











Youth Commissions and
Councils Promote Leadership
And Participation ...

ity and county youth commissions and councils provide opportunities for youth service and development
and offer young people a means for their voices to be heard in local government decision-making.
According to information gathered by the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative,
more than 100 such commissions are at work throughout California (a complete list is online at www.ca-ilg.org/
youthcommissions).

continued

Young people offer fresh ideas, enthusiasm and a unique perspective on ways to improve their community. BeLow Santa Fe Springs teens
participate in a workshop.

Terry Amsler is program director of the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative and can be reached at
<tamsler@ca-ilg.org>. This article draws on material developed by the Youth Leadership Institute (www.yli.org); Bryce Skolfield, director
of public policy for the Children’s Council of San Francisco; and the Institute for Local Government. For more information about the Col-
laborative Governance Initiative, visit www.ca-ilg.org/cgi.
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Youth Commissions and Councils Promote Leadership and Participation, continued

Youth commissions’ work spans a wide
range, as the following examples illustrate.

In La Cafiada Flintridge, the youth
council makes recommendations to the
city council on youth-related issues. Its
members serve as liaisons to community
groups and contribute to a monthly
column in the local newspaper. The
youth council established objectives for a
citywide youth master plan intended to
encourage additional avenues for youth
participation, and in 2007 members sur-
veyed local businesses regarding tobacco
sales to minors.

In Fremont, the youth advisory commis-
sion advises the city council on policy
issues affecting young people and has
worked with the Police Department on

a proposed curfew ordinance. Each year,
the commission also organizes a one-day

Junior High Leadership Conference that

helps junior-high school students prepare
for the transition to high school.

In San Carlos, youth advisory council
members are participating in the city’s
general strategic planning process as well
as health and wellness programming and
are preparing for “Youth Vote” during
the November 2008 election. They have
raised funds for a number of charitable
activities, including a new youth center,
and organize volunteer events to involve
other youth in the community. San Carlos
businesses that welcome young people
receive a “Young Consumer Champion”
award from the council.

The Pomona Youth Advisory Commit-
tee (PYAC) is working with the city and
agencies serving youth to advocate for
the development of a youth and family
master plan to promote youth health and
safety. In support of this work, PYAC

hosts an annual mentor-protégé dinner to

Share Your Success Story

Has a youth commission or council made important contributions to your com-
munity? The Institute for Local Government (ILG) wants to hear about it. Send
a brief description to Carmen Pereira, ILG program assistant; e-mail: <cpereira
@ca-ilg.org>. ILG will add your item to the youth engagement pages of its
website. Questions? Call (916) 658-8208.

It’s vitally important that youth commissions are staffed with people who have time to

work with them and foster leadership skills.

League of California Cities

engage youth and adult leaders to partner
on local issues. PYAC also partners with
the City Clerk’s Office and Los Angeles
County Registrar-Recorder Voter Educa-
tion Division to expand the Student Poll
Worker Training to six local high schools.
Youth commissioners also organize an
annual “Rock the Vote” voter education
event and have developed the Pomona
Youth Leadership Network, composed
of major youth-serving leadership groups,
to bring more youth voices into city
decision-making.

In El Dorado County, the youth com-
mission helped write a Green Resolution
and supported its successful passage. The
resolution sets forth goals to lessen the
environmental footprint of county resi-
dents in areas including waste and energy
usage reduction, planning, construction
and air quality. Members are presently
engaged in developing partners and of-
fering input related to possibly reopening
the local skate park. The commission and
University of California Cooperative Ex-
tension have also received grant funding to
create maps of youth skills and resources
in El Dorado County using GPS systems
and mapping software. The maps will be
used to create a guide for young people
seeking school activities, clubs, health care,
counseling and other resources. The com-
mission hosted its first annual Youth Fest
in July 2008, an all-day event for middle-
and high-school youth.

The San Francisco Youth Commission
is collaborating with the city’s school
district, Department of Elections and
others on YouthVOTE, an election and
civic engagement project that gives high-
school students an opportunity to voice
their opinions about current youth issues,
ballot measures and candidates.

Impacts on Communities

Effective youth commissions and councils
empower young people to bring about
change in their communities. These
forums can help identify the issues

that are most important to these often
overlooked members of the community
and facilitate bringing youth ideas and
recommendations to the attention of lo-
cal policy-makers on a regular basis.

www.cacities.org




Youth councils and commissions can:
* Initiate educational campaigns;

* Encourage other young people to
participate in local civic and political
activities; and

* Create new community resources for
residents of all ages.

Successful commissions and councils
also provide an arena where youth voices
are nurtured and the skills and habits

of civic engagement and citizenship are
acquired. For many youth commission-
ers, this experience is their first exposure
to local government’s role and function.

Key Elements of Successful
Commissions

Each youth commission or council re-
sponds to community needs and the is-
sues that led to its creation. While many
factors contribute to their success, a few
are particularly important.

Staffing. Commissions need staff who
have the time to work with them and
understand youth leadership, develop-
ment and empowerment. Young people
brought into such leadership and service
roles need appropriate support, skills,
confidence, networks and access to
decision-makers, all of which require the
time, commitment and consistent atten-

tion of skilled staff.
Diversity of Membership. As appropri-

ate to each city or county, youth mem-
bers should vary by geographic region,
ethnicity, socioeconomic background and
gender. Inclusiveness encourages equality,
gives credibility to the commission and
provides opportunities for youth to work
toward a common purpose with others of
different backgrounds and experiences.

An Appropriate Budget. Youth com-
missions require adequate resources to
become active and effective and fulfill
the purposes for which they were estab-
lished. In addition to support for staff,
resources may also include the costs of
stipends for youth; meeting expenses,
transportation and other costs associated
with membership, meetings and partici-
pation; training and skills development
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to build commission competence and
confidence; support for communica-
tion, education and outreach to increase
youth and other public awareness of the
commission; and expenses related to
the specific projects and activities of the
commission or council.

Youth Should “Own” It. Unless the
budget, project selection and the com-
mission meeting agenda are appropri-
ately “owned” by the youth members,
participation will often be lax and less
focused. This doesn’t mean members
should work without guidance from staff
or that encouraging greater ownership
always succeeds. However, the best results
usually occur when youth have had their
own “Ah ha!” moment, have decided
what needs to be done, and are carrying
the work forward with support — not
direction — from staff.

