organization’s mission. 

Funding Communications Innovation 
We must be present in the spaces where people 
get their news — from trusted influencers on 
social media and woven into entertainment and 
culture shows. This visibility requires large-
scale investment. To provide leadership and 
catalytic funding, Rural Democracy piloted a 
Communications Opportunity Fund supporting  
six high-value rural communications projects.  
We focused on promising innovations ranging 
from Real Voices Media’s network of community 

Facebook pages to rural influencer Will 
Westmoreland’s “The Back Forty” podcast. When 
we connect them with our grantee network,  
these platforms help more people hear from 
trusted local voices. 

Rural Youth Voter Fund 
Rural Democracy’s youth grantees powered  
2025 electoral victories and protected access 
to the ballot. In New Hampshire, 41 young 
candidates trained by 603 Forward won their 
November races. Earlier in the year, 350 Wisconsin 
and Wisco Project mobilized college-aged  
voters to boost turnout for the successful State  
Supreme Court race. 

To build long-term power, we need to engage  
the next generation of rural leaders. In 2025,  
Rural Democracy committed $2.87 million to  
42 youth-serving groups and aligned $350,000. 
Building on our grantmaking, Rural Democracy 
provides training and networking that strengthens 
youth-led groups. Through our Federal Policy 
Cohort, Project 26 PA hosted a creative 
coordinated federal day-of-action on six college 
campuses during the government shutdown, 
helping students contact members of Congress 
and generating significant press coverage. Este 
Poder in Texas developed their advocacy skills 
through our Rural Communicators Cohort,  
applying this new expertise to important rural  
and statewide elections. 

Initiatives
Engaging and amplifying rural voices across four initiatives

Photo: WI Public Education Network 
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Federal Policy Cohort 
Seventy-five people in Kotzebue, Alaska  
(pop. 3,000) joined a November 2025 town hall to 
discuss federal cuts to programs rural people rely 
on. Attendees signed petitions to Congress, and 
organizers with 907 Initiative and The Mobilization 
Center expanded their volunteer network. 

The town hall was one of 86 in-person events 
organized across the country through Rural 
Democracy’s new Federal Policy Cohort. The 
program supported 907 Initiative, The Mobilization 
Center, and 18 other grantees in key geographies 
to engage people, shape the debate, and hold 
elected officials accountable. We provided 
coaching, funding, timely policy research, and a 
peer learning network. 

The cohort placed 186 earned media pieces and 
op-eds, generated 30 million digital impressions, 
and collected tens of thousands of petition 
signatures and letters to members of Congress.

Rural places like Kotzebue can change policy 
outcomes. Federal policy is decided by a handful 
of votes — and rural voters in swing districts have 
the power to move their member of Congress or 
elect someone who will better represent them.  
Our advocacy initiative was an important strategy 
to shape policy outcomes in 2025 and build a  
base of engaged voters for 2026 and beyond. 

Initiatives
(continued) 

The cohort placed  
186 earned media pieces and  
op-eds, generated 30 million  

digital impressions, and  
collected tens of thousands of 
petition signatures and letters  

to members of Congress. 

Photo: The Mobilization Center (top) 

Regenerate Nebraska, a Federal Policy Cohort participant, organized 
a site tour and meeting with their congress member. They generated 
positive local and national media showing the connection between 
federal policy, affordability, and jobs. 
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Winning elections in rural Virginia 
Rural GroundGame builds trust and credibility in rural Virginia communities that are often overlooked.  
By showing up early, listening first, and uplifting local voices, they’ve helped connect policy decisions and 
elections to everyday rural life. 

Rural engagement played a defining role in 2025 as Virginia voters considered a full slate of statewide 
and local races. The country watched expectantly to see what the results might signal for the midterms 
as thirteen House seats flipped to pro-democracy leadership, including five in rural districts. Gains in 49 of 
Virginia’s 52 rural counties helped secure statewide power and the governor’s race. 

