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“The Three-Legged Stool”
Facilitating an Inspirational and Different Approach to Civic Image Improvement

Introduction: The Intersection of Creative Problem-Solving and the Community’s Need
We now commonly hear that the financial situation of governments demands new thinking and new responses.  We can no longer use the traditional thinking that governments can raise taxes and/or cut spending.  Entrepreneurial thinking explores the solutions of raising all kinds of revenues but also looks for creative ways to change the paradigm of governments as service providers.  In Rancho Cordova, when a need is surfaced, we don’t think of ourselves as always being the service provider, but rather, we ask ourselves how we can be brokers, facilitators, catalysts and educators to help fill the citizens’ and community’s needs.
This philosophy and management style was challenged a few years ago to address the number one priority of our newly incorporated city, less than eight years old.   Rancho Cordova, an aging urban edge city, struggles to re-invent itself into the modern, complete city it aspires to be.  City government has “walked the talk,” committing to the help the community in a way that does not take the responsibility fully onto City shoulders, but works together in a transformational image upgrade effort where citizens have been tasked to do much of the heavy-lifting.  It requires moving the focus of our civic life from City Hall into the businesses, families and organizations of the community.

As a result, a community once the target of regional denigration has emerged on the other end as a center of enviable civic pride and enthusiasm.   In 2010, Rancho Cordova became one of 10 cities nationwide to win the National Civic League’s “All-America City” award for innovative and collaborative community problem-solving.  We must be doing something right!
Coming to the Tipping Point
Prior to incorporation, the City’s image was a place spiraling downward, with aging housing stock and an overabundance of cheap apartments.  This image of streets lined with abandoned cars, rising crime, illegal garbage dumping and shopping carts strewn about were all part of the Rancho Cordova burden.  This image was of a place deteriorating, filling with low income transient populations. 
It was not always so.  From its earliest days, Rancho Cordova, located along the banks of the American River, has been at the crossroads of the world.  Many 49ers passed through to seek riches during California’s Gold Rush.  During the latter half of the 19th Century and throughout the 20th, as a modest settlement on a major railroad line, Rancho Cordova witnessed a steady stream of immigrants from around the world.

In the 1940s, Mather Air Force Base brought diverse military personnel and their families, including student navigators from around the free world.  In the late 1950s, defense contractor Aerojet brought an influx of scientists and aerospace engineers, and Rancho Cordova was flying high.

Then, in the 1970s, the end of the Vietnam War and space race caused a major down-sizing at Aerojet and the rapid departure of the rocket scientists.  In another blow, Mather AFB was shuttered in 1992, causing a dramatic exodus of military personnel and support staff from the community.  This left behind a large stock of inexpensive housing, triggering a series of new immigration waves: political refugees from Southeast Asia, Christian refugees first from the Soviet Union and then Eastern European countries, and Spanish-speaking Mexican immigrants interested in the construction industry jobs around 2000.
While enriching the community in ways never seen before, these tidal waves of change did take a toll.  An aging suburb in decline, there were crime problems.  It was a town with a distinct identity, but part of a largely unresponsive county government.  It was not long before the town known for high-flying aviators and rocket scientists responsible for landing a man on the Moon had reached an unhappy tipping point.

Throughout the early 2000s, citizens of Rancho Cordova reached the conclusion that the only way to change the direction their town was following was to take the wheel.  After a hard fought campaign, nearly 78 percent of voters marched to the polls and incorporated themselves into a city.  But much damage had been done to the way Rancho Cordova was viewed by the region.  Particularly painful was that some of the worst critics of Rancho Cordova were Rancho Cordovans themselves.  “Foster a positive image of Rancho Cordova” was the highest priority of the newly elected City Council, and it remains on the top of the list of citywide goals as the City approaches its eighth anniversary.

Putting the Community at the Center of Our Civic Fabric
An early opportunity to physically demonstrate to the community and the region that change was afoot was the creation of the Rancho Cordova City Hall.  This sleek, modern, Class A office building is the singular symbol of the “New Rancho Cordova” where local control is asserted.  Services are planned, managed and delivered here, but there is much more that takes place in City Hall.  Sentiments of pride, identity and distinctiveness are nurtured within, not only by City government but also by two important community-based organizations, the local Chamber of Commerce and the Cordova Community Council, an unusual 51-year old organization that thinks of itself as a “Chamber of Commerce for non-profits.” 
They work in tandem and with the support of the City to care for business, nurture volunteerism and organize regular public events that build trust within the community and draw positive attention from the region.  This unique convergence has come to be called Rancho Cordova’s “three-legged stool” because it recognizes that we need each other.  When we draw a picture of our civic fabric, we have clearly taken City Hall out of the center, replaced it with the community and city government becomes a spoke.
In 2008, all three components came together under one roof at City Hall at the invitation of the City Manager and City Council.  The Chamber and Cordova Community Council (CCC) share a suite of offices, and a coalition of business and citizen interests that enjoy equal and mutually-supportive roles has sprung to life.  The partnership has yielded positive results and widespread co-membership.  Together, the Chamber and CCC host a monthly newsmaker event called “The Rancho Cordova Luncheon” which attracts a large following of civic, business and governmental leaders to network and learn about important issues and developments in the community.  The major civic event of the year, the Rancho Cordova Economic Forum and State of the City Luncheon, is a collaboration which brings government to the people.  
But it is the day-to-day partnerships that are most powerful and truly put the community front and center of addressing the major issues our new city faces.  The synergy created by the co-location of all three major components of city life has created an atmosphere of collaborative community problem-solving in which all partners share equal status.  

