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Case Study Synopsis

Many communities across the nation are experiencing a disconnect between the public and their local government.  The City of Montgomery’s multiple approaches to addressing this problem are designed to build relationships through meaningful two-way dialogue in innovative forums and with multiple outlets for participation and ownership.  Prior to three years ago, the typical citizen engagement in Montgomery was residents showing up and standing behind a podium with a microphone arguing “I pay your salary!” and “Not in my back yard!”  We wanted to change that scenario so there were more people participating in civil discussions, coming with solutions and working together to contribute to the betterment of the community.  To do this, we instituted innovative approaches to change some of what we did in our traditional roles and to remove the blinders and see what else we could create with citizens as partners instead of adversaries.

Montgomery started with the premise that skills, talents and what Peter Block calls “gifts” are distributed throughout the community and likewise, that local government doesn’t necessarily have all the answers.  The breakdown of social capital, the passion and loyalty within the community, is where the rebuilding began.
Recent studies told us that:
· Most of us in society don’t know even 50% of our neighbors
· 75% of us think “Breakdown in Community” and “Selfishness” are serious problems
· 80% believe that there should be more emphasis on community even if that puts more demands on us
After three years of expanding outlets for deliberation, educating and learning as partners, building relationships that put a face on government and identifying gifts in the community, we now have citizens saying:
· “Relationships weave the community together”

· “Citizen engagement is finding your niche”

· “As an MCLA graduate I have another set of friends; I feel more connected to my community and my government”

· “You can find a resident in the neighborhood phone book, you can find a citizen in the neighborhood” 

The first step to align the City’s leadership with a common goal and establish community building as a priority was to elevate citizen engagement to one of five goals in the 2001 Five Year Strategic Plan.  The goal read “increase citizen engagement and establish a spirit of trust and cooperation by fostering a meaningful 2-way dialogue between the City government and the community.”  As this goal came to life over the last three years, it took on a variety of forms and realities.  From the beginning, it became increasingly clear that the goal should be broadened to include stimulating the restoration of “social fabric or social capital” which was quickly losing ground in America.  It is further recognized that in this process, local government should play the role of convener and facilitator, often taking an equal “seat at the table” with residents, civic groups and the local business community.  The overall challenge became increasingly clear, “to foster interconnections, synergies, and accountabilities among residents and community groups, without increasing the reliance on local government to build community”.
Over the next several pages, Montgomery’s innovative approach to civic engagement initiatives will be detailed with a focus on how each effort had a goal of engaging, educating or empowering citizens as partners with their local government.   Much of the strategy to enhance community building came through the research and teachings of others, such as, Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone in America, Peter Block’s Community: The Structure of Belonging and Sarah L. Sladek’s The New Recruit, The Knight and Kettering Foundations and more recently, the work of Ed Everett and the International City and County Managers Association (ICMA).  Furthermore, in 2010, a team from Leadership ICMA conducted a Capstone project about the City of Montgomery’s citizen engagement efforts.  This important document served as a review of our efforts to date, a benchmark against other communities and a roadmap of potential future endeavors.
In their review of 29 communities nationwide, large and small, the Capstone team found that Montgomery’s efforts offered more “portals of entry” to citizen engagement than any city reviewed.  As one citizen noted, “You don’t have to crack the wall to get in, there is a big gaping hole in the wall and people are reaching out and pulling you in saying ‘We want you’” (Leadership ICMA Capstone citizen interview 2010).
Although the Leadership ICMA Capstone project identified 17 different citizen engagement activities that Montgomery was involved in, for the purposes of this case study, we wil1 focus on these three successful and innovative initiatives and our approach to engage, educate and empower through these efforts.

· The Montgomery Citizens’ Leadership Academy
· Connect Montgomery

· Open House Forums
These three methods of engaging, educating and empowering help to build ownership in community, moving residents into the role of citizens.  Can you imagine the impact of residents who feel entitled to those who instead feel ownership through involvement?

Engaging people starts with an invitation, extending welcome and encouraging participation.   This is not “we have a public hearing tonight”, said and written in a tone implying “and we hope you don’t come!”   We are talking about sincere invitation, truly seeking involvement in deliberation and decision making.  To do this well, we considered location, timing and opportunities to make participation convenient.  We asked ourselves, is it always necessary to meet at City Hall or can meetings and forums be held somewhere that people are already gathering?  Can we take the discussion to them instead of expecting them to come to us?  Would an online forum make sense?  We wanted to be able to provide multiple opportunities so that diverse populations find their interest and desire to be a part of the dialogue.  We discovered some of our “unknown residents” with this innovative approach instead of all the familiar faces each government has in their community.