Rural GroundGame helped drive that shift by building year-round capacity where campaigns have historically 
underinvested. They worked alongside neighborhood committees, volunteers, and emerging leaders in 43 
House districts and dozens of school board and county supervisor races. As a one-stop-shop, they recruited 
candidates, provided voter data, and offered hands-on training in field operations, fundraising, finance, and 
communications. In most rural communities, these tools are otherwise scarce or nonexistent. 

They helped candidates talk about what they stand for as  
good neighbors, like feeding kids and fixing roads. In partnership  
with Video Activists Academy, they piloted a Local Storyteller  
Project, supporting working-class Virginians — their  
“Storykeepers” — to share personal stories about how housing  
availability, public schools, economic opportunity, and cuts to  
Medicaid impact their lives. With video ads and social media  
content, these public school teachers, farmers, and health care  
providers brought policy choices to people’s kitchen tables. 

From front-porch conversations to widely shared videos,  
Rural GroundGame makes sure rural communities’ power is  
felt far and wide. 

GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT

Rural GroundGame

Note: The grantee work described may include activities that were not directly funded 
by Rural Democracy Initiative, but are included to provide a comprehensive overview  
of the impact of our grantees’ work. 
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Securing critical funding for rural schools 
In the politically polarized Upper Peninsula town of Sault Ste.  
Marie, passing a school bond was an uphill battle. Their last  
two school infrastructure bonds had failed, and trust in large  
public investments was low. That skepticism reflects a broader  
trend in which over half of Michigan’s school bonds now fail. Yet in August 2025, voters broke the trend 
and approved a $20.5 million bond to modernize aging school facilities in Sault Ste. Marie, a major win for 
students, educators, and the region’s future. 

That victory was driven by Up North Advocacy, a new but rapidly growing group organizing rural northern 
Michigan communities around democracy, education, and environmental stewardship. In just their first 18 
months, Up North emerged as a trusted local leader. In the spring of 2025, they convened a coalition of seven 
rural school districts to pursue federal funding for critical infrastructure improvements through programs 
like Renew America’s Schools and the Thriving Communities Grantmaking Program. When the federal 
government canceled those funds,  
Up North pivoted quickly to help address  
the gap. Building on the relationships  
and organizing successes, they worked  
with school leaders and residents to  
chart a new path forward. 

Our funding and coaching helped  
Up North refine campaign strategy and  
build the volunteer base needed to  
succeed where past efforts had fallen  
short. With our support, the group was  
able to scale up its resources and  
technical capacity to win long-overdue  
infrastructure and efficiency upgrades  
to Sault Ste. Marie schools. Up North’s  
local efforts renewed community  
confidence in the power of organizing.

GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT

Up North Advocacy

In just their first 18 months,  
Up North emerged as a  

trusted local leader. 
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Cost of living conversations spark Georgia win 
For the first time since 2000, two Georgia candidates broke through the single-party chokehold on the state’s 
Public Service Commission (PSC). It was a major victory in a place where energy costs and corporate control 
hit rural communities of color the hardest. 

Throughout the fall, Rural Democracy grantees mobilized across back roads and small-town campuses 
to register voters and educate neighbors about the PSC’s power over energy and cost of living. Collective 
Renaissance Guild (CRG) approached the PSC race not as a single election, but as an invitation to begin a 
meaningful dialogue with often overlooked voters. 

“Rather than chasing the loudest doors or the most predictable voters, we slowed down and went deeper,” 
shared Executive Director Roderick Smith. Young working-class Black voters weren’t tracking this obscure 
off-year election, so CRG relied on face-to-face conversations with rural Black youth, explaining how the 
PSC directly impacts their everyday costs, and introducing civic engagement as something done with the 
community — not to it. CRG held 7,500 conversations with young rural Black voters at community events  
and gathering places where they could maximize visibility and reach, exceeding 500 voter registrations. 

CRG stays in touch with every voter they register. “The registrations were the headline,” Smith noted,  
“but the real impact was the network of trust we built — relationships that will anchor our work long after  
this cycle.”

In Southwest Georgia, SOWEGA Rising also demonstrated how student-led organizing can create a 
measurable boost in turnout. Executive Director Sherrell Byrd reflected: “There’s a misconception that the 
biggest organizations make the biggest difference, but it’s the smaller, trusted groups in the community  
365 days a year that move the needle.” 