All three organizations are pursuing a common vision of improving the image of Rancho Cordova.  It is stipulated by each component that it will take the efforts of government, business and citizens working together to accomplish that mission and that all will benefit if successful.  As broker, facilitator, catalyst and educator, the City seeks the input and support of the others, and concentrates on providing excellent municipal services, watching over taxpayer dollars and assuring financial stability.  The City also steps in to assist with resources, management expertise, public works and public safety support and guidance, funding and advice.  We set a tone of collaboration and cooperation wherein the answer is more often “yes” than “no” and are respectful of the efforts of collaborators.
The Chamber’s primary focus is assuring a healthy environment for business and a vibrant local economy to support the City’s fiscal viability and ability to provide services to business and citizens.  The Chamber’s role is viewed as critical to the success of the whole.  “Nothing happens until somebody sells something” is a maxim which resonates with the Chamber partners at the City and CCC.

The Cordova Community Council (CCC) promotes engagement in city life, leveraging volunteerism and providing avenues of citizen participation, including City staff volunteerism, which is encouraged and supported.  The CCC is most visible in the execution of exciting community celebrations and outreach activities meant to cause the civic heartbeat to spike.  Since activities are powered by volunteers, leveraging of resources is enormous.  CCC is the “cheerleading organization” for community life as the “improve the image” goal is pursued.  
Without the usual pressure to “meet rent” each month, the City has ignited an explosive release of energy from both the Chamber and CCC to perform that which they do best:  engage both business and citizens in the creation and maintenance of a vital city. Today, this City/Chamber/Community triad’s activities take place each day at City Hall.
A Different Approach
In its quest to respond to community needs, it is not unusual for local government to fall into the trap of trying to be “all things to all people.”  In a time of shrinking resources, this is neither possible nor desirable. The prudent course is to convene, facilitate and empower community sectors to do what they do best, then join them at the victory celebration.

In creating the “three-legged stool,” City staff and elected officials deftly sorted through local options for organizations equipped to fulfill these important roles, then encouraged all players to design their own plans for success. Allowing responsible sectors to be the architects of their own accomplishment creates greater participation and accountability. 

This idea was championed by the City Manager’s Office with the strong support of City Council members whose long experience gave them confidence to let innovation bubble up from the community.  In keeping with a philosophy of non-bureaucratic government, City management was open to sharing power.  As a legacy of non-responsive county government, both business and civic groups had considerable experience with community problem-solving.
The Results

The Chamber, on the brink of dissolution in 2007, has become a robust business organization hosting national economic experts on business topics.  A dwindling Board of Directors has been completely reconstituted with fresh membership representing leading community corporations. Membership has grown despite the economic downturn.

The CCC is a bustling center of activity which sponsors monthly public events that attract large followings.  These festivals and fairs include a resource event for young families (Kids Day in the Park), volunteer recognition, and a celebration of the city’s ethnic riches (iFest!).  Fourth of July is a two-day festival which attracts 25,000 people.  The CCC also plays a critical role supplying and managing 1,000 volunteers for the five year old regional California Capital Airshow, which draws more than 100,000 people over two days each year and resonates warmly with residents who think fondly of the community’s aerospace heritage.  
The CCC has also incubated the Rancho Cordova Historical Society and challenged residents to examine their strengths by pursuing the All America City title.  The CCC convenes thousands annually for a Community Christmas Tree Lighting and pioneered a community-based health improvement initiative in 2010 known as The Great Health Challenge – a citywide effort to shed 20 tons of weight and foster healthy living habits.  The CCC also arranged for unbiased candidate forums and helped the City reach out to under-counted populations by rallying attention and volunteers for the 2010 Decennial Census, a source of pride as the first census taken as a complete city.
With City Hall’s “three-legged stool,” citizens have achieved a structure designed to encourage community use while helping to reinforce pride, identity and distinctiveness.  But it is the unique partnerships which are nurtured and the intimate relationship citizens have with their civic heart that has helped Rancho Cordova achieve progress in its quest to change the image it has of itself and to those beyond its borders. 
This unique collaboration was the centerpiece of a successful bid for the National Civic League’s All-America City Award, which has been a source of exceptional community pride in a town once struggling for respect.  The powerful City Hall collaboration was born in a municipal corporate culture which recognizes and respects entrepreneurship and encourages citizen participation. City management recognizes this can be sometimes be best achieved by power sharing and facilitation, rather than control and institutionalized risk aversion.   
Costs and Lessons Learned

Consistent with our philosophy, the City has chosen to invest finite dollars over a number of years, so that the Chamber and CCC can leverage community resources.  Then we step out of the way and let them work without the heavy-handed oversight that government usually brings.  Although there are business and government lessees in City Hall, both the Chamber of Commerce and CCC reside rent-free.  The Chamber of Commerce is recipient of a $100,000 low interest loan with favorable terms to ignite its reformation and service to the business community.  In return, the Chamber provides numerous information gathering and sharing activities, becoming a competent and trusted messenger between the business and government sectors.  
The CCC receives a $250,000 annual grant on a three year renewable term to provide seed money and stability for the organization to develop as a professionally managed umbrella organization for Rancho Cordova non-profits that includes volunteer management, fundraising and community event support.  Since the City is served by a special district for parks and recreation facilities and services, the CCC enhances those services and provides community capacity-building by executing more than 25 community events, and delivering care and training for community non-profit organizations. Looking to the future, the grant agreement with the CCC also includes incentives to secure outside funding and develop a long-term plan for sustainability.
A fundamental basis of democracy is that citizens are owners, and with ownership comes responsibility.  When city government functions as a broker, facilitator, catalyst and educator, we give the citizens the opportunity join us and “put the shoulder to the wheel.”  Together, we can tackle issues that we might not have dreamed possible.  In Rancho Cordova, we have applied our “three-legged stool” approach with wonderful success to one of the City’s most difficult and visceral challenges—improving our image both at home and in the region.  
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