Education helps build a place to start by sharing and creating opportunities to have dialogue.  We believe there are skills and abilities throughout the community; that everyone has a gift, and that sharing information is a two-way dialogue.  We can learn as much or more in the right sharing environment.  We in government stand to learn as much from the community as we have to share by coming to the table as an equal.  Educational dialogues are also where we began to put a face on government.  This changed mindsets – it is easy to hate “Big Brother” or to lump us in with governments in general but it is a different situation when residents can put a face with your name and know a bit about you.  This is where meaningful relationships started occurring which then laid the foundation for trust.

We also wanted to empower or energize citizens by supporting blossoming efforts and grassroots projects, sometimes just by getting out of the way.  We saw our role of support as a facilitator to start discussions – the convener of people willing to share their talents.  We also found that we could be the “spark”, the entity that shares the positive stories so success builds enthusiasm and interest to start anew.   As one citizen stated, “I don’t think they (the City) are creating reliance. Quite honestly, I think they have done a good job of lighting fires and then getting out of the way—getting things started, then backing away and letting them flourish”.  (LEADERSHIP ICMA Capstone resident interview 2010)
Montgomery Citizens’ Leadership Academy (MCLA) 

Connect, educate, inform and increase awareness.  These steps are key to recognizing and fostering the goal of partnership, not teacher-student, not adult-child, but community partnership with equal value for the community at the table.  For Montgomery, the best example of doing this well is our Montgomery Citizens’ Leadership Academy.

In 2008, MCLA was created in-house by staff and designed to allow for multi-dimensional adult learning: citizens learn from staff, staff learns from citizens and citizens learn from each other.  We do this by keeping the City’s “talking head” portion short, a lecturette.  We also build in many small group discussions and hands-on activities.  MCLA is conducted in many different locations around the community, including meetings at a regional medical center which is located in Montgomery, at a corporate partner headquarters, at the regional emergency operations center, in the local schools, and in our park lodges and historic buildings – also emphasizing partnerships and community – equal seats with government not at the center, but as just one of many contributors.

MCLA builds connections within the community and puts a face on government.  Relationships are fostered that are the precursor to building trust, ownership and commitment to community.  Our graduates have gone on to add gardens to our parks, serve on boards and commissions, start a local farmer’s market; each doing something that brings value, pride and connection within the community…building loyalty and passion.

MCLA is specifically designed to help transform residents into the role of actively engaged citizens.  Particularly targeted are those residents not normally involved in local government. The goal of the ten session Academy is to develop an ongoing positive relationship and two-way constructive dialogue between Leadership Academy graduates, City officials/staff, and community leaders, ultimately building a stronger Montgomery.  Academy graduates become a resource from which civic, cultural, philanthropic and other organizations draw their leaders.
The ten workshops, using adult learning techniques, offers lecturettes, special guest speakers, off-site tours and participant interaction, debate/discussion and simulation exercises, providing total immersion into issues that are important to the citizens of Montgomery.  Sessions with creative titles such as: Zen and the Art of Citizenship; Dreams, Aspirations and Taxes… Is The Price Right?; and Sycamore Schools… Reading, Writing and Test Scores, provide a “look behind the curtain” of timely and provocative topics facing the Community.
Open House Format

The invitation to dialogue, engage and conveniently participate was the focus of the efforts to change how we shared information traditionally conducted at a public meeting.  Changing these meetings to an open house format is a good example of how Montgomery engages the community.  Traditionally, we held public hearings because we were required to have a public meeting on the topic.  The typical hearing was held on a weekday evening before our City Council meeting for 1 hour with a 3-minute limit for each speaker, one visual display at the front of the room and City Council and Staff requiring citizens to sign in, sit in rows looking at the back of their neighbors’ heads and the elevated speaker or council, waiting their turn to share.  Someone with a timer would warn citizens of the end of their allotted three minutes and the presenter would speak to City Council with their back to the citizens.  This arrangement of seats, podiums with microphones and rules of speaking sends a clear message about who is important and who is not.
Our new format creates multiple visuals, opportunities for one-on-one conversations, everyone on an equal level with no time limits and no microphones.  The invitation is sincere and the environment is arranged to welcome citizens, collect their feedback so that they know their voice was heard and use the conversations to start relationships.  We also take this forum on the road and hold meetings at multiple locations and at varying time slots so it is convenient to participate.  In some instances where it made sense, we have also added an online option to collect feedback; we offer a “chat online” option during business hours and social media forums to allow for citizen questions and discussion on a 24/7 basis.  This is all followed up with a “we heard you” monthly article of thanks for their partnership on this project and checking to see that we heard correctly.
Connect Montgomery

America is described as an “association of associations.”  However, traditional community and civic groups are facing a serious challenge. Most membership associations remain almost entirely governed and supported by the baby boomer generation or older.  General memberships in these associations are waning.  This factor, coupled with the important “social fabric” that these groups bring to the building of community, had the City of Montgomery asking how can we rekindle this good work?

