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Before the Cornelius Community Engagement process was launched four years ago, this was a city seeking dramatic change from a challenging situation under difficult conditions.  Today, that process continues to play a significant role in a set of initiatives that have changed the relationship between the city and the diverse residents of this great small city west of Portland, Oregon.  The Community Engagement Process provided us a means of hearing and addressing a variety of public safety and health issues for a group of parents with disabled children who perceived significant barriers to their wellness.  It has been, and continues to be, a mechanism of innovation and multi-participant involvement in matters that have both made important differences in the quality of life of Cornelius residents and dramatically changed their relationship to the city’s government.  

Four years ago, Cornelius was a community facing a range of challenges, but among the most serious of these was a lack of trust and engagement with the community in many important respects.  It was a city that was the Rodney Dangerfield of the region, a town that could not seem to get respect, and it was also a city with serious health and safety issues.  With a new management and new political leadership, there was a need, desire, and opportunity for change. 



The challenges were obvious.  A community 11,000 residents, Cornelius faced the burden of being below average on almost every socioeconomic health and wealth indicator.  Fully 30 percent of the households had a disabled family member, a low level of educational achievement, low per capita income, and a large average household size with extended families.  In two of the elementary schools, all of the students qualified for the free school lunch program.  Diversity of our city is now coming to be recognized as one of our great strengths.  But the fact was that we were not really engaging with over half the population who are Latino residents in part because our city operations were only minimally bilingual and not fully accessible.


The community had significant infrastructure gaps and presented serious accessibility barriers to residents with mobility challenges. With 40,000 vehicles per day moving through the main street of city, these were not just difficulties getting around, but real dangers to those trying to get to schools, city offices, library, post office, churches, and stores.  The city needed help and support to move forward on various improvements


In March 2006 the new city manager participated in a Community Engagement Process organized by faculty and trainees of the Oregon Leadership for Neurodevelopmental and Related Disabilities (LEND) program at Oregon Health & Sciences University (OHSU).  The process brought together families with children with disabilities, the City Manager and Planning Manager, LEND faculty and trainees, St. Alexander’s Catholic Church, and other local service agencies.  The first task was a very welcome survey of the many good things about living in Cornelius, but families also sketched out a range of difficulties they faced in the community.  City representatives responded with discussions of city plans for the future.  Most important was the fact that all agreed to form a steering committee to ensure that lessons learned from the day’s discussion were not lost.


The Cornelius Committee: A Vision for an Accessible Community/Comité de Cornelius: Una Visión para una Comunidad Accesible was launched and has continued to meet most every month over the four years, with families, city manager and planning director, LEND faculty and trainees, clergy, and others.  With agendas set each fall by the committee, the group has reached out to engage other groups such as Centro Cultural (the Hispanic cultural center), the community health clinic, the city library, the Oregon Coalition for Child Development (OCDC), and area schools.  But meetings and networks are only meaningful if they produce results, and this community engagement process is even more active and dynamic now than it was in its early days.


Consider some of the results.  The Baseline Street Improvements Project has been an ongoing focus of efforts to enhance infrastructure.  The participants in the engagement process supported the city with over 900 letters of support in two languages for a $3.2 million grant for improving a 10-block section on the eastbound, one-way portion of Oregon Highway 8, which is the portion that functions as our "Main Street.”  The letters were followed by powerful  testimony by one of the parents active in the community engagement process before the Portland regional governance body, the Metro Council.  Her testimony moved one of the Metro Councilors to take a wheelchair tour of our city with young Juan Arauza after which the Metro official concluded: “I guess what’s good for Juan, is good for all.”  The committee has also helped generate support for four other grants and projects dealing with street and sidewalks improvement.  


To help us make our needs clear to other jurisdictions and key officials, the steering committee, with donated production services, created a video about mobility and infrastructure challenges in the city entitled “A Vision for an Accessible Future/Un Futuro Accesible.”  The video portrayed the impacts of our infrastructure problems, but also provided critical information on our resource constraints and the effects of decisions by neighboring jurisdictions on our situation.  A major portion of the first round of street and sidewalk improvements was dedicated this year and work is set to begin on the remaining segments in the months to come.


One portion of the video demonstrated how some of our residents could get to our parks and recreation facilities, but not access spaces and equipment once they arrived.  With active involvement from LEND, the city acquired the ability to make ADA assessments of its facilities in a very affordable way. The City Council recently approved a new master plan for parks with an ADA transition plan which made the city eligible for state and federal funding.

In addition to these supports for city projects, the ongoing community engagement process has played a critical role in the development and expansion of the Day of the Child Celebration / Celebración del Día del Niño a key community event originally launched by Centro Cultural, but now assisted by the a new Library Director, the steering committee, the LEND program, and other partners.  It has become a way to build inclusion and an enhanced sense of community.  Parents on our committee explained that event organizers had not ensured that those with disabilities felt welcome.  That changed with the cooperation and engagement of our partners and the theme for the event that year became "Equal Rights, Different Abilities/Diferentes Habilidades, Iguales Derechos.”  That day drew some 3,000 participants and the event continues to grow with this year’s theme “Healthy Kids, Happy Kids/Niños Sanos, Niños Felices.” The event is truly multicultural, accessible, and enriching to entire community.


Families involved in the engagement process also communicated their needs for resources and educational programs.  Each year they have indicated what kinds of programs they would like and our partners have developed and offered them with the involvement of the city.  Programs over the past four years have included bilingual sessions on positive behavior systems and nutrition/ food security.  In addition, faculty and trainees at the LEND program have developed online an online resource book for families “El Cuaderno de Recursos para Familias con Niños con Discapacidades.”  Since many of our residents do not have ready access to the Internet, the LEND students and faculty produced hard copies for distribution at the city Library and community agencies.


The implementation of the annual agendas from the community engagement process has proven to be effective, consistent, and inexpensive due in large part to the many contributions of time and effort by everyone involved.  It has become apparent to this community that families of children with disabilities who may once have been seen as a special interest group are now viewed as resources for the community and partners in achieving an improved quality of life.


City government has maintained ongoing participation by the manager and the planning director and provided meeting and event space.  There has been an ongoing commitment by residents, including both their time and gifts of openness and sharing of information about their lives and family challenges.  Their actions speak louder than anything else about the improvement in trust in our city.  University partners have contributed faculty and student time in planning and presentations, involvement in community events, and they have provided communications and coordination efforts for the full range of activities.

Lessons Learned

* We have learned how to listen to each other discuss problems and also find solutions. 

* We learned that engaged families are valuable partners to support city improvement efforts.

* We have been able to make clear to families and to city staff that participation brings results. 

* We have seen that inclusion means opportunity not burdens. 

* We have learned how to maintain effective partnerships with area universities like the Oregon Health & Science University (OHSU) and Portland State University (PSU).
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