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Project name and a short description of the innovation:
As a result of the public/private partnership established between Mecklenburg County and IBM through the Smarter Cities challenge grant, Mecklenburg County (“the County”) has been able to engage in an innovative Joint Master Capital Planning project. Mecklenburg County’s Joint Master Capital Planning project is an innovative, collaborative effort with all Mecklenburg County departments and entities that collectively constitute local government within the political boundaries of the county including the City of Charlotte and the towns of Cornelius, Davidson, Huntersville, Matthews, Mint Hill and Pineville. The County and its partners fully engaged with IBM to develop a “road map” of recommendations that provide a course of action to address the disconnected manner in which capital infrastructure investment decisions have previously been made within the County. Currently, the County and its partners are actively pursuing the full implementation of IBM’s recommendations, which emphasized that the decisions about which capital infrastructure projects to fund should be made collectively rather than within each project category silo, using quantifiable data to prioritize projects based on achieving the best result for the community at the neighborhood level.
Description of our jurisdiction, the history of the situation which gave rise to the innovation’s need, and additional underlying factors:

Mecklenburg County serves a constituent base of 919,628 people (as of the 2010 census) and is the most populated county in North Carolina. The County is governed by a nine-member elected board that makes policy and funding decisions overseeing a budget of $1.3 billion. The Board's priorities are carried out by a staff of approximately 4,500 full-time employees led by County Manager Harry Jones, who is the CEO of the organization and is appointed by the Board. In addition to Mecklenburg County government, there are several other governing bodies in the community that manage individual budgets. Within the geography of Mecklenburg County, there are seven municipalities including the City of Charlotte and the towns of Cornelius, Davidson, Huntersville, Matthews, Mint Hill and Pineville. In addition, there is a separate elected board for the area school district – Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), an appointed Board of Trustees for Central Piedmont Community College (CPCC), an appointed Board of Trustees for the Charlotte Mecklenburg Library, a state agency (under North Carolina law, counties fund facility construction and maintenance of public schools and community colleges). As a collection, the governing bodies of all of these entities are responsible not only for decisions related to day-to-day operations, but also for ensuring that capital plans are created, to provide government buildings, parks, schools, roads, courts, jails, and other infrastructure to meet the needs of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg community.

The state of the economy over the last few years has made the capital planning process a greater challenge, as there have been dramatic cuts from FY09-FY11 totaling $150 million within the Mecklenburg County budget alone. Managing capital planning to ensure the greatest value and benefit for all communities within the County has become increasingly difficult due to the challenging economic environment, on top of the ever-present fact that each governing board has its own unique set of priorities for capital projects. 
In Mecklenburg County, separate master plans are developed to guide capital investment in parks, greenways, trails, recreation centers, libraries, schools, college campuses, residential and commercial developments, government facilities, transportation corridors, pedestrian and bicycle routes and watersheds. Factors considered in developing capital master plans include history, available resources, economic outlook, population, growth trends, existing land use patterns, infrastructure, environment and community input. However, these individual plans are often developed in isolation of each other, with limited data sharing and coordination between County services and the varying governing bodies in the community, inhibiting the County's ability to optimally deploy limited resources – an issue that has only increased in urgency in the context of the current economic climate. 

In light of the new economic reality, Mecklenburg County’s Board of County Commissioners determined that a better approach was necessary to make decisions about how to prioritize the list of proposed capital expenditures, and recognized that there is a need to have a coordinated system for developing master plans to guide capital projects. It is recognized that achieving this vision requires numerous partnerships in the public, private, philanthropic, and nonprofit sectors. More specifically, there is strong community interest throughout these sectors to move beyond existing collaborations to identify and implement solutions that eliminate organization and sector silos to achieve greater and lasting results. Therefore, Mecklenburg County sought to develop a new integrated model for capital planning that prioritizes investment across services areas as well as within them. The IBM Smarter Communities Challenge grant offered an invaluable opportunity for the County and its partners to receive expert advice on how to strategically address this systemic challenge and/or shortcomings associated with operating in silos. 