Access to Public Agency Decision-
Makers. Creating an environment where
youth voices are heard and respected is
fundamental. When youth commissions
are asked to provide input into actions or
decisions of their local government, they
must have regular access to appropriate
information and the officials with whom
they must communicate. Local agency
commissions, councils and boards should
provide information to youth commis-
sioners and invite their participation.

The staff of departments whose work
may be of particular interest to youth
commissions should attend and report to
commission meetings on a regular basis,
and they should invite youth commission
participation in their own meetings and
decision-making process.

When creating public engagement pro-
cesses for new local plans, budgets or
other initiatives, youth commissions
should be asked to help design vehicles

to ensure youth participation.

Enhancing Youth Commission Capac-
ity. Each youth member will bring his
or her own strengths and interests to a
youth commission or council. However,
not everyone has the skills or experience
necessary for successful participation.
Provide an orientation, information-
sharing sessions or training for youth

appropriate to the commission’s focus.
Topics may include understanding local
government, media advocacy, meeting
facilitation, public speaking, community
mapping, community dynamics, youth-
adult partnerships and youth-led evalua-
tion and research.

Focus Beyond Youth Commission
Members. Although a youth commission
may be composed of a diverse group of
young people who act as the community’s
“youth voice,” the experiences and opin-
ions of one group cannot speak for all its
peers. In order to represent the needs and
concerns of its peers, a youth commission
can conduct communitywide surveys and
evaluations to determine the initiatives it
will undertake. Broad outreach is an im-
portant component of youth commission
success. Holding open forums to invite
additional youth participation and input
is a great way to strengthen and increase
the commission’s effectiveness.

Resources

The Institute for Local Government
(ILG) is collecting youth commission-
related stories from throughout California
and posting them on its website along
with a number of youth engagement

and development resources (www.ca-ilg.
org/youthengagement). An ILG guide to
developing effective youth commissions

is forthcoming, and ILG’s Collaborative
Governance Initiative has initiated an
e-newsletter for youth commission staff,
which contains helpful ideas and resources.
A session on developing effective youth
commissions will be offered at the League
of California Cities 2008 Annual Confer-
ence in Long Beach, Friday, Sept. 26 from
11:15 a.m.—12:30 p.m.

Two currently available resources include
Building Effective Youth Councils: A Practi-
cal Guide ro Engaging Youth in Policy-
Making from the Forum for Youth Invest-
ment (www.forumfyi.org) and Yourh
Engagement in Leadership and Learning,

a curriculum designed to promote and
support active youth engagement in the
local community, available from the John
W. Gardner Center (http://gardnercenter.
stanford.edu).
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With the help of a Redwood City paramedic,

a Community Emergency Response Team
practices skills that will be vital during
a disaster.

California’s natural beauty
and temperate climate are
matched by the force and inten-
sity of its disasters: earthquakes,
wildfires, floods, mudslides and
more. Communities throughout
the state are drawing on the
commitment and skills of trained
residents to help prepare and

respond to major disasters.

On the peninsula south of San Francisco, local emergency readiness efforts actively
involve residents throughout San Mateo County and in the cities of Burlingame, Palo

Alto and Redwood City.

Burlingame Neighborhood Network Focuses on Residents

Burlingame Council Member and former Mayor Terry Nagel is proud of her city’s
disaster preparedness efforts and wanted to make sure residents would be self-sufficient
in their homes during a major catastrophe. “Too many people think they will be rescued
immediately, but emergency responders will be busy dealing with the highest priorities,
and outside help may not arrive for five or more days,” she says.

The Burlingame Neighborhood Network, created in 2006 in the Poppy Drive area,
encourages residents to work cooperatively in neighborhood teams. Block captains take
the lead in preparing their neighbors for potential disasters. The network works closely
with city and county disaster preparedness coordinators.

Terry Amsler is program director of the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative and can be reached at
<tamsler@ca-ilg.org>. For more information about the Collaborative Governance Initiative, visit www.ca-ilg.org/cgi.

League of California Cities

www.cacities.org



Initially, Poppy Drive neighborhood
families filled out a form listing contact
information, skills useful during emergen-
cies and supplies that the family would
make available to others during a disaster.
The information was gathered into two
directories. One contains information
that families approved for distribution to
other neighbors; the other includes private
details that neighbors approved for use
only by block captains and safety person-
nel during disasters. Both directories are
available only as hard copies and are not
distributed electronically.

The Burlingame Neighborhood Network
delivers a monthly flyer that invites resi-
dents to do one thing to become better
prepared for disasters. Each family has

a folder in which to file the sheets. The

network also:

* Coordinates emergency preparedness
presentations in the neighborhood;

* Invites neighbors to attend “Get Ready”
emergency preparedness seminars that
the city offers to all residents;

Publicizes countywide emergency pre-
paredness events;

Encourages neighbors to sign up for
Community Emergency Response
Team (CERT) training, first aid and
CPR;

Urges neighbors to sign up for a
countywide alert network to receive
safety advisories via their computers,
cell phones and other devices that
receive e-mail;

Sends regular e-newsletters with local
news and crime prevention informa-
tion; and

* Plans regular social events in the neigh-

borhood.

The network helps neighbors become
better prepared for emergencies by urging
them to assemble emergency kits, agree
upon family meeting places and designate
an out-of-state contact person for family
members to check in with during and
after a disaster.

Council Member Nagel reports that the
network has fostered a sense of communi-
ty, and neighbors are now more likely to
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greet one another by name on the street
and participate in local social events.
The pilot Poppy Drive project proved so
successful that others are starting their
own neighborhood networks, and the city
is exploring how organized networks of
residents can play additional civic engage-
ment roles in Burlingame.

Contact: John Parkin, disaster prepared-
ness coordinator; e-mail: <jparkin@central
countyfd.org>; or Terry Nagel, council
member, Burlingame; e-mail: <terry@
terrynagel.com>.

Palo Alto Block Preparedness
Coordinators Lead the Effort

In Palo Alto, the watchword is “changing
the role of community members from
victims to partners in disaster recovery.”
Annette Glanckopf, chair of Palo Alto
Neighborhoods” Emergency Preparedness
Committee, says that just a few years ago
only a handful of residents attended emer-
gency preparedness meetings, but that
the topic has now become an important
focus of both the city government and its
neighborhood communities.

