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Consolidation Review Task Force – Neighborhoods and Planning Committee 
Meeting Minutes
February 6, 2014
9:00 a.m.
Location:  Conference Room A, Suite 425, City Hall – St. James Building; 117 West Duval Street,
In attendance:  Rena Coughlin (Chair), Kay Ehas, Shannon Blankinship, Paul Tutwiler 
Also: Task Force Chair Lori Boyer, Jeff Clements - City Council Research Division, Damian Cook – Task Force Administrator
See attached sign-in sheet for additional attendees

Meeting Convened:  9:11 a.m.
Rena Coughlin convened the meeting and the attendees introduced themselves for the record.

Jax2025 presentation
Cecil Williams, Chair of JCCI’s Jax2025 Committee on Government Openness and Responsiveness, outlined the committee’s work and referenced an earlier 2009 JCCI study on City finances that recommended the development of additional public access and information mechanisms to help keep citizens better informed about and able to participate in City policy making. The committee’s recommendations fell into three broad areas: 1) improving the City’s 630-CITY citizen information/ complaint telephone system; 2) empowering citizen engagement; and 3) strengthening the Citizen Planning Advisory Committees (CPACs), the City’s primary method of neighborhood engagement. The committee learned during the course of its work that the City has engaged in a number of performance measurement/management programs over the years, but each has been abandoned or substantially changed as mayoral administrations have changed. The Brown administration is preparing to roll out a new system shortly that will provide a much greater level of accessible information for both internal City managers and external interested citizens. The Ordinance Code currently requires the mayor to present a set of performance and unit cost measures with the annual budget, but the City Council has waived that requirement for the past several years at the request of the mayor in office at the time. The committee also learned that the CPACs were created by executive order of the mayor and are not codified, therefore they could be disbanded at any time by another executive decision. The committee recommended that the CPACs be created by ordinance and codified in the Ordinance Code, and recommended that the Code be amended to require a 2/3 supermajority vote of City Council to waive the performance measurement requirements for the annual budget.
Mr. Williams reported that a large number of people attended the government Openness and Responsiveness Committee meetings and seemed genuinely interested in pressing for action to increase the City’s accessibility and responsiveness to its citizens. There was a general feeling that the City government is too big and too unwieldy to be able to adequately connect with its neighborhoods at more than a superficial level, and that the City tends to talk at but not really listen to its citizens. The CPACs were criticized as being too large to be effective and some improvement or alternate mechanism is desired. Audience member Mike Anania, a CPAC member, said that the Greater Arlington/Beaches CPAC is extremely active and engaged, but does cover a very large area that makes representing the area difficult. He agreed that the CPAC does not feel that its actions have much impact at City hall. He lamented the general lack of interest in city government by the average citizen and the fact that it takes a crisis or controversy to generate much attention for civic issues and the work of the CPAC.
Mind Mixer civic engagement presentation
The committee had an on-line meeting and presentation with Dave Frayser of MindMixer, a Nebraska-based company that produces on-line civic engagement products designed to help better connect citizens to their local government and to allow governments to better communicate important information to their citizens. Mr. Frayser presented a number of statistics about the growing prevalence and use of new communications technology (cell phone apps, internet web sites, social media, etc.), among all societal demographics, from young to old and from rich to poor. The prevalence of electronic communications and social media offers governments an opportunity to reach out to citizens in very different and much more convenient ways than the traditional mailed notices, daytime city hall meetings and one-time-only public hearings. The MindMixer model is based on pushing opportunities for comment and connection out to citizens through a variety of means and encouraging continuous, real-time feedback to engage and connect with citizens.
Mr. Frayser explained the process for establishing a project or community web site, described how citizens register for and use the site, and how the sponsoring city can access, utilize and report the data and suggestions received. The system can be used both to communication information out from the government to citizens and to solicit input from citizens to the government. The underlying registration system allows project administrators to obtain detailed demographic data on the citizens who participate so that an idea can be formed of what types of people favor particular policies or ideas and to ascertain if the participants are representative of the community at large or are a self-selected group that don’t represent the norm. The committee discussed whether the “digital divide” (lack of access to computers and internet access by lower income persons and residents of neighborhoods where high speed, high capacity internet access is not the norm) could skew the participation rates of some communities. Mr. Frayser said that internet access in libraries and community centers is increasingly universal, and their system accommodates input via cellphone texting, which most people have access to in the U.S. today. He explained MindMixer’s graduated fee schedule based on the population of the jurisdiction and the number of years for which a jurisdiction contracts. He estimated that a typical MindMixer site for Jacksonville with a 5-year contract would cost $9,000 per year.
The group discussed the fact that inviting, and even encouraging, public participation, input and suggestions does not guarantee that the government will actually make use of the information and do anything with the input. That will always be at the discretion of the city administration and subject to their receptiveness to what is suggested. Rena Coughlin suggested that the site need not be run by the City itself – a non-profit, civic or business group could just as easily sponsor and pay for the site, although the City might be even less likely to take ownership of the results if it didn’t solicit them itself. Returning to the earlier Jax2025 discussion and in response to a question from Shannon Blankinship about whether the committee had looked at specific ways in which the City could be more responsive to neighborhood issues, Cecil Williams said that they had not, and that it would be difficult to mandate the City to be more responsive to citizen desires if that is not an ingrained value within the government. His feeling was that the City tends to act tactically rather than strategically, adopting short-term policies to deal with crises and budget issues that change every year and with visions that change with each mayoral administration rather than adopting a long-term view that drives policy development and resource allocation over many years and across mayoral terms. The committee suggested that Mr. Williams address that finding to the Task Force’s Governance and Mission Committee, which is discussing that very issue.
The committee was in recess from 10:55 to 10:59 a.m.