Mecklenburg County asked IBM to recommend an approach for conducting Joint Master Capital Planning across all Mecklenburg County departments and the entities that collectively constitute local government within the political boundaries of the County. A team of five IBM executives worked full-time between November 1- 19, 2010 to analyze the issue of integrating capital master planning in Mecklenburg County and recommend a course of action that addresses the disconnected manner in which capital infrastructure investment decisions are made. Ultimately, the solutions they offered will not only benefit Mecklenburg County residents but serve as model for other communities. 

Description of the innovation’s importance, internal impact, and community benefits:

Mecklenburg County and its partners in the Joint Capital Master Planning effort recognize that one of the most complex issues facing the Charlotte-Mecklenburg community today is how to plan effectively for population growth in a challenging economy. To address this issue, they have embarked on a collaborative effort to establish a pathway for comprehensive capital master planning across multiple government and agency jurisdictions. While there are many benefits that this innovative project will ultimately realize, its collaborative nature is the most important aspect and ultimately the key to success. By agreeing to work together, sharing information and considering the needs and priorities of each sector, the County and its partners are creating a win-win environment that will maximize scarce resources to bring the greatest benefit to the community by providing a capital infrastructure with the highest possible return on investment. View video created for Mecklenburg County website.
Stanley S. Litow, IBM’s Vice President, Corporate Citizenship and Corporate Affairs & President, IBM International Foundation, summarizes the value and importance of this innovative Joint Capital Master Planning project by stating:

“IBM is proud of its partnership with Mecklenburg County, one of three pilot communities for our Smarter Cities Challenge grant program which was formally launched in March 2011. The challenge they requested our help with, creating a framework for successful Joint Capital Master Planning across multiple government jurisdictions was a particularly intriguing challenge that requires innovation and collaboration. IBM congratulates Mecklenburg County's leadership for pursuing this opportunity further via a community initiative to think and act differently about solutions to improve the community.

“In our recommendations, IBM suggested that ‘the County and its partners move slowly in this effort in order to build trust, establish viable processes, and demonstrate the benefits that can be achieved by more closely aligning capital investment decisions.’ We are encouraged by the results already achieved towards this goal. Mecklenburg County has obtained the agreement of all municipalities to work together on this Joint Capital Master Planning initiative. The speed at which this agreement has been obtained is most impressive. This strengthens our confidence that these partners have embraced the concepts and framework developed by IBM and that Mecklenburg County residents will derive significant benefit from the ongoing efforts to implement Joint Capital Master Planning.”
Because collaboration is the most important aspect of this innovative Joint Capital Master Planning project, the first step recommended by the IBM Team was establishing formal support for joint capital master planning among various stakeholders, largely the municipalities within the County’s geography. Accordingly, the Mecklenburg County Manager’s Office staff has spent considerable time meeting with local officials and staff from all local government entities within the County to share the IBM recommendations, and build consensus and support for the concept of comprehensive capital planning. This process recently concluded with the successful completion of the first step recommended by the IBM Team: approval of resolutions of support from Mecklenburg County, the City of Charlotte and the towns of Cornelius, Davidson, Huntersville, Matthews, Mint Hill and Pineville. This accomplishment is significant because it establishes formal, unanimous support for consolidated capital planning and indicates the commitment by the local elected officials to begin the process of considering other IBM Team recommendations. In short, there is full buy-in from all the jurisdictions in Mecklenburg County and a pledge to work collaboratively in developing a joint master planning process.

Another recommendation being implemented as part of this innovative Joint Capital Master Planning project is the expansion of the Charlotte Neighborhood Quality of Life Study (NQOL). The City of Charlotte uses a multi-variant index, including property values, among others (crime rates, teen-age pregnancy, access to transportation, etc.) to assess neighborhood quality of life. Since the proposed capital assets planning process targets neighborhoods as the unit of analysis, County Manager’s Office staff is finalizing plans to develop a base model that would expand the NQOL study to include an overlay of all towns within Mecklenburg County. The NQOL Index can be used as a possible benchmark for focused neighborhood planning and investment. The IBM Team cited the Quality of Life data as an example in its recommendation for adopting a methodology for quantifiable priority setting in funding capital infrastructure investments.

