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Mike Mucha, GFOA's deputy executive director, spoke with

Riley Akervik, the financial director for the Central Valley Health
District in Jamestown, North Dakota, about leadership, community
service, networking, and the role of GFOA's small government
forum in building connections between rural finance officers.

Mike: Can you tell us about Central
Valley Health District and specifically
what your role is as financial director?

Riley: Central Valley Health is a public
health organization that services
Stutsman and Logan Countiesin North
Dakota. We also contract with six other
counties to provide support. Our mission
isto prevent, promote, and protect for
optimal community health—we do this
by providing awide range of services
including nursing services, vaccinations
and immunizations, in-home care,
environmental health, injury and
substance abuse prevention/education,
and emergency preparedness/planning.
My role as financial director takes on
many forms, but I mostly lead financial
operations, including our budgetand
financial reporting processes. We have
asmall office, and many staff members
take on multiple roles. Inoticed thatI
could help with other administrative
tasks and have taken onrolesincluding
benefits coordinator, building
management, asset management, and
other small human resource tasks.

Not having worked for government or
a public health organization before,
what interested you in this role?

Iwent to school for business and wanted
tobecome afinancial planner. After
Igraduated, I worked for Ameriprise
Financialin thisrole. Itwasn't theright
fitforme and was on the lookout fora
new position. One of the board members
for Central Valley Health District was
alsoemployed at The University of
Jamestown, where Igotmy degree, and
mentioned the position tome. WhenI
went to college, I thought I wanted to

be anurse, and this position seemed
like a great opportunity toblend my
interestsin healthcare and finance.

So, you took the job with no past
public finance experience?

Idid.IknewIhadalottolearn.The
position had aheavy focus on accounting,
andIdidn'thave anaccounting
background—butIknewI'd have a good
mentor. Unfortunately, she was forced
toleave the organization very early in

my tenure and I was on my own after

only twomonths on the job. Ultimately, it
worked outwell. Thave a great team and
wasn'tafraid toask questions. I alsobuilt
astrongrelationship with our external
auditor and was able to askif there were
areas where Ineeded assistance.

You've now been in the job a little
more than a year and a half. What
would you say is the most important
thing you've been able to learn?

WhileI've enjoyed learning the technical
accounting aspects of the job, the most
importantthingI'velearned are time
management skills. The previous financial
director was not very approachable and
maintained a “closed door” style in the
office. WhenIcamein, Icould tell the staff
thoughtIwould be the same, butthat’s
notme. Ineeded to be able to prioritize
my tasks soIcould be a good coworker
and make them feel welcome. Atthe
time, none of my staff were comfortable
asking questions. For example, some
were underutilized at times butdidn't
want to ask for more to do. Ineeded to
teach them how to ask questions and put
myselfin a position where I could help.




As the newest and presumably
youngest person on the team,
was it ever intimidating to lead
an experienced staff?

The average employee at Central Valley
Healthhasbeenin the organization
for 12 years. Attimes, Iwould say that
my lack of experience presented a bit
ofachallenge, but notamong the staff.
There were occasional comments from
community members, butitdidn’t
bother me—Ilike to prove people wrong.
Lackof experience does not
define the quality of your work, and
you can'tdefine someone by age or
experience. I know Ican produce
quality outcomes and try to show that
tothose who show meresistance.

Are there any examples
you can highlight?

Ishared this example with the class

at GFOA’s Leadership Academy thatI
attended recently. I'm currently trying
tostartamen’s health program for the
community. Thereisaneed asrecent
data shows that 84% of suicides in North
Dakota are males. Data also shows
that over 75% of men in North Dakota
have notgone tothe doctorin the last
five years. Ourresearch shows alarge
equity gap in our communities, and
we need to do something aboutit. Over
time, my goalis toraise awareness

for the program and startgenerating
revenue to sustain the effort.