Neighborhood definition and mapping
The committee examined numerous maps posted on the walls of the meeting room which divide the City in different ways for different purposes, including: ZIP Code map with neighborhood designation overlay; ZIP Code map with planning district/CPAC overlay; Census tract map; Comprehensive Plan mobility zone map (Central Business District, Urban Priority area, Urban area, Suburban area, Rural area); Sheriff’s Office ShAdCo map with subsectors; City Council districts, GIS neighborhoods map organized by CPAC (used for Code Enforcement reporting purposes); and Planning Department zoning change notification map of registered neighborhood and other organizations (business associations, churches, etc.). The maps show the wide variety of ways that the community can be subdivided into smaller zones for a variety of purposes, some of which show great similarities and others of which do not. The general consensus was that planning districts and city council districts are too large to serve the connective, responsive function the committee has in mind to recommend, so some smaller geography will be necessary. Basing a system on ZIP Codes and/or Census tracts had some appeal since they are relatively small geographic areas and demographic and other types of information are frequently collected on that basis, which could then be aggregated into larger areas for neighborhood definition purposes. 

Kay Ehas noted that the City of Los Angeles has over 50 neighborhood councils that are required to have a minimum of 20,000 in population. The group returned to an earlier discussion of neighborhood self-identification and discussed the process by which new “community council” areas might be assembled, including the possibility that self-identification may be somewhat problematic if multiple areas try to claim some desirable neighborhoods for their council area. The role and representation of business groups was discussed. Mike Anania, a member of the Greater Arlington/Beaches CPAC and the Arlington Business Society said that sometimes the desires of business groups and neighborhood associations are different, perhaps even diametrically opposed, but that business groups are as deserving of representation as are residents.  James Richardson of the City’s Neighborhoods Department suggested that since the committee seems to be leaning toward recommending an entirely new structure for City/neighborhood relations, a clear, compelling statement would be helpful to outline how the current system and structure is not working and how the proposed new structure would remedy identified weaknesses.

The group briefly discussed the City’s existing CPAC area vision plans and whether or not those plans, developed some years ago, are still being recognized and considered by the City in its planning efforts and capital improvement plans.  Lori Boyer said that the City’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan Future Land Use Element is amended very frequently and applications for land use changes are rarely ever denied by the Planning Department, Planning Commission or City Council, indicating that perhaps it is not regarded as a definitive guide for the City’s future development.

The committee requested research on how the City of Los Angeles neighborhood councils work, what role they have in Los Angeles’ planning and development and capital budgeting processes, and whether their input is well received and influential with the city administration and city council.
The meeting topic next week will be infrastructure and capital improvement planning.
Meeting Adjourned:  12:08 p.m.
Minutes:  Jeff Clements, Council Research 
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