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PROJECT SUMMARY:  Public Voices on Redevelopment

Following the adoption of the Comprehensive Plan which identified several critical goals linked to redevelopment, the City Council requested that a comprehensive strategy for redevelopment be created.  As in many cities, the very topic of redevelopment is subject to controversy, misinformation and suspicion.  The project was designed to demonstrate meaningful public involvement and move the community debate beyond the slogan level while confronting citizens with realistic trade-offs and hard choices. 

The major work components of the plan include:

· A citizens’ group, recruited and supported

· 80 interviews with residents to identify concerns related to redevelopment

· In-depth, complex issue framing done by the citizens’ group

· A well-researched dialogue “Reader on Redevelopment” for use by the community

· A high-profile event with national experts on the issue 

· 50 or more community dialogues using the Reader   

· A report on the public’s preferences revealed by the dialogues

· Project communication with citizens, press, City Council

· “Hot Topics” Web site to inform community of progress

· Research Web pages and library reading centers to share background information 


Several teams, both internal and external, have responsibility for the work.  An interdepartmental Project Team, with staff from Economic Development, ComIt, Libraries, the Media and Communications Group and with private citizens, meets every Monday to plan for and manage the unique project including all its teams.  The Project Team is customizing, in real-time, a robust approach to community-wide dialogue.  The intention is to create a manageable and smart model for future “public voices” efforts.       

The Project Team chose to make any interested person eligible to serve on the citizens’ group, demonstrating from the beginning that all “voices” are welcomed and valued.  More than 90 residents have presented themselves for work on the Leadership Team, our citizens’ group.  They meet monthly, or more frequently, to work and provide the quality assurance for the project.  They accepted the responsibility to participate in issue framing, to review public information for balance and to ensure that competing views are captured and represented throughout the process.   

In preparation for the writing of a uniquely Virginia Beach Reader on Redevelopment, the Research Team of librarians and Economic Development staff, began in early 2005 compiling and indexing massive amounts of research on the topic.  Department directors from Planning, Economic Development and Housing and Neighborhood Preservation constitute the expert support of the Resource Team.         

While the project is strongly founded in the present realities of Virginia Beach, it also has an eye on the future.  One of its outcomes is to catalyze long-term organizational transformation in the way in which civic engagement is used in public decision-making.  To this end, the project includes the “Learning Group” of senior managers who meet regularly to learn about the process, listen to what citizens are saying and imagine how the methodology might be used more regularly and easily.
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Answers to Components of Presentation Questions

Innovation/Creativity:

Questions – How did you unleash or encourage creativity in order to generate solutions?  What ideas or opportunities emerged during your creative process?  How did your program/concept stretch or improve the boundaries of ordinary governmental operations?

Our ambitious and creative approach was “unleashed” in two ways.  First, we received the approval of the City Manager who is the person with the most to lose if we fail.  Second, our interdepartmental Project Team is proving to have been particularly fortuitous.  While there is some resident expertise for public involvement, bringing in managers with fresh perspectives, no pre-conconceptions and the ability to challenge assumptions, has made it both necessary and possible to design for our needs.  Many of the parts of our vast project have been done in other places but not in the way we are doing them.  We have seasoned managers working far out of their “comfort zones” to customize a project that meets our community’s unique challenges.

The ideas have ranged from major to minor but all important.   Early on two key decisions were made.  The City Council is not a “gatekeeper” for the process; they will receive the results for their use.  To demonstrate another important value for citizen accessibility to government, a decision was made to have the project open for citizen self-selection.  Anyone who wants to work in the process is invited to do so and carefully accommodated.   

We expect that our project will move boundaries and change internal and external expectations for community involvement.   One example is the library-led Research Team working to gather, organize and distribute factual and balanced information on redevelopment.  This new challenge, enthusiastically delivered, has given wide exposure to that organization’s deep talents.

Quality Management:

Questions – What quality management principles, tools, and procedures were applied to your service delivery?

Quality management has been demonstrated in the effective recruitment and deployment of available resources and by the synergy emerging from the diverse skills and experiences on the project support teams.  Because of the need to learn and adapt simultaneously, the planning has been conscientiously detailed to reduce discomfort and 
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to accommodate different work styles.  Our well-attended weekly project meetings use every team member’s powers of analysis.      

Value Proposition:

Questions – What customer needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled?  How did your initiative improve access to your government?  

The support teams are very determined to protect the integrity of the process and to run a project that provides equal and meaningful access to citizens and provides informed debate on redevelopment conducted beyond the slogan level.  We are also building a model that can be used in our community for other “wicked problems.”  The Project Team has already been approached by a high-profile citizen’s group seeking aid and consultation on some of the process methodology.

Building Organizational Capacity:

Questions – How did you remove the barriers to innovation?  If you incorporated critical thinking and problem solving techniques, explain your execution process.  If your project involved teams, describe the level of autonomy, i.e. setting goals, HR function, budget authority, etc.  What technological barriers did you overcome? 

We initially offered the senior management group different approaches to meeting the objective of involving the public in the process leading to a redevelopment strategy.  The city manager opted for the most robust approach which also happened to be the innovative and untried approach.  He approved a broad outline and left it to the Project Team to “make it happen.”  We built a budget based on the project components and the money was made available.  
The staff teams are autonomous but work towards the agreed upon goals.  Because this is all new and ambitious, there is no time to second guess each other’s work.  However, the communication is daily and we are all learning a lot about hidden capacity.  We are using technology for the distribution of information and have two technology managers on the Project Team.  
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Management Philosophy and Culture:

Questions - What philosophy, literature, or body of research influenced your service delivery?  How is it evident in your program/concept?

The Project Team includes a person with many years work in designing civic engagement initiatives.  Besides a bulging file drawer on public participation, the publications from the Kettering Foundation have been particularly helpful.  The process has been carefully managed to meet the goal of delivering a smart, effective, comprehensive community-wide deliberation on redevelopment.   
Integrated Processes:

Questions – What business processes were used during the development of your program/concept?  If training and new technologies were necessary, what methods and/or applications did you incorporate?  Was an outside consultant used?  If yes, please indicate the level of involvement and identify the firm. 

Information was gathered on various approaches that could be used to meet the objective.  The approaches ranged from easy to hard with the potential payoff tracking from limited to delivering multiple positive outcomes.  Technologies, in the normal sense, are being used in new ways, e.g. delivering research to citizens.  “Technology” in the softer sense, i.e. process, is being created and can be replicated.  
While no firm, per se, has been involved, a professor trained in Kettering Fndn. methods agreed to a telephone conference at a particularly critical time.  During the issue framing period of the project, there has been heavy reliance on materials both from the Kettering Fndn. and the results of an issue framing exercise conducted by the editor of the local newspaper.  As the project began, he offered support and opened his files.   

Results/Real World Advice:
Questions – If performance measures were used, indicate what they were within the category of qualitative, quantitative, efficiency, effectiveness, or workload statistics.  What final lessons learned could you share with other local governments?

Performance will be measured in effectiveness related to outcomes and the performance of the various teams designed into the project.    A report with lessons is being written contemporaneously with the project.  That is one of the tasks of our independent freelance journalist on contract for the project.  