Palo Alto Neighborhoods has partnered
with the City of Palo Alto and created the
Block Preparedness Coordinator (BPC)
Program to ensure that residents, business-
es and other groups can participate with
the city in disaster preparation, response
and recovery. The BPC Program trains
volunteers to staff the positions of block
preparedness coordinator and neighbor-
hood preparedness coordinator. A “block”
may be 10 to 50 residences, a building
complex, a business or other logical unit.
In addition to residential areas, a “neigh-
borhood” may include multiple businesses
or a business district.

The block preparedness coordinator con-
tacts residents personally and explains the
program. He or she encourages family and
resident emergency preparedness, recom-
mends registration in the Community
Alert and Notification System, and col-
lects and maintains appropriate informa-
tion on local residents, including number
of family members, contact information,
special needs in an emergency and skills
that could be useful following a disaster.

The coordinator sets up a phone tree and
e-mail distribution list to quickly dissemi-
nate information and alerts and also helps
organize a system of radios and runners
to link the block and neighborhood to
city and other emergency officials if the
power goes out. During an emergency, the
block or neighborhood coordinator can
help assess conditions in the area, provide
information and brief first responders.

When a disaster strikes and phones,
electricity and other infrastructure are
impaired, program participants are ready
to swing into action. The BPC Program
enhances community resilience by:

* Establishing emergency radio commu-
nications links; and

* Empowering residents to assist emer-
gency responders by serving as on-site
“eyes and ears.”

While the BPC Program is a grassroots ef-
fort administered by Palo Alto Neighbor-
hoods, the city provides ongoing support
and partners in recruiting and training
volunteers, educating the community, and
planning and coordinating efforts.

Contact: Annette Glanckopf, chair, Palo
Alto Neighborhoods Emergency Preparedness
Committee; e-mail: <Annette_G@att. net>;
or Kelly Morariu, deputy city manager; e-
mail: <Kelly Morariu@CityofPaloAlto.org>.

Redwood City Promotes Training
And Volunteerism

In Redwood City, Public Communica-
tions Manager Malcolm Smith reports
that people recognize the need for in-
dividual, family and neighborhood
emergency preparedness. That city’s 20-
hour Community Emergency Response
Team (CERT) training was launched two
years ago and has graduated 110 people.
Redwood City also offers a more fre-
quent one-evening disaster preparedness
program called “Are You Ready?” that has
trained several hundred people.

In addition, the city council recently
funded the purchase of four large storage
containers for emergency preparedness
equipment and supplies to be placed at
strategic neighborhood locations and

continued
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Peninsula Communities Promote Civic Participation to Prepare for Disasters, continued

managed by CERT graduates who live
nearby. The graduates will help stock

the containers, obtain donations and
contributions and have access in the
event of an emergency. The city’s new
Neighborhood Liaison Program, an effort
to support neighborhood self-organizing,
also offers disaster preparedness training,
among other valuable neighborhood and
community workshops.

Contact: Malcolm Smith, public communi-
cations manager; e-mail: <Malcolm.smith@

redwoodcity.org>.

San Mateo County Offers a
Variety of Training Opportunities

CERT training remains a fundamental
component of most community disaster
preparedness efforts. In San Mateo Coun-
ty, CERT Coordinator JoAnn Scordino
works with all the CERT programs in the
county and helps ensure that training op-
portunities are available for all residents.
If a training session is filled or inconve-
nient for residents in one city, they may
attend a training or make up a class in
another location.

Scordino describes the program as a
pyramid, with several ways for residents

to get involved. In the first or bottom tier,
residents simply receive written or online
emergency preparedness information for
use in their home, business or community
efforts. The second tier consists of a brief
Get Ready presentation, ranging from half
an hour to two hours, on personal and
home preparedness. Tier three is basic
CERT training, and tier four includes
more advanced training and skills acquisi-
tion that prepare residents for a variety of
roles during an emergency. Scordino sees
tier five, at the top of the pyramid, as the
place for volunteer leadership roles that
help ensure successful community disaster
preparation and responses.

Contact: JoAnn Scordino, San Mateo
County CERT coordinator; phone:
(650) 599-1709; e-mail: <jscordino@

co.sanmateo.ca.us>.

League of California Cities

The Ripple Effect

Cities on the San Francisco Peninsula,
including Colma, Mountain View, San
Mateo, Millbrae and East Palo Alto, and
throughout California are actively engag-
ing residents in disaster preparedness. The
benefits are not limited to disaster settings
alone. These networks of informed and
engaged residents expand their commu-
nity’s capacity for many other activities

and services. When neighbors know each

other, they are more likely to look out for
each other and work better together. They
become community members in the full-
est sense of the word.

In the coming months, the Institute for
Local Government will be developing a
roster of such efforts throughout California
and posting it online at www.ca-ilg.org/

disasterprep. M

San Francisco County

San Mateo County is part of the
League’s Peninsula Division, which
also includes Santa Clara County and
the City and County of San Francisco.

Alameda County

Santa Clara County

Santa Cruz County

www.cacities.org



Tackling Tough Issues With Civic
Engagement: Aliordable Housing

Involving the public in local decision-making may be more comiortable for local officials when address-
ing small or noncontroversial issues, but what happens when community leaders iace a deeply divided
community and anticipate many tense and diificult discussions? This is precisely the Kind of Situation
where civic engagement strategies can make the largest contribution — in terms oi exercising leader-
ship and also in achieving community consensus and making wise decisions.

he key is to design an effec-
tive community engagement
strategy, given the policy question
at hand. When it comes to community
engagement strategies, one size definitely
does not fit all.

Affordable Housing: The Challenge

Planning for affordable housing can
present difficult issues for local officials.
Neighborhood residents often have
concerns about such housing. Left unad-
dressed, these concerns can result in deep-
seated opposition to a project.

This situation puts local officials between
the proverbial rock and a hard place. State
law imposes a number of requirements
designed to make sure communities offer
housing to meet a range of income levels,
and many local officials have a personal
commitment to making sure their com-
munity has housing options for people of
all ages and incomes.