This expansion of the Quality of Life Study also presents an opportunity for data sharing across the County with all local government entities, allowing jurisdictions to observe and identify neighborhood-level drivers, trends and other factors that are indicators of neighborhood economic health. The City of Charlotte, Mecklenburg County and other community partners also envision using the Quality of Life Study data to pilot enhanced collaboration in providing operational services at the neighborhood level. As a result, these concepts contained in the IBM recommendations that are focused on capital infrastructure are also being considered for improving the efficacy of direct services aimed at improving the economic well-being of neighborhoods in the City of Charlotte and across Mecklenburg County.

While seeking support for Joint Capital Master Planning among all local government jurisdictions, Mecklenburg County also changed its internal methodology for prioritizing capital infrastructure funding. In January, 2011, the Board of County Commissioners adopted criteria for prioritizing capital project funding across all departments and agencies that receive capital project funding from Mecklenburg County. This includes not only departments and agencies operated by and under the authority of the Board of County Commissioners, but also those outside this direct authority, such as the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, Central Piedmont Community College and the Charlotte Mecklenburg Public Library. In July, 2011 the criteria were applied to a list of 65 capital projects for which bond funding had been approved but not yet issued. For the first time, school projects were ranked along with park and recreation projects, community college projects and more. Previously, these projects were only ranked by priority within each category (i.e., schools projects ranked with other schools projects; park and recreation projects ranked only with other park and recreation projects, etc.). 
Joint Capital Master Planning project recommendations also are being implemented within the context of the Mecklenburg Board of County Commissioners’ strategic goals. These strategic goals are articulated using a balanced scorecard that is based on the Board’s long-term vision for the community. One of the Board’s focus areas on its balanced scorecard is “Sustainable Community.” Strategic goals in this focus area address Environmental, Economic, and Social factors affecting the County and its residents. As part of preparing to update the Board’s long-term vision (Vision 2020), the County’s staff leadership team for the Sustainable Community Focus Area developed additional recommended goals that have incorporated Quality of Life Study components that would be measured at the neighborhood level. Again, the genesis of these proposed changes are linked to the IBM Team recommendations. They also reflect the County’s efforts to be accountable for measuring performance and success of services that affect neighborhoods. In these ways and others to come, the recommendations and activities stemming from this innovative Joint Capital Master Planning project are becoming part of the fabric of change and innovation in Mecklenburg County.

How is it a quantum leap of creativity? 
First, to our knowledge and based on the research that IBM completed, Charlotte-Mecklenburg is the only community that has looked at and developed a plan for implementing a joint capital master planning approach across all governmental jurisdictions, therefore this is an extremely innovative initiative. Not only is the project itself a quantum leap of creativity, but the methodology being implemented as an outcome of the Joint Capital master Planning project is extremely creative, as it is based on the idea that infrastructure investment decisions should be made on the basis of highest returns in capital (e.g., assessed property value) to maximize future revenue growth. Previously within the community, individual governing bodies have made capital allocation decisions based on what is in the best interest of their particular jurisdiction. This project is also creative in that it lays the framework for the political units within Mecklenburg to “act as one” and make capital investment prioritization and allocation decisions based on a common set of metrics that will use neighborhood health to determine which investments will generate the highest returns both at the neighborhood level and for the County as a whole. The recommended Capital Planning Model would foster collaborative planning and allow local leaders to quantify the impact of proposed capital improvements on property values and net operating expenses as capital operating decisions are made.

Additionally, it bears repeating that this is the first time all seven municipalities, the departments and agencies operated by and under the authority of the Board of County Commissioners, and also those outside this direct authority, including the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, Central Piedmont Community College and the Charlotte Mecklenburg Public Library have come together to work collaboratively on a project of this magnitude. Therefore, the framework in which IBM completed its initial research and the subsequent implementation activities that have occurred represent a quantum leap of collaborative creativity. 

Who has benefited from the innovation? 

