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Synopsis

The City of Austin, Texas is expected to grow dramatically in the next generation—doubling in population and adding a comparable level of jobs within roughly the same geographical borders that currently exist for the City. That underscored the critical need for an update to the City’s comprehensive plan for managing growth.  The current general plan for Austin was adopted in 1979. The Austin City Council concluded that an entirely new comprehensive plan was needed, known as “Imagine Austin.” It would be an expression of the Austin community’s shared values, aspirations, and vision for the future; the policy foundation for decision-mak​ing by the City and its partners to proac​tively manage growth and change; and the City’s “to-do” list defining a citywide action program and priorities to be implemented over time to achieve the vision. 

The public’s participation is integral to the composition of the Imagine Austin comprehensive plan, and the City’s methods for engaging the public have utilized multiple, innovative platforms to ensure diverse elements of the community help shape Austin’s future.  

Public Participation Methods

On August 5, more than 70 Austinites attended a Participation Workshop, to help City staff and the consultants develop a Participation Plan. The Workshop was conducted as a "conversation cafe," where participants worked around tables in small groups on four questions, changing tables and who they were working with for each question.

Participants were asked to brainstorm answers to each question on small sticky notes, then decide on two priority answers to represent the table as a whole. Any answers that were not included as priorities, but which participants nevertheless felt were important could be marked with a star. This produced three levels of priorities.

"Who's Here?" posters helped track demographic information about who was participating.  Based on the results, the Participation Workshop was followed by two focus groups, scientifically selected to engage groups who were not involved at the Workshop.

The Participation Plan was developed based on the results of the Workshop and focus groups, as well as comments from the public from earlier in the process. 

The City Council also created a Comprehensive Plan Citizens Advisory Task Force to: 

· Work with the consultant team and City staff to help all members of the community articulate the common values that will guide Austin into the future

· Champion the planning process as an ongoing venue for reaching out to Austin and bringing its many perspectives together where they can amicably engage one another

· Assess how well all parts of the community are participating

· Provide community contact to bring concerns about the plan direction and content to the consultant team and City staff; and 

· Collaborate with the consultant team and City staff in assessing common ground based on community input.

Out of more than 230 applicants, 33 were appointed by Council, representing diverse areas of the City, cultures, socioeconomic status, professional background and other important demographics. 

Imagine Austin formally launched the public process at a Kick-Off Open House. 

Austinites who attended browsed through 10 booths' worth of information and input activities, while listening to great music (a key “identifier” in Austin’s social culture), studying Austin’s history and geography, and describing their Austin of the future. More than 230 members of the public, plus another 40 children (mostly lower-income) from Austin recreation centers, attended the October 12 public kick-off of Imagine Austin. The evening included 10 information and activity booths, including a trivia game for kids. We had a fun night of music and planning, and laid a foundation for the first Community Forum Series and community Vision for Austin's future.  

The first task in Phase 2 was the first Community Forum Series, consisting of six public meetings held across the City the week of November 9. The input gathered at these meetings, as well as the first citizen survey and Meeting-in-a-Box, served as the foundation for the Vision, to guide the development of the rest of the plan.  

The first Imagine Austin Community Forum Series was held November 9 - 12, 2009, and consisted of six meetings in different locations and times. After a brief introduction by the consultants from WRT, more than 300 participants worked in small groups to identify the things that make Austin great, and that need to be preserved or enhanced in the future; the things that Austin must overcome as it moves into the future; and the vision of what Austin would be like in the future, if the results from these meetings result in positive changes.

The Kick-Off Survey was launched on October 13, 2009, (after the Kick-Off Open House) and was kept open to the public through March 1. Surveys were available online and at Austin Public Libraries.

The Meeting-in-a-Box was introduced following the first Community Forums in November 2009. In paper or digitally, meeting hosts were provided with all the materials necessary to host the equivalent to a break-out session from the November public meetings, for five to 10 friends, coworkers, neighbors, or whomever else. These mini-meetings resulted in “visioning parties” across the city – in homes, places of worship and workplaces – that have been critical to the project’s success thus far.  See the Meeting-in-a-Box contents. 

Both the survey and the Meeting-in-a-Box were designed to follow the questions asked in the first Community Forums: What are Austin's strengths? What are Austin's challenges? Tell us what Austin is like in 2039 if this plan achieves everything you hope it does. 

