Addressing Mesquite Day, City of Mesquite

ICMA Community Partnership Award

Challenge

As an inner-ring suburb in a large metropolitan area, the City of Mesquite has been presented in recent years with several challenges that have necessitated a movement to renew and re-energize the city. Because the older portion of the city has required deliberate, focused reinvestment strategies, the challenge of neighborhood revitalization, resulting from aging housing stock, declining property values and an increased need for code enforcement, has become one of the City’s foremost priorities. Project Renewal is an initiative adopted in 2007 by the Mesquite City Council to proactively and systematically address this and other challenges. However, residents also must invest time and resources in their properties to reinvigorate their neighborhoods. Yet, many elderly, disabled and low-income residents cannot afford to do so. To combat this challenge, the City created Addressing Mesquite Day. The 694 applications requesting assistance from the 2010 Addressing Mesquite Day event is an indicator of how great the need for this assistance truly is. By lending a helping hand, the City can improve quality of life for the neediest in our community and help the City of Mesquite move forward with Project Renewal.
Implementation
Addressing Mesquite Day is a Saturday event held each October, organized by the City in partnership with Mesquite’s faith-based community, local businesses and civic groups. It assists low-income, disabled and elderly residents with minor home repairs which they are not otherwise capable of completing. Volunteers perform three types of work: yard work (trimming trees and hedges, mowing, weeding, moving dirt and raking leaves), clean-up (washing windows, cleaning, sweeping and removing debris and trash) and minor structural improvements (demolition of sheds or clotheslines, painting, trim replacement and building handicapped-accessible ramps). Each partner in this event – the City, faith-based organizations, local businesses and community groups – plays an essential role. Implementation begins with the announcement of the October date at the annual Mayor’s Prayer Breakfast, hosted by the Mesquite Ministerial Alliance each May on the National Day of Prayer. This alliance consists of approximately 50 religious leaders from various faith-based congregations across Mesquite, and it has taken on Addressing Mesquite Day as its primary community service event each year.
Beginning July 1, City staff from the City Manager’s Office, Community Services, Building Inspections, and Planning departments executes an extensive planning and applicant selection process. First, applications are mailed to residents receiving disabled or over-65 property tax exemptions. Applications are also inserted in Mainstream, the City newsletter and advertised on residential water bills. Staff then processes and scores each application. One point is given for each of the following designations, if applicable: owner-occupied residence, widow, senior citizen, disabled, single parent, previous applicant, has existing code violations or within one of the four neighborhoods targeted in Project Renewal.

Next, building inspectors visit each property, making notes on the applications about 1) the type and quantity of tools and supplies needed; 2) the estimated time required; 3) the skill level required; 4) the number of volunteers needed and 5) the home’s condition. The inspectors also check the scope of work for accuracy, adding any needed tasks. Staff takes pictures of each property and ranks them by priority before the event coordinator then matches each registered volunteer group with a home. Once each group has been appropriately matched with an applicant, City staff holds a planning meeting with designated group leaders from each organization to provide each group leader with the following: 1) the scored application(s) for their home(s); 2) instructions for early check-in; 3) a scope of work agreement to be completed by the group leader and homeowner; 4) a supply list; 5) a check-in form; 6) safety rules and procedures; 7) volunteer hold harmless and indemnity agreements; 8) volunteer hold harmless agreements for minors; 9) a quick reference guide to pruning, and 10) a schedule of events. Group leaders are then responsible for returning the scope of work agreement and supply list, completed upon their visit to the work site. The event begins at a local high school; as volunteers check-in, they are provided with breakfast and a rally takes place before volunteers disperse to their work sites. Approximately two hours into their work, group leaders call in to report on their progress. Lunch is provided for volunteers at the school, and delivered to those volunteers still working.

While the City administers the application process, the contributions from the Mesquite community are truly what set apart Addressing Mesquite Day from similar efforts in other cities. The Mesquite Ministerial Alliance is the City’s primary partner in this venture; the faith-based community consistently mobilizes for the event to provide the majority of volunteers. In fact, the event has become a tradition for numerous churches who have faithfully participated each year since the program began in 2005. However, the compassion and service to these homeowners demonstrated by the faith-based community is not simply limited to one day each year. Addressing Mesquite Day volunteers have been known to return on subsequent weekends to perform additional needed tasks, and some churches “adopt” their work site for the entire year, assisting the homeowner year-round. 
While the Mesquite Ministerial Alliance draws the majority of volunteers, the private sector has also contributed a considerable number of volunteer hours to this event. Local businesses faithfully supply all the necessary funding for Addressing Mesquite Day, which totals between $10,000 and $15,000 each year. The 2009 event had three gold-level sponsors, contributing $5,000 each and three silver-level sponsors contributing $2,500 each. 
Lastly, civic and community groups have also become invested in the event. Boy Scout troops and Mesquite ISD students have organized multiple volunteer groups. Ambucs, a community service organization, builds accessibility ramps for handicapped residents at the event, and the Exchange Club of Mesquite staffs the check-in tables. The MetroTex Association of Realtors contributed $1,100 so that personnel from the Mesquite Fire Department could perform free fire inspections and smoke detector checks at participating homes, replacing 39 deficient detectors along the way. 
Outcomes

October 2010 marked the 6th Annual Addressing Mesquite Day. Since the event’s inception in 2005, 65 different community organizations have participated, with many returning each year. 322 homes have been assisted through this event. The response from participating homeowners has also been an encouraging indicator of success. Each year, City staff receives letters and phone calls from grateful residents. One woman who received assistance penned: “…you helped so many people. Now when people ask for my address, I don’t tell them to look for the ugliest house on my street. I smile every time I pull into my driveway...”.
Lessons Learned

During the past six years, the continued public support for this program has demonstrated to the City and its partners that the Mesquite community held an untapped willingness to volunteer. This event provides the necessary structure for those willing to invest in their community. Along with physical improvements, this neighbor-helping-neighbor event also builds deep ties between residents and community organizations. 
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In November 2010, the Center for Research and Public Policy conducted the City’s first resident survey in four years, which garnered very positive feedback. More than 95 percent affirmed Project Renewal efforts are important, and 88 percent agreed the City continues to move in the right direction. By mobilizing multiple facets of the community, citizens become actively engaged in the work of Project Renewal, and individual residents feel connected and integral to the plan’s long-term, strategic goals. The event has truly built up a sense of community spirit, which is what keeps residents here and re-energizing the city.
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