Options to Consider

An Institute for Local Government pub-
lication, Building Public Support for Af-
Jfordable Housing: A Toolbox for California
Officials (online at www.ca-ilg.org/YIM
BY), lays out a comprehensive approach to
the process of addressing public concerns
related to an affordable housing project.
As the Toolbox notes, identifying a specific
strategy for involving residents is just one
of six steps to successfully and construc-
tively engage the public in the decision-
making process. The steps involve:

1. Conducting an initial assessment to
understand the context of the propos-
al, its impacts, the stakeholders who
may be affected and their concerns;

2. Understanding the legal underpin-
nings and parameters of the decision-
making process;

3. Understanding and addressing the
public’s concerns;

4. Designing an appropriate public
participation process with clearly

articulated goals;

5. Using specific techniques and formats
for discussions; and

6. Following up on commitments made
to the community.

continued

This column is a service of the Institute for
Local Government’s Land Use and Hous-
ing Program and Collaborative Governance
Initiative, which offer resources for local
officials. For more information, visit www.
ca-ilg.org.




Tackling Tough Issues With Civic Engagement: Affordable Housing, continued

More Civic Engagement Resources
Available Online

Building Public Support for Affordable Housing: A Toolbox for California Officials
outlines a number of planning and public participation tools local agencies can use
to address concerns related to affordable housing and overcome negative stereo-
types. It can be downloaded free at www.ca-ilg.org/YIMBY.

Planning Public Forums: Questions to Guide Local Officials provides practical
steps to help local agencies build their capacity to use public forums effectively. It
can be downloaded free at www.ca-ilg.org/publicforums.

Getting the Most Out of Public Hearings: Ideas to Improve Public Involvement
provides practical ideas for making public hearings more effective forums for par-
ticipants and public officials alike. Suggestions include how to add to the diversity
of the public’s participation, improve the quality of testimony and communications
at hearings and develop greater public trust in these processes for public decision-
making. It can be downloaded free at www.ca-ilg.org/publichearings.

Hard copies of these publications can be purchased at www.ca-ilg.org/publications.

For more Collaborative Governance Initiative resources, including free downloads
of civic engagement guides and tip sheets, visit www.ca-ilg.org/cgi and www.ca-ilg.
org/cgipubs.
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It’s critically important to clearly under-
stand the goals of the public participation
process, referenced in step 4, and to use
an approach that supports achieving the
goal. Possible goals and strategies include:

* Promoting a certain project or policy
(an informational approach);

¢ Seeking input to inform decision-
making and enhance public under-
standing (a consultation approach);

* Helping the public come to an in-
formed judgment about the project
that will influence the ultimate policy
or decision (an engagement approach);
and

* Resolving conflicts among competing
interests (a conflict resolution ap-

proach).

The public’s trust and confidence in the
local agency is influenced by whether the
agency is forthright about the objective.
There’s nothing more damaging than
asking people for input that the agency
has no intention of considering when it
makes a final decision.

League of California Cities

What about the usual approach of having
a public hearing? Public hearings typically
occur late in the process, after doubts
and opposition have had an opportunity
to build and solidify. Moreover, legal
requirements related to due process and
other fairness considerations can result
in public hearings that are more about
articulating concerns and opposition and
less about finding areas of shared values
and concerns.

For this reason, ILG encourages local
agencies to consider using additional civic
engagement techniques in advance of
public hearing processes. The desired re-
sult is projects that move forward to meet
the area’s needs for affordable housing and
address the community’s concerns about
those projects. M

Support from the Bank of America
Foundation made possible the
publication of Building Public
Support for Affordable Housing:

A Toolbox for California Officials.

NIMBY:
What’s In a Name?

When working with the commu-
nity about proposed affordable
housing, the language that is
used to frame the debate offers
local officials a way to build trust.
In particular, labeling skeptics

or opponents of the project as
“NIMBY” (not in my backyard)
often solidifies their opposition,
making ultimate resolution more
difficult. Use of the NIMBY label
by project proponents, local
officials or others is unfair to
groups and individuals that raise
legitimate questions or express
environmental or community-
based concerns.

Instead of allowing name-calling
to occur, local officials can focus
public participation to bring forth
project-related issues and ques-
tions, provide reliable information
and find solutions to valid public
concerns. In an inclusive process,
opposition arguments based on
prejudice or bias can be dimin-
ished and dismissed.

www.cacities.org



"“Lessons From San Mateo County

by Greg Keidan

Californians are facing a critical housing shortage,
particularly in affordable or workforce housing.The
number of new homes falls significantly below present

and predicted needs, and it is increasingly difficult for
Californians to afford homeownership or even rental prices.
California has the highest median home prices in the nation
and is currently ranked as the least affordable state. Its
homeownership rate is the fourth lowest nationally,

with just 58 percent of residents owning homes.

Much of the responsibility for creat-
ing affordable housing falls to local
governments. State law imposes a
variety of obligations on communities
to provide housing for people of all
income levels, and many local officials
are personally committed to expanding
housing opportunities. Common rea-
sons to support affordable housing in-
clude strengthening the local economy,
enabling people to live near their work
and providing shelter for disadvantaged
or vulnerable populations, including

the elderly.

While cities are legally required to an-
nounce and hold public hearings on pro-
posed development or zoning changes,

Greg Keidan is program coordinator for the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative and can be reached at

<gkeidan@ca-ilg.org>.

www.westerncity.com
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Addressing California’s Housing Shortage: Lessons From San Mateo County, continued

some find it advantageous to organize
earlier and more in-depth dialogues in-
volving residents and local leadership.

Redwood City Council Member and
former Mayor Barbara Pierce explains,
“Involving the public in housing deci-
sions and planning airs their concerns
and perspectives on the community and
can enable policy-makers and planners
to develop housing that fits within the
community. It involves sharing the big-
ger picture about community needs and
working together to create solutions with
more support and understanding.” She
adds, “Potentially it creates a constituency
for change rather than a constituency for
divisive legal actions.”

According to a recent study conducted by
city and county governments, San Mateo
County will need 73,000 additional
housing units by 2025 to accommodate
predicted population and job growth.

If housing continues to be built at the
current rate in the county, the commu-
nity would face a shortage of 35,000 to
49,000 units.

Addressing the Gap Between
What’s Needed and
What’s Available

Pierce helped plan and facilitate an
ambitious public engagement initiative
in San Mateo County called Threshold
2008. This ongoing project has thus

far engaged more than 800 residents
through a countywide two-day assem-
bly, an online web dialogue and smaller
“community conversations” hosted by
volunteers. According to Threshold 2008
Executive Director Greg Greenway, this
project aims to address the growing gap
between the number of homes available
and the number needed to accommodate
future needs. He says, “Typically you hear
mostly from people saying ‘no” when you
try to make changes in local government.
We wanted to create a constituency of
people saying ‘yes.””