Also, inmy first year, we employed
better strategies for collecting on
insurance claims and tracking clients,
which allowed us toincrease our fee
revenue by 18 percent. We've also been
busy on anumber of other projects that
allow us to better serve the community.
Central Valley Health hadn’t increased
environmental fees in approximately
ten years, and there was a huge gap
between our costs and what other
public health agencies in the state were
charging. Ultimately, we were able to
getourboard toincrease rates, which
willbe animportantrevenue source
and allow us to expand services.

We do have challenges ahead. During
the pandemic, public health gotabad
rap. We were often seen as bad guys, and
citizens weren't seeing our good work
in the community—which was tough.
We find ourselves having to overcome
thisreputation. While overall activity

Above, Riley attends award ceremony where one of his staff members was awarded the Young

Professional of the Year in Jamestown.

hasbeen down recently, we feellike we
areinastrong position for the future.
We've been able toretain staffand are
working on makinginvestments that
will allow us to expand our services.

It looks like you've also been successful
at seeking out leadership opportunities
beyond work in the community. Can you
explain the roles you've volunteered for?

WhenIgotoutofcollege, Iwas asked to
join a few community organizations here
in Jamestown, butIturned them all away.
Iwasafraid of gettinginvolvedin
toomany things atonce and wanted

to establish myselfin my new job.
Beforelong, though, Iwasready and
wanted to getinvolved and feltlike I
could contribute, soIjoined the Young
Professionals of Jamestown. It'sa group
that provides networking opportunities
forindividuals who are new to their
careers. Wemeetmonthly, and ithas
been a great opportunity toengage

with speakersand otherleaders from

the community. I alsoserve onthe
Executive Committee for this group, and

assistthe program in gaining members
and providing new opportunities.
I'malsoaboard member for the
Jamestown Fine Arts Association, where
Ialsoserve onthe annual fundraiser and
Finance Committees. [ have recently
beeninvolved in a $2 million capital
campaign with the organization as well.
I'vereally enjoyed this experience and
feellike I can combine my passion for
the arts with my knowledge of finance.

You've also recently joined GFOA's
advisory committee for the Small
Government Forum. How did GFOA help
with your orientation process to local
government?

When I started my job, my mentor
recommended thatIjoin GFOA and

the Society for Human Resource
Management (SHRM). Atthe time, Iwas
abitoverwhelmed and putit off. A few
monthslater, I saw a poston LinkedIn
for one of GFOA's research reports, it
seemed interesting, and Iremembered
therecommendation to join. So, Ijoined
and started checking out the website.

Located in Stutsman County, Jamestown is
the ninth largest city in North Dakota and is
located midway between the state capitol,
Bismarck, and Fargo, the state’s largest city.
Known as the “Pride of the Praire,” Jamestown
is also home to the World's Largest Buffalo,
the National Buffalo Museum, and the North
Dakota Sports Hall of Fame.
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“There is a difference between a manager and a leader.
As finance officers, we need to be both.”

Notlongafter, Ireceived an email about
the Small Government Forum and joined
thataswell. Ifthereis a good opportunity,
I'mgoingtotrytogetin. The same

thing happened recently with GFOA’s
Leadership Academy—I saw the invitation
toapply and figured Iwould tryit.

You attended the Leadership Academy
in February 2023 at the College of
Charleston. How was your experience,
and what advice would you give to
someone who's interested in attending?

The week exceeded my expectations.
Before the Leadership Academy, I had
participated in a few remote events
through the Small Government Forum,
butI'd never beentoa GFOA event. It
was a great networking opportunity. I
established relationships with colleagues
whom Iwould now call friends. We would
get together after class, getdinnerand
drinks, and one night we even went to
do karaoke. That networking opportunity
was really valuable and not something
I'd done before.

Talsoenjoyed the discussion with
Bob O'Neill on leadership. He provided
personal lessons as a publicleader and
public servant. One thing Iremember
him highlighting was innovation and
creativity. Alot of people don't look
for those skills in the workforce. As
we talkabout the need to get younger
members involved in GFOA and in
government, Ireally thinkthat these
younger professionals can provide a
new perspective. There needstobean
appreciation of creativity—it's hard to
come by and can provide significant value
foran organization when youhaveit.