Both of these tools allowed us to target parts of the Austin community who did not attend the Open House or Community Forums. In particular, dozens of Meetings-in-a-Box were distributed within the Asian community, and volunteers took meetings in a box to homeless shelters, drug/alcohol rehab facilities, and community college campuses.  This helped ensure that Imagine Austin reflects the broad Austin community. 

At the January meetings of the Citizens Advisory Task Force and Comprehensive Plan Committee, staff presented a mid-point review of the demographics of Community forum participants, survey respondents, and Meeting-in-a-Box participants, noting that the Asian-American results are an example of the success of this strategy.  Results from the survey and Meetings-in-a-Box helped shape A Vision for Austin's Future, providing direction for the rest of the Comprehensive Plan, in order to ensure that all of the elements of the plan, such as land use, transportation, and health and human services, are working toward a common goal. The Vision statement is based on input gathered during Community Forum Series #1; draft components of the Vision are being reviewed by the public during Community Forum Series #2. Read about the role of the Vision and how it was created, then review the draft components.

Community Forum Series #2
The second round of Community Forums consisted of four meetings, in two parts: (1) a review of the Components of a Vision Statement and (2) a chip exercise, where participants allocated Austin's future growth across the city and in different forms. In addition to the meetings, a second round of surveys and Meetings-in-a-Box occurred.

The second Imagine Austin Community Forum Series was held in Spring 2010, and consisted of six chip game sessions at four locations. Participants rated components of a Vision statement for Austin's future. After a brief introduction by the consultants from WRT, 200 participants completed 29 chip exercise maps, showing where new population and jobs should be located in Austin.  Those maps, in turn, have generated four “growth scenarios” that citizens will subsequently discuss and vote on as the foundation for the Imagine Austin plan.  

In addition to the on-site forums, the City of Austin launched a unique project known as “Speak Week,” where staff and volunteers took dozens of mobile kiosks to high-traffic locations across the city to receive public input.  Nearly 1,000 people visited the kiosks, where they answered questions about where to target future growth in Austin by residential type (single-family detached homes, large multifamily condominium buildings, etc.) and how to manage increased traffic by designing their ideal transportation corridor (for cars, transit, bikes, pedestrians, etc.).  This endeavor marked the first time the City of Austin had taken community engagement “on the road” to discover the thoughts of citizens disinclined to attend a forum but still interested in giving their input.  

In addition, more than 1,500 citizens received information about the Imagine Austin planning process and gave input through a “Speakers Bureau.”  City of Austin personnel visited numerous community groups to share how the process works, the plan’s significance, and how citizens can contribute to it.  

The input of more than 10,000 citizens over the course of less than a year makes the Imagine Austin project uniquely successful.    Public participation ensured that the elements of the Imagine Austin plan, including the Vision and growth scenarios, truly reflect the diverse interests among Austin citizens.  The unique methods utilized—especially Speak Week and Meeting-in-a-Box—took the plan into the community, reaching previously excluded audiences like the lowest-income citizens, minority communities, high school and college students, and the like.  The open house kickoff event also deviated from the traditional community meeting concept to create “safer” and more inviting participation opportunities—where citizens were not intimidated from giving input; where citizens of all ages could participate; and where citizens could sense, in tangible and visible ways, the assets and challenges of Austin.  

To a great extent, this project helped address a problem that faces the field of public participation: including the traditionally excluded.  Too often, public participation techniques favor well-educated, well-connected citizens with easy Internet access and high levels of literacy and prior engagement.  Imagine Austin has placed a high priority on reaching previously excluded populations by lowering or removing barriers to entry—empowering staff and volunteer facilitators with mobile strategies that don’t require literacy, lots of time, or lots of background in the subject.  

In so doing, the project has both made good use of modern technology through a robust website and social media, including live web chats, while at the same time taking a “back to basics” approach to reach people face-to-face in their part of Austin, rather than expecting their attendance at a specially called forum.  

Project Results

Imagine Austin has achieved tremendous results in engaging a wide, diverse cross-section of Austin citizens.  This summary provides additional background on results achieved and how the project has been evaluated. Built into the public participation planning process are a variety of mechanisms to monitor the efficacy of outreach and participation tools.  Feedback from these mechanisms can be used to alter methods as neces​sary to bridge gaps, ensure meaningful input, and maximize reach and diversity.  The modular design of the Participation Plan allows for the flexibility to adapt to feedback and refine methods to elicit more salient results.  Monitoring and feedback mechanisms include: feedback from the Comprehensive Plan Citizen Advisory Task Force, feedback from partners, evaluation forms collected at all public events, media coverage, and the staff team’s self-evaluation.
The project has been designed to ensure that all Austinites can engage during one or more phases of this process—both by attending events in person, attending mobile events in the community, connecting through social media, completing a survey, and the like.  The vast portfolio of public participation opportunities has ensured that those most affected by the Imagine Austin plan have been involved.  

