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Skokie’s Big Three



Ann Tennes 

In April 2003, the village of Skokie, Illinois (situated on Chicago’s North Shore and with an ethnically diverse population of 63,500), became the first local government in the nation to have its “big three”—fire, police, and public works departments—fully accredited. 

“After the Skokie Police Department first earned accreditation in 1988, it was clear that the process greatly enhanced the department’s professionalism,” explains longtime Village Manager Albert Rigoni. “This is just one of a myriad of reasons why Skokie established a goal of attaining professional accreditation status in all large departments.”

When the village police department won this status from the Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies (CALEA), the Skokie Fire Department began an effort to raise its longstanding Class 2 rating from the Insurance Services Office (ISO). In 1995, this department achieved the coveted ISO Class 1 Rating, and in 2001, it earned credentialing from the Commission on Fire Accreditation International. The Skokie Public Works Department received final accreditation from the American Public Works Association (APWA) in April 2003. 

This article details what the village has gained from these hard-earned designations and what other communities can too.

A Professional Attitude

Elected officials in the village fully support the pursuit of accreditation, says Mayor George Van Dusen: “Skokie’s elected officials know the importance of the council-manager form of government. The accreditation of our departments is unbiased testimony to the professional attitude of Skokie village government that trickles down from the elected officials to the village manager, department directors, and all staff.”

According to Village Manager Rigoni, the push for accreditation came from several directions. Within the police department, then-Chief William Miller stressed the importance of standards and professionalization and, with Rigoni’s sanction, began pursuing accreditation. Then, once the police department had attained this distinction, officials inquired about a similar exercise for the fire department, and Rigoni suggested that public works follow suit. “The road to accreditation can be long and arduous,” he comments. “It is an enormous undertaking that, when completed, reaps tremendous benefits.”

The premier benefit, Rigoni maintains, is the final result: a highly professional department that has examined all aspects of its programs, procedures, and practices. The approval given by the accreditation team, or by councilmembers who are truly impartial outside experts in their respective fields of government service, validates the department’s commitment to professionalism. “It assures elected officials that municipal employees are providing services in conjunction with nationally recognized best practices standards,” he explains.

This outside stamp of approval also generates an esprit de corps among employees, Rigoni says. “Staff see the rigors of the accreditation process firsthand, and when the designation is attained, they know that it separates them from others who work in the same field. They are proud of the department, themselves, and their colleagues.”

Public works department staff are indeed proud of their new status, reports Director Dennis York. The distinction was pursued incrementally over a 10-year period, with a concentrated two-year push at the end. “The buy-in from the superintendents and supervisors came about a few years ago, when they were told they had to begin conducting formal employee reviews,” York explains. “Because of the accreditation requirements, they received a manual on how to conduct a review and specific forms to use for each employee. It professionalized a necessary but sometimes uncomfortable management requirement, and they realized that this same type of professional approach would result from the other accreditation requirements.”

Employees Are Invested

During the public works department’s five-day site visit from the APWA Accreditation Team in December 2002, team members interviewed many front-line staff members. “The employees were initially hesitant but quickly came to enjoy being part of the process. By the end, everyone was invested and anxious to know how we had been judged during the visit,” York remembers. The public works department’s initial 95 percent compliance rate only enhanced staff’s sense of pride and accomplishment.

In addition to team-building benefits, accreditation has provided employees with protection on several levels, Rigoni maintains. While public works supervisors were pleased with the resulting professional tools for use in employee evaluations, employees have clearly benefited from the level playing field afforded by a standardized evaluation system. Accreditation also brings an established protocol for promotion, which again levels the playing field for all, eliminating favoritism.

Interestingly, none of the accreditation processes has required that a locality implement specific programs; rather, they stipulate that if programs do exist, detailed, written procedures and policies must also exist. Written documents on procedures and job responsibilities enable employees to better understand what is expected of them.

Manager Rigoni contends that accreditation brings a myriad of benefits to the community beyond increased worker morale but that many of these benefits are indirect and not easily measured. CALEA accreditation, for example, requires that agencies using vehicles for police duties must have a pursuit policy in place. Because of the accreditation process, the police department has developed and distributed such a document internally well ahead of many other agencies. As specified by CALEA guidelines, the document outlines specific protocol for the decision to pursue, describes the responsibilities of each police vehicle involved, and so on. When a pursuit occurs, the policy calls for a post-pursuit report, to be reviewed by officials right up the management chain of command, to ascertain that protocol was followed and whether the policy needs changing. Having such a detailed system in place not only minimizes the risk to the community and to police officers from the potential dangers of pursuit but also ensures that the policy is being followed and continually examined for thoroughness.

Take Sidewalks, for Example

The Public Works Sidewalk Replacement Program, which was changed after accreditation-required analysis, also brings community-wide benefit, with some measurable evidence. According to Rigoni, the village had a longstanding sidewalk replacement program in effect that required residents to pay half of the program fees. Initial analysis of all sidewalks took place in 1989, and in the mid-1990s, the village was still at work making repairs based on that assessment.

In late 1996, when public works management reviewed the program before developing written procedures as required for accreditation, they saw that there had been little reduction in sidewalk accident claims against the village. The village’s risk management division and corporation counsel’s office also were concerned about program effectiveness. “Public Works Director Dennis York approached me about drastically changing the program, and it occurred to me that the village would either be increasing funding for repairs or [would incur] increased defense and claims costs,” Rigoni states.