Connect Montgomery was convened by the City in 2008 to address the following challenges identified by our local community groups: 

1. Recruitment of new/younger members
2. Need for increased volunteerism
3. Enhancement of fundraising
4. Provide heightened community-wide communication and publicity
Over 20 civic associations meet quarterly to identify ways they can work together for the betterment of the community. These groups, along with a local web design firm, now have a joint web presence; www.connectmontgomery.org.  In November, 2009, City Council approved a $10,000 grant to implement the web site and further connect these groups and build awareness in the public for participation, membership and volunteer efforts.  Connect Montgomery continues to meet to discuss further collaborations and to maximize the implementation of the web site.
Conclusion
While the City’s efforts have realized substantial progress, there is much work to be done.  In fact, the City’s citizen engagement efforts are just the tip of the iceberg.  The struggle will be to continue to develop an understanding that advancement of the community is a collaborative partnership that exists without boundaries.  The goal will continue to be for the precious resource of time, volunteerism and the willingness of leaders to emerge to share in the ownership of the community.  This is a difficult task, but one that can be realized with a model where the various components rely on each other in a community network of contribution and support.  To do this, the City must be prepared to convene and facilitate the deliberation, and in the process, locate new partners for the discussion leading to action. 

For sustainability, it was necessary that the most impactful of our initiatives not be government-dependent. Rather, the City’s role was to offer the opportunity and encourage inclusion, connectivity and involvement of residents, community groups and businesses. “Who stands accountable for citizens building community,” became the question and the challenge.

The work is not complete; rather, it will continue to be a work in progress as we embed citizen engagement into our daily operations.  Changing the way local governments operate from strictly communication and education of residents, to connectivity and citizen engagement is a true culture shift.
Innovation/Creativity

Most local governments have a customer service provider relationship with their residents. Montgomery is making progress in changing that paradigm.  If a community is to “work” to its maximum capacity, it must identify and cultivate the talents and gifts of its residents.  Although a variety of technologies was used, particularly in the creation of the Connect Montgomery web site, most of the successful work was done by staff “on the ground” engaging residents one-on-one or in small groups.  This is the method we have found to be most successful in building and restoring “social capital or fabric”.  Over time, the job has become easier as elected officials and city staff, at every level, has learned to embed the involvement of residents in their daily work.  
Outcomes Achieved

Since its launch in 2007, the Montgomery Citizen Engagement Initiative has experienced a variety of successful outcomes, some intended, some not.  Overall, each element of the initiative has furthered the goals of establishing a “two-way dialogue with our residents” and “putting a face on government”.   Seventy-seven residents have completed The Montgomery Citizens’ Leadership Academy.  Two graduates now hold City Council seats.  Twelve MCLA graduates have filled the City’s Board and Commission seats that have gone unfilled for many years and 100% have elected to join and even assume leadership roles in their neighborhood associations, local churches, business groups, non-profits and civic groups.  Five business owners were instrumental in creating a business association, The District Business Association in downtown Montgomery.  An MCLA 2009 graduate was the first Chairperson of Connect Montgomery. 
After the first 2008 MCLA, a class project has now become a standard at the completion of the Academy.  Projects in 2008 and 2009 included fundraising and installing improvements in a local park.  The MCLA 2010 class has created a non-profit corporation that operates a Farmers’ Market in the historic downtown.  An MCLA Alumni Association has been formed and identifies projects, like handwritten welcome notes to each new resident, helping to “rekindle community fabric.” 

Additionally, to maintain contact with MCLA graduates, an annual Reunion/Summit is held to solicit input and feedback from participants on the City’s issues, plans and activities.  The City also maintains an e-mail list of graduates, so surveying and regular contact can be maintained with these participants.  This group has also become regular contributors to the Open City Hall forum, providing some of the highest quality comments. 
Overall, since the development of these citizen engagement initiatives, connection and dialogue with citizens in Montgomery has been civil and valuable.  Public gatherings have become fruitful, rather than “them vs. us”.
Ultimately, we have learned that “connection before content”, even in local government, builds community.   

Applicable Results and Real World Practicality

The programs described above are fully replicable in virtually any community that understands that “relational infrastructure” is equally, if not more, important than other types; such as streets, bridges, parks, etc.  In addition to the “how to’s” and practical application of Montgomery’s methods, attendees will participate in a real-life City facilitated conversation, designed to move mere residents into the role of fully engaged citizens. 
Case Study Presentation Objectives: by attending this workshop, participants will:
1. Understand the importance of citizen engagement in America and associated community problems. 

2. Discover how to restore citizen engagement in their communities.
3. Practice small group deliberation aimed at enhancing connectivity and building “social capital.”
Case Study Presentation

This case study presentation would use PowerPoint, short video clips, and group activity.  Handouts will also be provided.  
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