1. Innovation/Creativity

The public’s participation in the Imagine Austin comprehensive plan has improved the City of Austin by ensuring its principles for future planning reflect the interests of the broader community.  The widespread participation enabled thousands of Austinites to participate in a planning process that will directly impact their lives and the lives of future generations.  By connecting with Austinites across regions of the city, ethnic and racial groups, political persuasions, and other interests, the City created an effective reflection of the people’s wishes for Austin’s future.  

To some extent, the City utilized techniques that may seem innovative in one context and “back to basics” in another.  That is, the utilization of kitchen table discussions using a “meeting in a box” and the collection input in public spaces during “Speak Week” represent creative methods to move beyond “town hall” meetings, but they also hearken back to a time where smaller cities and towns took advantage of informal dialogues outside of city hall to gauge what the public might think or want out of its government.  

The consulting firms WRT, Group Solutions RJW, and Estilo Communications all assisted the City of Austin on the Imagine Austin Plan.  WRT primarily assisted the City’s Planning and Development Review department with the “nuts and bolts” of the land use portions of the comprehensive plan, but they also provided helpful content that was utilized during community forums.  Group Solutions RJW and Estilo helped coordinate public involvement events including Speak Week, Community Forums, and Meeting in a Box, notifying community groups, assisting with publicity and logistics, and helping shape our message to the public.  

Contact information:

WRT 

1700 Market Street
28th Floor
Philadelphia, PA 19103
tel: 215.732.5215
 http://www.wrtdesign.com/
Group Solutions RJW

8401 Shoal Creek Boulevard
Austin, TX 78757
Telephone: (512) 448-4459
 http://www.groupsolutionsrjw.com/
Estilo Communications

1000 E Cesar Chavez Street

Austin, TX 78702

(512) 477-1018
http://www.estilopr.com/
2. Outcomes Achieved

The community both expected and needed to participate actively in the crafting of the Imagine Austin comprehensive plan, as articulated in the Imagine Austin Participation Plan.  The results, as described in this summary, indicate that the City has fulfilled those needs and expectations.  As a result of the City’s experiences with Imagine Austin, other community engagement projects have utilized multiple platforms to ensure that the public can provide input in ways most suitable, comfortable, and appropriate to them, including telephone calls, emails, web forum postings, web forum votes, meetings in friends’ homes or community spaces, mobile kiosks, open houses, and the like.  Thus, the City’s delivery of community engagement services has been enhanced.

Imagine Austin improved access to the City of Austin by allowing those with interest in Austin’s future to participate, both by proxy with representatives on the Citizens Advisory Task Force and directly through the means described above.  With new channels to deliver those comments, the City provided more Austinites with a chance to participate in their government than ever before.  

The health of the community has improved by connecting some of the hardest-to-reach Austinites (e.g., those with limited English literacy or fluency, the deeply impoverished) to the City of Austin and including them in planning for the future.  Often, policy discussions have included primarily those of substantial means and education—those who can devote spare time to attending public meetings and making speeches.  By creating community engagement programs that stretch across the community, rather than just City Hall, the City of Austin better plans for the future with the interests of all in mind—rather than a select few.  
3. Applicable Results and Real World Practicality

The Imagine Austin case study would provide other cities with valuable “best practices” for engaging an entire community and all of its diverse elements.  Many cities around the country are pursuing long-range plans for either all aspects of city service or a particular topic—land use, transportation, etc.  Those cities would benefit from Imagine Austin’s use of multiple community engagement platforms to collect input and ensure that the plan reflects stakeholder interests—including the interests of those never before engaged in city policy discussions.  

This summary provides additional background on results achieved and how the project has been evaluated.

4. Case Study Presentation

The Case Study presentation would likely include demonstrations of some of the public involvement strategies utilized during the Imagine Austin comprehensive plan, including a “Speak Week” booth for participants to visit, a “Meeting-in-a-Box” for participants to sample, video of the open house and other public events, and a PowerPoint presentation  summarizing our work.  