In short order, public works had divided the village into six sections and enhanced the funding so as to conduct all repairs in one section each year. By the second year of the new program, sidewalk claims had dipped to the lowest point in 11 years, and in the six years that the new program has been in effect, Skokie has seen a 56 percent reduction in claims. During the previous nine years, an average of 28.8 claims had been filed each year. Since the new program began, however, the annual average has been 12.5 claims. 

“The accreditation process required that we examine our procedures and develop a comprehensive written policy,” Rigoni explains. “This analysis led to a far better program that has channeled the village’s financial resources into community improvements rather than defense and claim costs.”

The existence of a written sidewalk replacement policy, complete with standards for replacement, has also helped the village win several recent sidewalk claims. According to the corporation counsel’s office, late last year a judge ruled in Skokie’s favor on a sidewalk fall case, clearly giving consideration to the new systematic repair system, which was submitted as evidence to the court.

While the reduction in sidewalk claims and payouts can be measured, Rigoni contends that this measurability is rare in gauging the benefits of accreditation. “We will likely never know the true benefits of accreditation. It is impossible to conduct a cost-benefit analysis on injuries avoided and lawsuits that were never filed or more efficiently defended because of a commitment to best practices.”

Accreditation Process

Based on Skokie’s experience, the initial accreditation process usually carries a $5,000 to $10,000 price tag, including application fees and site assessment costs for the accreditation team’s travel and lodging. Accreditation maintenance costs range from $800 to $5,000 annually for fees (exclusive of staff time) and conference attendance.

Each of the three departments has a staff member who oversees accreditation compliance as a component of his or her job duties. A civilian employee in the chief’s office monitors the police department’s compliance, while one of the deputy chiefs performs this responsibility in the fire department. In public works, part-time interns developed some preliminary accreditation materials, but it became increasingly apparent that a full-time, extended effort was necessary to reach compliance.

With his supervisor’s approval, an employee from the streets and alleys division who holds a master’s degree in political science worked on accreditation full-time for nearly two years. “It was difficult for the superintendents to develop the required program documentation manuals from scratch, so [this employee] wrote the initial drafts for them to edit,” explains York.

In the short term, as is evidenced in the public works department, accreditation brings a morale boost, increased professionalism, and a heightened sense of teamwork. It also presents an opportunity for outreach to residents to remind them of how their tax dollars are being spent and to emphasize the village’s focus on excellence in service delivery. Skokie combined a special mailing about the public works accreditation with necessary information about recycling program enhancements.

On a long-term basis, accreditation brings about all of the short-term benefits and then some. All three accrediting agencies, and the Insurance Services Office, require periodic accreditation updates and site assessments. The result is a constant focus on exemplary service delivery and procedures that generates an atmosphere of positive change, says Fire Chief Martin Oscarson.

His colleague, Acting Police Chief Barry Silverberg, provides additional insight: “Through the accreditation process, we constantly review our policies, procedures, and practices, which has helped us become more efficient and effective.” Accreditation has enhanced both departments’ external reputations, attracting better recruits, who in turn, reinforce the village’s best practices efforts.

Skokie is one of more than 40 northwestern Chicago suburbs belonging to the Northwest Municipal Conference. According to Executive Director Mark Fowler, Skokie’s accreditation pursuit has set an important standard: “An increased focus of the conference’s work is highlighting municipal best practices and facilitating information sharing. Having members like Skokie achieve accreditation in their departments sets the bar for the rest of our municipalities to continually improve service delivery to the residents they serve.”

The daunting exercise of compliance is at the core of good government operations, Rigoni insists. “The accreditation process forces each department and division director to examine every policy and practice. They must consciously decide how that policy or practice will function and how the program will work and cannot put off important decision-making processes.” He further maintains that accreditation dispels the status-quo attitude of business as usual and that it prevents what Rigoni calls “back of the envelope” procedures that can harm employees, citizens, and the government’s reputation.

“I sometimes hear from colleagues that they would have difficulty justifying the financial and staff resources necessary for accreditation,” Rigoni reports. He firmly believes, however, that these types of examinations should be conducted anyway and that the additional equipment sometimes required is never extraordinary or beyond what the locality should use for premier service delivery. 

Sometimes, capital improvements are necessary for compliance. This was the case with obtaining the ISO Class 1 designation, with Skokie conducting a water-system pressure study that necessitated raising hydrant pressure throughout the community. “I see this as a positive outcome of the accreditation process,” Rigoni explains. As a result of the ISO Class 1 rating, a number of Skokie’s larger firms have seen a reduction in their hazard insurance premiums.

“Skokie is very aggressive about economic development, and this is just one more validation of our pro-business posture,” Rigoni adds. Skokie’s focus on economic development has paralleled its accreditation commitment, and because of the strength and diversity of its business community, Skokie has frozen property taxes for 11 consecutive years.

What’s Next?

Despite the rigors and costs of achieving it, Rigoni maintains that accreditation truly makes a manager’s job easier by reducing the potential for a crisis due to lack of proper equipment, training, or procedures. With Skokie’s “big three” departments now accredited, Rigoni has set his sights on the community development department. The Skokie Health Department, which earned state certification in 1969, is watching for a national certification for local health departments.

“Pursuing accreditation is a very proactive approach to governance,” Rigoni states. “In today’s litigious society, ignoring deficiencies or problems can lead to very serious, costly situations. It is far better to know your shortcomings, assess your options, develop an action plan, and channel municipal resources into best practices and service excellence. The accreditation process is the best way that I have found to make this a reality in municipal government.” 



Ann Tennes is marketing director, Skokie, Illinois.