Ultimately the residents of Mecklenburg County have reaped the benefits of this collaborative innovation. As local municipalities and stakeholders continue to build a culture of collaboration, Mecklenburg residents will continue to see their tax dollars utilized in a way that ensures the greatest benefit to the community. As mentioned, the County has made a major step in prioritizing capital projects within all agencies receiving county funding. This step ensures that capital decisions that have major impacts on neighborhoods are now made in a coordinated way. As this project evolves, local municipalities will be able to plan and coordinate capital improvement projects more efficiently and effectively to maximize the greatest benefit. Additionally residents will be able to utilize technology in the form of map-driven web site, both for neighborhood location and data visualization that will effectively transform in QOL data into informative and actionable information. The power of open data further enables the involvement and ingenuity of residents in shaping capital investments and in evaluating the benefits derived from these investments. 

How was the innovation initiated and implemented? 

The uniqueness of this initiative is that all local municipalities realized the benefit to the entire County and were willing to come to the table and be part of a viable solution. County staff worked closely with IBM associates to research and collect vital information about Mecklenburg County to suggest recommendations tailored to meet our community’s collective needs. Building consensus among other local elected officials was a necessary step to garner support for this effort. Upon receiving the IBM Roadmap, County staff spent considerable time educating and building support for this effort among local leaders. Once buy-in was received in the form of resolutions of support, the County made an initial investment to begin implementation of the expansion of what was previously the City of Charlotte Neighborhood Quality of Life Study. This year’s iteration of the neighborhood based Quality of Life Study will include all neighborhoods within Mecklenburg County for the first time since its inception in 1993. 

What risks were associated with planning and developing the innovation?

As previously stated, collaboration of all parties is critical to the success of this project, therefore, the main risk associated with planning and developing the Joint Capital Master Planning project was the potential for key partners to decline participation. 
What was the environment in which the innovation was created and sustained? 

Charlotte, like other communities has been navigating the far-reaching effects of the nationwide financial decline. Local government relies heavily on sales and property tax to provide core services to the community. As the effects of this financial crisis were realized, it became evident that local leaders and municipalities alike had to change the way they conducted business. As a result, Mecklenburg County began to evaluate ways to become even more effective and efficient with revenues that have and may continue to decline. The sustainability for the Joint Master Capital Planning Project is a critical component, as we are consider the new reality of sustained lower revenues and growing community needs.

What were execution costs and savings? 

Working in cooperation with Mecklenburg County, the City of Charlotte’s Neighborhood and Business Services, Town of Davidson, Town of Cornelius, Town of Huntersville, Town of Pineville, Town of Matthews, and Town of Mint Hill, and other local government agencies and organizations, the Research Team from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte is in the process of designing and implementing a neighborhood quality of life measurement system for Mecklenburg County.
The purpose of the project is to construct an assessment tool that will enable the City, County, Towns, and our local government partners to quantitatively measure neighborhood-scale quality of life assets across Mecklenburg County and within individual municipalities. Mecklenburg County will invest the sum of $75,000 for these services, $50,000 in Year 1(2011) and $25,000 in Year 2(2012). Additionally, Mecklenburg County’s GIS staff is creating a Quality of Dashboard. The cost for this application development is staff time. The savings and efficiencies that will result from a fully realized Joint Master Capital Planning process remains to be calculated. Additionally, the value of the services provided by the IBM Executive Team is placed at $350,000.
What lessons were learned that could be shared with other local governments? 

The most important lesson learned is that collaboration, especially in difficult financial times, creates the opportunity for win-win partnerships and enables beneficial results that are often unattainable if organizations make decisions within isolation.

A secondary lesson of importance is that it is possible to for political units manage capital investment decisions across multiple sectors using weighted criteria and a systematic process to develop a master list that will demonstrate which projects will have the greatest return on investment for the community.

Which department and/or individuals championed the innovation? 

Mecklenburg County’s Joint Master Capital Planning project in partnership with IBM was championed by the Mecklenburg County Manager’s Office and General Manager John McGillicuddy, with project management led by Assistant to the County Manager Janet Payne. The implementation of the IBM recommendations has been sustained by Mecklenburg County General Manager Bobbie Shields and Assistant to the County Manager Timmothy Tibbs.
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