Organizers raised close to $1 million for
the project and collaborated with Stan-
ford University’s Center for Deliberative
Democracy as well as a private organiza-
tion specializing in public engagement.

League of California Cities

This process was openly designed to create
the conditions that would result in sup-
port for new housing development. Local
leaders such as County Supervisor Rich
Gordon and business and civic leader Tom
Bailard believed that the growing gap be-
tween the amount of available, affordable
housing and the demand for it was an im-
portant issue that could not be addressed
within the traditional planning system.

Threshold’s Greenway explains that there
was a bottleneck at the approval process
for new development. Opposition at pub-
lic hearings or through voter initiative had
often prevented new homes from being
built, leading to existing homes becoming

less affordable.

By educating a diverse cross section of
residents about the need for more hous-
ing and asking for their input about
where this housing should be and what it
should look like, organizers hope to build
consensus to address the housing short-
age and make it possible for workers who
provide vital services — such as teachers,
firefighters and police — to afford homes
in the area.

So far the results are promising. An initial
phone survey of 1,822 residents found
that 38 percent thought there was a need
for more housing in the county. But after
participating in a weekend assembly on
housing choices, 68 percent of the 238
randomly selected interviewees supported
this view.

Strategies for Broader
Participation Succeed

Pierce points out that the input gener-
ated by the Threshold 2008 process

was particularly valuable to local leaders
because “it provided perspectives from a
broad spectrum of people, different than
those that we might see in a public hear-
ing. Both the information and the process
are important in helping our community
plan for the changes that are needed to
create more housing. I believe the working
sessions were more helpful for the com-
munity and the developer than the typical
route with public hearings and modifica-
tions after plans have been submitted.”

San Mateo Mayor Carol Groom observes,
“What we learned from the public is that
they want to be equal partners in a hous-
ing development project, and they want
to be involved from the very beginning —
not just midway or three-quarters of the
way through the process when it is going
to come up for a vote. People don’t want
to be seen as obstructionist, they want to
be seen as partners — this is their neigh-
borhood, too! Engaging the public early
generates great benefits as you proceed. As
we say at the hospital where I work, a little
prevention at the front end saves you a lot
of frustration at the back end, and that is
really true in city planning.”

Local leaders appreciated the thoughtful
design of the Threshold 2008 process.
“Meetings are very helpful when com-
munity members have time to receive
background data about the issues, time

to share their unique perspectives and
concerns, and then time to work with
each other around the table to examine
the situation and develop some thoughts
about concerns and choices. Having
neutral facilitators who can work with the
residents as they discuss the topics is also
key,” says Council Member Pierce. Mayor
Groom believes that using a combination
of large group presentations and smaller
breakout groups and workshops worked
well, and having issue experts available
to answer participants’ questions was also
very helpful.

Peter Ingram, city manager of Redwood
City, adds, “You have to create a venue
and process in which participants get
good information, have the opportunity
to get their questions answered and then
engage in brainstorming or visioning in
small, safe groups. This takes resources
and time, but it’s worth it.” H

Affordable
Housing Resources

For a list of publications on af-
fordable housing in California,
visit www.hcd.ca.gov/hpd/afford_
cal_2007.pdf.
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Public Involvement In
Budgeting: Options

For Local Officials

Invariably, the need for services exceeds
the available resources. A recent Institute
for Local Government survey of local
officials in California found that city and
county leaders alike perceive fiscal issues as
the greatest challenge they currently face.

As a part of their budget deliberations
and decision-making, local agencies are
increasingly asking residents for ideas and
recommendations. Such “participatory
budgeting” is most often associated with
public engagement that:

* Provides greater transparency and
education about the budget and budget
process; and

* Integrates residents’ ideas and recom-
mendations into local agencies’ budget
decisions.

Why Involve the Public
In Budgeting?

There are many good reasons for includ-
ing the public in discussions about local
budgeting. Such involvement can:

by Deb Marois and Terry Amsler

¢ Better inform residents about local
agency budgets, including revenues,
expenses and challenges;

Provide important information to
policy-makers about the kind of com-
munity people want to live in and
which services they value;

Highlight the trade-offs associated with
allocating limited resources;

Generate support for the budget-related
ideas and actions that will effectively
address local needs; and

* Support transparency of local govern-
ment decision-making and create a
more collaborative and trusted govern-
ance over time.

Options for Public Participation

Public participation in local budgeting
generally falls within one or more of five
types of activities:

1. Public outreach and education;

2. Public surveys;

PARTICIPATION

here is perhaps no more important public agency activity than budgeting, the process whereby decision-makers
allocate scarce resources to fund vital public services and facilities. Budget decisions directly affect the quality of

life in @ community and the public’s level of satisfaction with decision-makers.
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Budget advisory committees;
4. Budget workshops; and
5. Forums for public/stakeholder delib-

eration.

Some local agencies ask for residents’
involvement in a particular budget, while
others use these activities in every budget
cycle. The activities can be used singly
but are often more useful in combination.
For example, public outreach and educa-
tion are essential components of most
other participation activities.

There is no “best” approach for all com-
munities. However, understanding the
range of options may help identify the
ones that would best meet an agency’s
needs and conditions.

Public Outreach and Education

Public outreach and education are im-
portant parts of any effort to involve the
community in local budgeting. Delivering
clear information through the media and

continued

Deb Marois is principal of Marois Consulting & Research and can be reached at <debmarois@sbcglobal.net>. Terry Amsler is program
director of the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative and can be reached at <tamsler@ca-ilg.org>.
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Public Involvement in Budgeting: Options for Local Officials, continued

other communication vehicles supports
governmental transparency, informs resi-
dents about budget-related matters and
adds credibility to the budget decision-

making process.

Information should highlight what’s im-
portant. Bill Statler, treasurer for the City
of San Luis Obispo, observes, “The issue
isn’t the budget — the issue is what kind
of community do we want to be? The
budget document is really about what’s
most important to do in our community
over the next two years and how to link
that with the resources that are available.”
He adds, “It tells us how to translate the
resources we have to transform San Luis
Obispo into a place where people want to
live, work and play.”