SOWEGA Rising emphasized campus organizing with youth-driven activities like their third annual Skate to 
the Polls, which generated 650 pledges to vote. Student organizers completed 1,257 phone conversations 
and 212,000 text conversations, while also deploying to nearby rural towns to help knock on over 5,000 
doors. Together, these efforts show when trusted organizations make a persuasive case about the cost of 
living, new voters will show up and change outcomes. 

GRANTEES SPOTLIGHT

Collective Renaissance Guild 
and SOWEGA Rising

Photo: SOWEGA Rising 
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Upholding democracy and ballot access 
In Maine, two-thirds of voters rejected a ballot proposal that  
would have sharply restricted voting access ahead of pivotal  
2026 elections for U.S. Senate, Governor, and Maine’s 2nd Congressional District. The proposal would  
have cut two days of absentee voting, revoked ongoing absentee statutes, and limited ballot drop boxes.  
In effect, the measure targeted voting options that Maine’s rural voters, young people, seniors, and people 
with disabilities rely on. 

Even before all votes were counted, the outcome was clear: Mainers across the political spectrum stood  
up for their democracy. This decisive victory reflected the coordinated work of Rural Democracy grantees 
Food AND Medicine, Maine People’s Alliance, Maine Youth Power, and the Wabanaki Alliance. Maine Youth 
Power played a leading role in engaging young and rural voters across the state. 

Maine Youth Power reached thousands of Mainers through  
conversations at more than 10 small-town Pride festivals,  
protests, and community events. They met people where  
civic life was already happening. Their organizers ran nine  
weekly canvasses with more than 75 volunteers to talk  
through what was at stake in the Save Maine Absentee  
Voting initiative. On college campuses, Maine Youth Power  
tabled with students to connect them directly to absentee  
voting tools, while also deploying 12 intensive Get Out The  
Vote shifts in Orono and Old Town during the campaign’s  
critical final days. 

Together, these efforts helped defeat a sweeping voter  
suppression measure and demonstrated the power of  
sustained organizing in rural states. They proved that  
when young people are trusted with responsibility and real  
resources, they can deliver durable wins for democracy. 

GRANTEES SPOTLIGHT

Maine Coalition and Maine 
Youth Power

Even before all votes were 
counted, the outcome was  
clear: Mainers across the  

political spectrum stood up  
for their democracy. 
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Recruiting leaders for immigrant justice  
and safe communities 
In 2025, attacks on immigrants escalated dangerously and  
federal agents proclaimed their intention to send roving patrols  
to target people based on their skin color and profession. With billions in new funding, agents disrupted 
businesses, detained hardworking immigrants, and separated families. 

Siembra prepared by launching their Defend and Recruit playbook to create leaders across North Carolina 
ready to quickly mobilize. They trained tens of thousands of people to exercise their rights, build their 
networks, and take strategic action. They also set up a hotline to receive reports and facilitated a rapid-
response network. They worked with restaurants, farms, and shops to train staff and owners on their legal 
rights to protect workers and their businesses. Over 250 small businesses signed on as “Fourth Amendment 
Workplaces,” publicly declaring they will protect workers’ and immigrants’ rights. As a result of these efforts, 
their base of leaders continued to grow. So when ICE announced a surge on Charlotte residents in November 
2025, Siembra quickly mobilized 1,350 people for safety patrols. 

Siembra’s mass mobilization was also connected to a campaign to build power. As they trained ICE watchers 
and small businesses to defend their communities, they were also building a base of voters who understood 
how scapegoating immigrants distracts from real solutions that support working people. To secure the North 
Carolina they deserve, communities had to organize and reshape leadership in the state. This is especially 
true in rural places like Alamance County. The sheriff’s office has a record of civil rights violations and uses 
local resources to support ICE through a 287(g) contract, creating an environment of fear in the community. 