Another takeaway came from the
session taught by Van Johnson, the mayor
of Savannah, Georgia. He talked about
therole of aleaderin preparing people to
leave your organization. You don't want to
see them go, but the mark of a good leader
isthatyoucan prepare otherstolead.

How would you assess your own
leadership style?

I'try tobe heavily focused on the
people Iwork with—I believe in servant

leadership. WhenIwasin college,
Iwrote a paper on the three components
of agood leader: passion, purpose, and
people. If aleader can understand their
own purpose, who they are, and what
they stand for, then they can have a
passion for what they believe in. If
someone has a purpose and a passion,
they can take care of those around them.
I've tried to be consistent and better
understand my own personal values.
If youdon'tunderstand and lead
yourself, I don’'t know how you can do
that for other people.

GFOA has been working to develop
leadership skills, and we understand
the importance of finance officers being
successful leaders. If you were looking
to develop someone with leadership
potential, how would you approach it?

Thereisadifference between a manager
and aleader. Asfinance officers, we need
tobeboth. Asamanager, we need to get
the job done, and I see managers being
more task-oriented. Being aleaderis
different, though, andIdon't thinkit can
be easily taught. Ifa young personisa
leader, they can pick up the task-oriented
skillsand bring a new perspective

tothe organization. As someoneina
leadership position, Ithinkit's my role to
helpidentify those people who already
possess leadership potential and help
putthem in positions to succeed.

You've brought up several times the
importance of networking. GFOA is
working to build a stronger network in
rural areas, but overall membership
numbers remain somewhat low.

Any guidance on how we can recruit
more members to GFOA?

Onereason why I enjoy the Small
Government Forum isthatIfeellikeIcan
connectwith peers who are like me, lead
similar organizations, and face similar
challenges. One challenge for small, rural
governments is succession planning.
When talented individualsleave an
organization, it can be extremely difficult
tofind replacements without a network.
One thing that GFOA candoisreach

outand make sure thatmembersare
gettinginvolved in groups like the Small
Government Forum. Irecently found
outthat GFOA hasanetwork of regional
or state associations that provide
networking opportunities. I'm notaware
if one exists in North Dakota. Actually,
I'mnotsureI've even metanother
GFOA member from North Dakota.*
Ibelieve that your networkis worth
more than yournetworth. IfIcan
take some time to complain abouta
stereotype of younger generations, there
issomuch focus on money. I try tofocus
onmy network. How am I treating others?
How does the community view this?
For me, personally, I'vereceived other
opportunities and I'm confident that my
networkis the key to my future success.

It's clear that you've been able to
make connections in Jamestown and
have staked out a leadership role.

| also know that you are relatively
new to Jamestown and North Dakota.
Is there anything special about the
state that you now call home?

Ireally enjoy the community feeling.
Igrewupinasmall townin Minnesota
thathad about 4,000 people. Jamestown
isactually quite a bitbigger, with a
population justunder 20,000. The

town islarge enough that youdon't
know everyone, but things still feel
familiar. Alot of people who workin
larger communities may not get to see
the tangible results of their work, and
I'm grateful thatIdo. Isee clients walk
inthe door.Iseethe benefitstothe
community from the boards thatIserve
on.It'sall very tangible. Inthis area,
everyoneis alsoapproachable. I've been
able to build anetwork because Iwasn't
afraid toreach out. With a quickemail or
phone call, I've setup time to talk over
coffee, andIfeel thatIcan gotoanyone
and atany levelif they are willing to
giveme thirty minutes tobe a sponge
and absorbinformation from them. 4

Mike Mucha is the deputy executive
director of GFOA.

*GFOA has 61 members from the State
of North Dakota, representing nine out
of the largest ten cities in the state. The
one exception is Jamestown—although
the county that Jamestown is located in
(Stutsman County) is also a member.