A budget overview often includes sources
of revenue, distinctions between restricted
and General Fund revenues, spending
breakdown by service category, current
goals and challenges, highlights of new
capital projects, economic forecasts and is-
sues that require decisions and, of course,
the budget itself. Information should be
easy to understand and nontechnical.
Decision points should be explained in
the context of the community’s needs
and values.

While such education is important and
can complement more complete strategies,
this information-sharing represents a one-
way approach that offers little opportunity
for public engagement or ownership in ad-
dressing budget-related challenges.

Surveys

Surveys can provide a relatively easy-
to-use snapshot of public opinion and
give decision-makers a sense of what a
representative sample of the public sees as
important and the budget decisions they
might support. Surveys may be conducted
by telephone and special mailings or
online, and many local agencies are add-
ing such survey capacity to their websites.
Some surveys are accompanied by edu-
cational materials as a part of the overall
outreach and communication effort.

Surveys may be stand-alone efforts or
combined with other methods of gather-
ing information about public percep-
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tions, perhaps as an initial phase of a
larger engagement process. For instance,
survey results may be used to develop
budget-balancing choices or strategies
that community members can discuss
later at community workshops and other
forums. Generally, the costs of surveys are
relatively modest compared to the overall
budget and usually understood as an
expense of doing public sector business.

However, by themselves such surveys
generally offer rudimentary information.
Survey methodology and distribution
(by phone, mail or online) can affect the
validity and usefulness of these data.

While they provide feedback to policy-
makers, surveys usually don’t offer any
opportunities for participants to become
more informed about the budget, con-
sider alternative scenarios, deliberate and
consider trade-offs face to face or engage
policy-makers directly. Also, participants
typically experience little connection
between their input and policy-makers’
ultimate decisions.

Budget Advisory Committees

Advisory committees are usually an in-
expensive and relatively easy to establish
approach for bringing voices from outside
government into the budgeting process.
Such committees can offer new ideas,
feedback on budget plans, a degree of
transparency, engagement of important
city or neighborhood groups and, at
times, a watchdog function.

Often — but not always — the partici-
pants are community leaders or stake-
holder representatives with specialized
skills or interests in finance, business or
policy. These volunteers become inti-
mately familiar with the budget’s details
and are especially active during the budget
development phase.

These advisory committees can take
many forms in response to local interests
and needs. While they offer a degree of
public education and involvement for
committee members, this engagement
may include relatively few individuals

— although these may be residents who
represent groups active in the community.

In some but certainly not all cases, advi-

sory committees may be more responsive
than proactive in presenting new ideas,
and their work may be little known or
appreciated outside the local agency. This
may mean that others in the community
still feel left out of the budget process.

Budget Workshops

Budget workshops offer both organiza-
tional stakeholders and the broader public
an opportunity to question, comment on
and shape budget goals and development
through facilitated public meetings of
various sizes and formats.

Budget workshops may take the form of
large town hall community forums or
targeted meetings involving elected of-
ficials, senior staff and selected members
of the public. Discussions can range from
extended question-and-answer sessions to
consideration of different budget prefer-
ences and scenarios. Local agency staff
often provides background information
about the budget.

Following an overview of the budget and
the financial situation, small groups typi-
cally engage in dialogue to discuss ideas,
preferences and priorities. These groups
are frequently asked to rank budget
scenario preferences or reach agreement
on budget recommendations. When the
discussions are in depth and the goal is
to reach consensus or an agreed-upon set
of budget recommendations, the process
results in a greater need for sufficient dis-
cussion time and effective facilitation that
can bring to light and explore different
opinions and preferences.

Some agencies choose to have more than

one workshop. These are held in multiple
neighborhoods or locations or during dif-
ferent phases of budget development, for

example, prior to the preliminary budget

and again once the budget is proposed.

Such approaches generally result in a
greater range of directly engaged voices.
They also promote governmental trans-
parency and personal interactions that
strengthen relationships between local
officials and participants.

These types of workshops have the
potential to more broadly inform and
engage participants and provide both
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individual and collective input into the
budget process. At the same time, the
workshop format may not provide opti-
mal time to educate participants or fully
consider alternatives.

Workshops require staff time, planning
and the associated resources needed for
outreach, meeting design and logistics,
information/materials preparation
and facilitation.

Forums for Public/Stakeholder
Deliberation

Forums for public/stakeholder delib-
eration extend the budget workshop
concept. They typically add depth and a
greater degree of engagement and impact
through one or more of the following:

* A longer timeline for public engage-
ment, involving multiple meetings of
the same participants or added groups;

Greater preparation of the participants
to help them better understand the
budget and process;

* More than one avenue for engagement,
such as an online survey, citywide
advisory committee and neighborhood
forums; and

* Additional deliberation, involving more
consideration of visions, values, options
and trade-offs, perhaps with the goal of

consensus-based recommendations.

Deliberative forums typically involve
more in-depth community meetings or
a series of forums that inform residents
about specific budget challenges, provide
opportunities for detailed discussion and
result in recommendations that decision-
makers will use in the budget process.
Such forums have also been used to
engage community members in con-
versations about how to solve structural

budget deficits.

These intensive forums usually take place
over the course of several weeks or months
and offer multiple opportunities for par-
ticipation from a wide cross section of the
community. They frequently involve face-
to-face deliberation with residents, and
perhaps directly with local officials, that
go beyond identifying priorities to focus
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on specific actions and trade-offs necessary
to balance the budget.

Deliberative forums can produce useful
recommendations and community sup-
port. When a community faces serious
budget challenges, this more in-depth
engagement can help focus residents’
attention on the problem, generate new
ideas and create support for new and
necessary budget directions.

These forums require more time and
money to pursue and may not be the
norm for each budget cycle, although
some larger agencies are working to build
these more elaborate deliberative practices
into each budget cycle. Bear in mind
that greater public participation brings
more scrutiny of the process by the media
and others, requiring good planning and
preparation by process coordinators.

Choosing the Right Approach

Local agencies should choose strategi-
cally from the options presented here.
What methods and processes will provide
the opportunities for public input and
engagement that will help your agency
reach its goals? The following questions
may be useful in designing an approach
to public involvement that meets the
budgeting needs of your community.

* Is the local agency fully committed to
seeking public input?

¢ What time and resources can be de-
voted to the effort?

* What type of information do staff and
officials need from the public to make
effective budget decisions?

* What information are you seeking —
community values, a vision, ranked
preferences or specific ideas that taken
together will address your budget-
ing needs?

e Is it important to gain input from a
wide sample of your constituents? Do
you need advice from key stakeholders?