In the midst of these threats, Siembra secured a big victory: voters in Burlington, a small city in Alamance 
County, elected Beth Kennett as mayor. After the faith leader and Siembra ICE Watch member narrowly  
lost her 2023 race, Siembra helped create organizing infrastructure and popular support that propelled her  
to win the 2025 election by 600 votes. In multiple municipalities in Alamance County voters elected new 
leaders who stand up for immigrants. These wins reflect how Siembra’s work to defend their communities 
and build power can translate into lasting change. 

GRANTEE SPOTLIGHT

Siembra NC

Note: The grantee work described may include activities that were not directly funded by Rural Democracy Initiative, but are included to provide  
a comprehensive overview of the impact of our grantees’ work. 

Voters elected new  
leaders who stand up  

for immigrants. 
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GRANTEES SPOTLIGHT

Iowa Farmers Union and 
Main Street Alliance

Elevating trusted messengers 
People listen to farmers and small business 
owners. They are local job creators who provide 
vital services. And our research confirms rural 
voters trust them. Rural Democracy supports 
groups like Iowa Farmers Union (IFU) and Main 
Street Alliance (MSA) to elevate these leaders and 
help them to share their experiences on timely, 
crucial issues. 

Farmers call for corporate 
accountability 
In 2025, a pesticide company pushed for a new 
Iowa law shielding the billion-dollar company from 
accountability and stripping away the right to sue 
for damages. IFU organized town halls detailing 
Iowa’s high cancer rates, and farmers shared 
personal stories. These first-person accounts 
helped change public opinion. Legislators from 
both parties attended the meetings, and their 
opposition was crucial to stopping the pesticide 
immunity bill. 

Small business owners warn tariffs 
will raise prices 
Similar to IFU’s work organizing farmers to 
speak out, MSA helped small businesses gain 
a national platform on tariffs. When the Trump 
administration imposed a chaotic tariff policy, MSA 
held town halls and surveyed its 30,000 small 
business members. MSA supported small 

businesses to share how the policy harmed 
their operations and forced them to raise prices. 
In one of many local and national MSA media 
appearances, TJ Semanchin, from rural Wisconsin, 
told Fox News the trade policy caused “quite a 
lot of tension and stress… and we’re considering 
pulling back on investments.” 

The case for affordability 
Trusted messengers with IFU and MSA also 
provided valuable insight into how Congress’ 
health care cuts harm their businesses and 
everyday Americans. Their accountability message 
was amplified across important media outlets 
like Radio Iowa, Iowa Public Radio, CBS, New 
York Times, ABC WBAY, and USA Today. Their 
practical, persuasive advocacy led to press 
conferences with members of Congress and 
testifying before Congress. 

IFU and MSA have helped farmers and small 
businesses engage people across the political 
spectrum. In a chaotic year with rising concerns, 
IFU and MSA pointed to who was responsible 
and rallied people to take action. Main Street 
Action, MSA’s 501(c)4 affiliate, is also leveraging 
this strategy in elections, contributing to a 
21-point swing in an Iowa statehouse special 
election in 2025 that flipped a seat and broke the 
supermajority. With trusted messengers, MSA  
and IFU are improving policy outcomes, shaping 
public opinion, and growing their base of support 
for 2026. 

Photo: Main Street Alliance 
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https://ruraldemocracyinitiative.org/tool/rural-battleground-poll/
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https://www.radioiowa.com/2025/12/16/iowa-farmers-union-says-end-of-aca-tax-credits-a-huge-hit-to-rural-america/
https://www.iowapublicradio.org/podcast/river-to-river/2025-12-02/whats-at-stake-for-iowans-enrolled-in-affordable-care-act
https://www.cbsnews.com/video/iowa-farmers-union-president-on-impact-of-spending-cuts-to-usaid/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/26/us/politics/iowa-trump-economy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/26/us/politics/iowa-trump-economy.html
https://www.wbay.com/2025/09/15/health-insurance-provider-no-longer-offer-coverage-11-counties/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2025/09/25/potential-government-shutdown-over-obamacare-tax-credits/86186415007/
https://mainstreetalliance.org/press-releases/senate-democrats-small-business-owners-rally-to-end-trumps-tariff-tax-and-back-the-small-business-liberation-act
https://mainstreetalliance.org/press-releases/senate-democrats-small-business-owners-rally-to-end-trumps-tariff-tax-and-back-the-small-business-liberation-act
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SBLSjEcf6sU&t=155s
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Small groups, big results: building power in tough territory 
In 2023, two organizers saw opportunity in their rural northern Arizona community. They formed the Rural 
Organizing Initiative (ROI) to increase local democratic participation and started recruiting and training rural 
candidates to run for local offices. Between 2022 and 2024, the number of city council candidates jumped 
from three to eight, and voter turnout increased 12%. In 2024 they knocked on more than 5,300 doors and 
held regular community “hospitality hours” about local concerns. With ROI organizing, the Cottonwood 
council flipped to a pro-democracy majority. 

