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The Cupertino Block Leader Program:

Building Community, One Block at a Time

The Challenge
Since the Spanish came through in 1776, Cupertino has been a community of immigrants. During the mid 1980s, this Silicon Valley community of 58,000 was 74 percent European immigrants. Today, Asians represent the majority at 63% of the population. Though newcomers share the same core values (education, business opportunity, and safe neighborhoods) as earlier European immigrants, a challenge emerged. Long-time residents felt disconnected and uncomfortable with the growing Asian population. Cupertino had to find a way to show residents how they could work together on issues of mutual concern. Beginning in 1994, the city began to actively pursue a variety of programs to build social capital in a rapidly changing immigrant community.
In February 2002, the city created the Block Leader Program to bridge cultural divides, provide easy access to city services, and enlist residents as partners in public safety. The Cupertino Block Leader Program returns responsibility for solving neighborhood problems to individuals and neighborhoods. The program develops active connections among residents so they can work together on common concerns such as traffic, public safety and emergency preparedness. 
Program Implementation and Costs
Cupertino Block Leaders are not only the voices of neighborhoods, but a channel for the city to communicate, plan, and work with neighborhoods. By organizing at the block level, neighbors instantly see what they have in common and learn to depend on each other to reduce crime and respond to emergencies. The city’s relationship with block leaders becomes a platform for collaboration as it builds civic engagement and a sense of participation.  Over time, this interaction raises trust, access and credibility, and facilitates a more iterative dialogue than is generally possible through more formal means.
Cupertino conducts four trainings each year in which leaders learn about programs and strategies to acquaint neighbors and strengthen relationships. During sessions, participants also train each other by exchanging success stories and organization tips.
Cultural competency continues to be a factor in this community partnership. Experienced leaders deliver presentations about how to communicate with neighbors from around the globe. These sessions provide quick insights to cultural practices and help peers become more sensitive to cultural differences. Identifying shared values, such as education and safety, which transcend these differences leads to acceptance and appreciation of behavior which would otherwise seem inappropriate.
Traditionally, government communicates everything to everyone. The Block Leader program allows Cupertino to target information. Leaders are the first notified of street closures, development activities, and building permits in their neighborhoods. They then tell neighbors. This networking process has paved the way for block leaders to have more comfortable access to city services and meet with staff to tackle neighborhood affairs.
Cupertino staff facilitates, manages, and organizes the Block Leader program with an operating budget of $88,000. This low-cost investment has significantly enhanced Cupertino’s problem-solving capacity. Among its successes, the city is now called to respond to more crucial service needs rather than neighbors’ lifestyle differences. In an emergency, Cupertino can rely on block leaders to communicate with neighbors who will serve as first responders when other government resources are overwhelmed.
Block leaders determine the activities and number of homes to coordinate. Leaders develop rosters; organize block parties; plan Neighborhood Watch meetings; facilitate discussions on shared interests; and lead beautification projects. The city supplies comprehensive binders, CDs, and city website that contain samples of neighborhood fliers, articles, and cultural communication and neighborhood organization tips. Much of the material was written by block leaders.
Results
Twenty-seven residents attended the first block leader training. Today, more than 350 residents volunteer as Cupertino Block Leaders. Participation in the Neighborhood Watch program has also soared from 16 groups in 2002 to 210 in 2011.
The city works closely with the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Office and County Fire Department to train leaders in communication and emergency response. Sessions include personal preparedness, reporting status after disasters, and searching for missing persons. In addition, Cupertino’s Office of Emergency Services (OES) has enlisted block leaders to coordinate preparedness trainings in the neighborhoods. At these trainings, the OES helps neighbors to prepare for emergencies while considering the area’s unique characteristics. For example, is the neighborhood in a flood zone, near the County dam, or in the hills with narrow roads?
Cupertino’s diverse block leaders replaced the city’s contracted services for mandatory employee cultural sensitivity training. This change saved money and generated richer learning experiences for city staff.
In a recent independent survey of voters, 94% said they were satisfied or extremely satisfied with city services, with 70% saying they were extremely satisfied. “This can only happen when residents see themselves as partners in delivering city services, such as the Block Leader Program,” said City Manager David W. Knapp.
The Block Leader Program has been replicated in neighboring jurisdictions and materials shared with large cities across the nation. In the fall of 2010, the program received the League of California Cities’ Helen Putnam Award for “Enhancing Public Trust, Ethics, and Community Involvement”. The Helen Putnam Award for Excellence program recognizes cities that deliver the highest quality and level of service in the most effective manner possible. The award is given annually in 11 categories.
Lessons Learned
Support from the city manager has been essential to the program’s success. Block leaders are encouraged when senior staff and council attend events and validate their time and participation. The city continually seeks feedback from block leaders to improve the program. The following was collected: “Our neighbors know each other better now through block parties and emergency preparedness. We also know nearby blocks better,” said Block Leader Kathy Liu. “We on the block are much closer than ever before. We have had 4 to 5 get-togethers in the last 2+ years,” said Block Leader Richard Whittington.
Finally, Cupertino has learned that nurturing relationships with block leaders and honoring their vital roles make program growth possible, enhance core municipal services, and empower citizens to improve the quality of life in their neighborhoods. An effective Block Leader program serves to multiply the ability of city staff to have positive interactions with residents.  It also creates opportunities for residents to act as successful agents for obtaining services for their neighborhoods. The more diverse the neighborhood, the more important these two elements become to the success and growth of civic engagement. Ultimately, Cupertino has learned that it is possible to build community and increase public safety in an environment of profound change.
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