* Are you secking individual opinions
or more collective judgment based on
informed deliberation?

* How important is it for the broader
community to understand and support
the public involvement process and the
ultimate budget decisions that are made?

* Are you focusing on a one-time process
or are you trying to build a culture and
capacity for ongoing public involvement
on budget and other important issues?

How will the public’s ideas and recom-
mendations be considered in final
budget decision-making?

Experience suggests that linking more
than one approach is often helpful. Ask-
ing for input on the right approach from
both agency staff and community groups
early on will help clarify your approach,
develop supporters and increase your
likelihood for success.

Remember, the purpose of public involve-
ment in budgeting isn’t to hold meetings
— it’s to collect and use public knowledge
that advances the quality and effective-
ness of a local agency’s budgeting process.
Often a central issue in choosing the most
suitable approach is deciding whether you
want to know what individual members
of the public think about a budget issue
at the moment or to generate collective
public ideas and recommendations that
are more informed, offer greater direc-
tion to policy-makers and are likely to
result in public support for the final
budget decisions.

Helpful Resource
Coming Soon

Watch for A Local Official’s Guide
to Involving the Public in Budget-
ing with additional information
and examples from throughout
California, coming soon from the
Institute for Local Government at
www.ca-ilg.org/cgi.

Western City Magazine

47



PARTICIPATIO

48 League of California Cities www.cacities.org



N

Measuring the SUCCESS

of Civic Participation ...

You've devoted time, money and staff energy to a public involvement effort about an important

plan, issue or policy. But did the process make any difference? Did the local agency benefit? Were

the participants satisfied with their experience? What worked and what didn’t? And what lessons

will your city or county take from this experience into future civic participation activities?

Each local effort to develop and imple-
ment a public involvement process is
unique. Each issue or policy you address
is different, including the number or
demographics of those participating, the
specific means through which participants
generate ideas and recommendations, and
the way local officials ultimately use the
results in decision-making. The history,
conditions and dynamics of each com-
munity setting also differ.

Regardless of the approach, local agen-
cies that take the time to assess their civic
engagement activities are more likely to
learn from the experience and improve
their future efforts.

Looking at Outcomes

Local officials can use a minimum of
four outcomes to assess the success of
their agency’s efforts to involve the
public, including:

1. The appropriateness and effectiveness
of the public involvement process
design and implementation, includ-

ing the participants satisfaction with
the process. Did the chosen process or
approach fit the problem, and was it
done well?

. The real impacts on public deci-

sions, policies and actions. Were the
ultimate decisions different — and
better — than would otherwise have
been the case?

. The effect on the community’s capac-

ity for democratic participation. Has
the public involvement process made
it more or less likely that the necessary
information, skills and willingness to
get involved are present in the com-
munity?

. How, if at all, has a particular public

participation effort enhanced a local
agency’s ability to effectively sustain
and support civic engagement? Was
the public engagement process consid-
ered a one-time affair, or have spon-
sors used it to build a more sustained
capacity for soliciting the public’s
ideas and recommendations?

Terry Amsler is program director of the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative
Governance Initiative and can be reached at <tamsler@ca-ilg.org>. For more information
about the Collaborative Governance Initiative, visit www.ca-ilg.org/cgi.
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Most formal studies by academics and
others seem to focus on the first category;
fewer focus on the second; still fewer on
the third; and the fourth often receives
very little attention. Relatively few local
agencies appear to formally review their
public engagement in a systemic way.
Rigorous evaluations of more complex
and longer-term outcomes can take sig-
nificant time and resources.

However, civic participation sponsors and
organizers can ask basic but crucial ques-
tions that provide important feedback to
assess a specific activity and improve fu-
ture efforts. While the result may not be
a rigorous scientific study, the informa-
tion is useful, especially if the results are
shared broadly within the local agency.

continued

Entire Series
Available Online

The entire civic participation series
is available at www.westerncity.com/
civicparticipation and at the Institute

for Local Government website at www.

ca-ilg.org/cgi.
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Measuring the Success of Civic Participation, continued

Key Questions to Ask

While these questions are broadly ap-
plicable, local agencies should choose
those that are most appropriate and help-
ful. These questions are most relevant

to assessing stand-alone civic engage-
ment events that seek the public’s ideas
and recommendations.

Was a comprehensive plan in place?
Did appropriate local officials develop and
support a clear public involvement plan
that included a stated purpose, ties to city
vision or goals, participation targets, a
process design, a timeline, clear staff roles,
a budget and how local officials would
integrate any developed recommendations
into their ultimate decision-making?

Did participation meet your goals?

Was the actual participation appropriate
to the issue? Was the participant selec-
tion process effective? Did local officials
make successful efforts to involve the
community’s diverse population? What
worked and what didn’t to help secure the
participation you intended?

Was the process appropriate for par-
ticipants? Was background information
provided to participants so they were pre-
pared to take part? Were materials used in
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the process helpful? Were there sufficient
opportunities for deliberation among
participants that allowed for the exchange
of informed views, consideration of al-
ternatives and the formulation of recom-
mendations? Was the process appropriate
for the nature of the input and the degree
of specificity you were seeking? Were par-
ticipants’ language capacities taken into

the resulting new policy or action? Did
participants receive feedback on how their
recommendations were or were not used?

Were participants satisfied? Did par-
ticipants view the public involvement
process as transparent, well-managed and
appropriate to the issue(s) under consid-
eration? Did they believe their input was

Salinas is developing performance indicators
and a budget for assessing its outreach and
civic engagement efforts.

consideration? If a consultant or facilitator
was used, did he or she provide a safe and
well-managed environment for people to
participate effectively?

Did discussions lead to action? Did
public officials demonstrably consider the
ideas or recommendations resulting from
the public involvement process in their
final decision-making? Did the public
involvement process result in local officials
making a more informed and/or better
decision? Was there greater support for

welcomed, heard and considered? Would
they be more or less likely to participate
in other such processes in the future?

Was communication effective? Was in-
formation about the public involvement
process and its outcomes communicated
effectively to the broader public?

Did the process enhance capacity? Did
the public engagement process provide
residents with additional skills, knowl-
edge and experiences likely to encourage
their role as committed and effective
community members? How can the local
agency continue to draw on and develop
these capacities?