In 2025, ROI focused on Prescott, one of the most conservative communities in the state. They supported 
pro-democracy candidate Jay Ruby, who won a hard-fought seat on the City Council with a cross-partisan 
campaign focusing on issues like water conservation and revitalizing the local economy. ROI’s relational 
organizing and deep canvassing were essential to Ruby’s 170-vote win. In just a few years, ROI has become  
a critical presence in a region where many once believed progressive organizing had little chance of success. 

Rural groups need tailored support to build capacity at all stages of growth. Rural Democracy invests in 
small and emerging groups like ROI to increase their power, and we also support established organizations 
to expand their reach. For decades, the Center for Coalfield Justice (CCJ) has been a powerful voice for 
environmental and economic justice in Pennsylvania coal country. Rural Democracy’s initial grant in 2020 
supported CCJ’s first nonpartisan voter engagement campaign. Since then, we’ve supported CCJ to lead voter 
education efforts and to join statewide initiatives highlighting the political influence of fossil fuel companies. 

CCJ organizing at public hearings led Cecil Township to adopt a 2,500 foot setback between homes and 
fracked gas well pads — a win immediately threatened by oil and gas companies. To protect these gains, in 
2025, Rural Democracy enthusiastically supported the launch of the 501(c)(4) Coalfield Justice Action. Cindy 
Fisher, a key champion of the ordinance, was the only township supervisor up for re-election in 2025. She put 
the setback fight at the center of her campaign despite fierce industry opposition. She won by over 800 votes. 

Through bold investments in growing groups like ROI and CCJ, Rural Democracy helps grantees achieve big 
wins even in the face of difficult odds. 

Photo: Rural Organizing Initiative 

GRANTEES SPOTLIGHT

Rural Organizing Initiative and 
Center for Coalfield Justice

Note: The grantee work described may include activities that were not directly funded by Rural Democracy Initiative, but are included to provide  
a comprehensive overview of the impact of our grantees’ work. 
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REVENUE 

Contributed funds &  
other income* 

EXPENSES 

Grants & contributions*

Personnel & contractors**

Other operating expenses 

4,178,521

3,549,575

374,111

254,835

REVENUE 

Contributed funds &  
investment income

EXPENSES 

Grants & contributions*

Personnel & contractors**

Other operating expenses 

13,626,593 

8,414,963

6,231,100

1,139,476

1,044,387

Rural Victory Fund, 501(c)(4) Heartland Fund’s 
Rural Democracy Program, 501(c)(3) 

$

$

$

$

$

$

$

$

$

*Grant money disbursed to groups January 1‒December 31, 2025, which differs from the total grants awarded in 2025.  
Some subgrants approved in 2025 were disbursed in early 2026.

**Contractors include direct programmatic investments, such as freelancers for storytelling, research, and capacity building. 

Note: 2025 figures are being finalized and may change slightly.

3,649,477$

This report describes activities conducted by both the 501(c)(3) Heartland Fund and the  
501(c)(4) Rural Victory Fund; no funds from the Heartland Fund have been used to conduct  

any political activity or intervene in any election. The grantee work described in this report may  
describe activities that were not directly funded by Heartland Fund (Windward Fund) or Rural Victory Fund  

(Sixteen Thirty Fund), but provide a comprehensive overview of the impact of our grantees’ work.

2025 Financials
Rural Democracy Program  

and Rural Victory Fund 
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