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Community Development and Civic Engagement 
 
In the world of Community Development, Civic Engagement is imperative to neighborhood 
success. Creation and maintenance of vibrant and functional living spaces helps to grow 
stronger communities. Recently, Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding was 
utilized to redevelop and update neighborhood centers in Lynchburg, VA. 
 
Two neighborhood centers were remodeled in 2018, with plans to renovate two others in 2019. 
This may seem a small bright spot to celebrate, however just a few years ago; there was 
discussion to close neighborhood centers in Lynchburg. The centers were perceived by some as 
non-functional, underutilized and lacking staff to accommodate consistent interaction with 
neighborhoods. However, the input of citizens and Parks and Recreation staff worked to 
persuade City Council against closing centers. 
 
Neighborhood Centers Coordinator, Charlotte Lester, noted that centers have been a part of 
Lynchburg’s history for decades in the City’s oldest areas. “Over time,” said Lester “[centers] 
have had an incredible value as far as community engagement goes to the life of the 
neighborhood.”  
 
A crucial part of the allocation from CDBG to renovate centers was the input and support of the 
Community Development Advisory Committee (CDAC). This committee is comprised of seven 
City residents, two of which are Council members, and five others who reside in predominantly 
low and moderate income neighborhoods. The CDAC members evaluate available CDBG and 
HOME grant requests, as well as other grants deemed appropriate by City Council. 
Recommendations are made to City Council after the CDAC votes on specific grant applications. 
Neighborhood centers provide a plethora of activities and programs focused on family, 
education and career development. Centers are also a warm inviting place for “…senior 
programming, out of school time programming, community celebrations, [and] meetings” per 
Lester. 
 
The support of community residents to actively participate in the Civic Engagement opportunity 
afforded them through CDAC and voicing opinions at City Council strengthened the argument 
to keep neighborhood centers alive. Thus, these crucial factors in our historic communities are 
now thriving anchors and an appropriate vital place for local government to have a space. As 
Lester mentioned, the results and successes of neighborhood center work in communities 
“don’t always have an immediate or obvious payoff” rather they bloom through a “long, slow 
process” and may not be recognized as frequently as other City services. Therefore it is 
imperative that neighborhood residents are civically engaged. 
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This example of Lynchburg’s neighborhood centers exemplifies what can be done through Civic 
Engagement. Empowering residents to become involved in a locality’s decisions speaks directly 
to the heart of true local government management! 
 
 
Note to all VLGMA members on the April 2019 Local Government Education Week (LGEW): 
(Excerpt from http://www.vaco.org/april-1-7-local-government-education-week/ , 2017) 
 
Let’s celebrate and share the Virginia local government story with students and the greater 
community in April.  Participating communities are eligible to win a great elementary school 
level book on local government services and further education on the importance of public 
service at the same time. 
 
The 2012 General Assembly adopted House Joint Resolution #93 proclaiming the first week of 
April as Local Government Education week in honor of the founding of the Council-Manager 
form of government in Staunton, Virginia, in 1908. 
 
The Civic Engagement Committee of the Virginia Local Government Management Association 
has developed tools for students — our future leaders —  regarding good community building 
work, the services provided at the local level, and to increase awareness of career opportunities 
in local government. This will help us strengthen knowledge of local government 
management/public service as a vital part of our democracy, and possibly as a career path. 
 
As part of this effort VLGMA asks each locality’s governing body to adopt a proclamation 
honoring this week. A template is available on the Civic Engagement webpage on the VLGMA 
website (http://icma.org/en/va/resources/civic_education). 
 
Adopting a proclamation is a good first step, but there are many other activities to engage with 
the local school district and the young people of our community. We encourage each locality to 
develop an engagement plan that meets your local need. The Civic Engagement Committee has 
pulled together numerous resources that are posted on the website that include great 
elementary school level books, a high school teachers’ resource guide with lesson plans, and a 
report of various civic engagement best practices used by VLGMA members. Activities are not 
restricted to the first week of April but can occur throughout the year and be highlighted in 
April. 
 
Remember to promote civic education and engagement April 1-7, 2019! 
 