What are the key lessons? Has the
review of the public engagement effort
involved the community and other sec-
tors? What are the most important lessons
identified, and how can the local agency
apply them to its future public involve-
ment efforts? And will these lessons be
shared across those city or county offices
that often engage the public?

www.cacities.org



While not exhaustive, grappling with
these questions helps to ensure that
individual civic engagement efforts are
indeed reviewed and that the local agency
develops a shared and growing body of
knowledge about public involvement.
These efforts result in more strategic and
effective civic participation over time.

Broader Measurements
And Results

A handful of cities are taking steps to
build assessment and organizational learn-
ing into broader civic engagement efforts.

Colin Gallagher, neighborhood services
coordinator for the City of Salinas, reports
that his office is in the process of develop-
ing performance indicators and a budget
for assessing its outreach and civic engage-
ment efforts. The performance planning
work is being carried out in collaboration
with city residents and within the work
plan set for neighborhood services by the
city council. The City of Salinas will pub-
lish measurement results on its website.
Gallagher explains that, to date, the city
has assessed individual public meetings
using such questions as:

* Was there a clear purpose for the
meeting?

* Did the purpose tie into the city
council goals?

www.westerncity.com

Local agencies that take the time to assess their
civic engagement activities are more
likely to improve their future efforts.

* Was contact information generated as a
result of the meeting?

* How many were contacted and conse-
quently attended?

* Was an actionable item developed as a
result of the meeting?

Anne Hallock, Ventura’s civic engagement
manager, says that the city now measures
several civic participation factors annually
in a statistically significant survey. This
includes a measurement of residents’ sat-
isfaction with the city’s communication
with the public, volunteerism rates and
residents’ awareness of local government
activities. Qualitatively, she suggests that
the results of Ventura’s civic engagement
are reflected in the rejection or acceptance
of public decisions.

Cherise Brandell, Menlo Park’s civic
engagement manager, notes that informal
feedback systems have been used in the
past, but the city is currently developing
a more consistent method for evaluating
individual activities and overall efforts.

These measures assess the outcomes and
indicators identified in a community
engagement program “logic model” that
lays out specific strategies, short- and
long-term desired outcomes and indica-
tors of success.

These local developments reflect a grow-
ing movement among cities and counties
to better understand the effectiveness and
outcomes of their civic engagement ef-
forts. In 2009, the Institute for Local Gov-
ernment will prepare a short guide to help
local agencies assess civic engagement.
Contact Terry Amsler, program director,
at <tamsler@ca-ilg.org> with information
about your assessment plans and experi-
ences that can be shared with other local
officials throughout California.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF
CIVIC PARTICIPATION:

RGN WRAPPING ITUP

by Terry Amsler

( , his month, Western City concludes its six-month series on civic participation. The relevance of public engagement

J

to present-day problem solving was noted by Ventura City Manager Rick Cole in the series’ first article, “Involving

the Public: How Local Officials See It.” He said, “There’s a difference between input and participation. Citizens can give

input through public hearings and during comment periods — essentially opportunities to sound off with their opinions.

But effective solutions emerge only when citizens participate in decision-making through workshops and other forums

where they engage in listening, collaborating and weighing the trade-offs.”

Conversations with local officials through-
out the state underscore the tremendous
volume and range of public involvement
activities under way in California’s cities
and counties. Whether the issue to be
addressed is land use, housing, climate
change, budgeting or another important
public issue, local agencies are increasingly
seeking the public’s views, preferences and
recommendations as part of the decision-
making process.

Local officials are pursuing these efforts
not only because they are collaborative
and help build community, but also
because building community and work-
ing together make the work of local
governance more likely to be successfully
completed. And experience suggests that
well-engaged residents are also better in-
formed about city and community issues
and have greater trust and confidence in
local decision-making.

The challenge now is not simply to have
more civic engagement but to solicit and

use the public’s ideas and knowledge in
ways that are:

e Appropriate to the issue at hand;

¢ Inclusive of those who should have a
voice; and

¢ Effective in their implementation and
follow through.

It’s also important to consider how indi-
viduals and groups who are engaged in a
public process will get the best and most
relevant information they need to fully
inform their deliberations.

A number of cities are also beginning to
pay more attention to developing and sus-
taining public involvement capacity. They
are setting citywide goals for informing
and engaging residents, placing specific
and ongoing responsibilities for this work
with city staff and making more formal
attempts to assess and learn from their ex-
periences. Some are also helping to inform
and develop new community leadership
and supporting community-based mecha-
nisms for ongoing collaboration with city

officials. These steps represent important
new possibilities that most communities
are just beginning to explore.

With so much civic participation activity
under way, local agencies can and should
learn a great deal from each other’s ex-
periences. This is especially relevant when
local officials are confronting challenges
similar to those faced by other communi-
ties or trying out innovative practices that
bring the public into more deliberative
local decision-making processes.

These are exciting times for anyone inter-
ested in civic participation. California’s
communities and their public officials are
leading the way to more collaborative and
participatory governance. These efforts
have great promise, and such practices
will provide us with evidence of which
approaches work best and under what
conditions. The knowledge and skills

to answer these questions will be an in-
creasingly important part of what local
officials need to know to effectively serve
their communities. W

Terry Amsler is program director of the Institute for Local Government’s Collaborative Governance Initiative and can be reached at
<tamsler@ca-ilg.org>. For more information about the Collaborative Governance Initiative, visit www.ca-ilg.org/cgi.
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About the League of California Cities

Vision

10 be recognized and respected as the leading advocate for the common interests of Califor-
nias cities.

Mission

10 restore and protect local control for cities through education and advocacy in order to

enhance the quality of life for all Californians.

Core Beliefs
We believe:

* Local self-governance is the cornerstone of democracy.

* Our strength lies in the unity of our diverse communities of interest.

* In the involvement of all stakeholders in establishing goals and solving problems.
* In conducting the business of government with openness, respect and civility.

* The spirit of public service is what builds communities.

* Open decision-making that is of the highest ethical standards honors the public trust.

* Cities are the economic engine of California.
* The vitality of cities is dependent upon their fiscal stability and local autonomy.
* The active participation of all city officials increases the League’s effectiveness.

* Focused advocacy and lobbying are most effective through partnerships
and collaboration.

* Well-informed city officials mean responsive, visionary leadership, and effective and
efficient city operations.

For more information, visit www.cacities.org.
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