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SYNOPSIS OF PRESENTATION

The City of Santa Clarita has completed four community strategic plans.  The planning processes were highly successful for the first three plans, although citizen participation was lower each succeeding year.  The fourth process was influenced by special interests and very few members of the public participated.  As a result the strategic plan was not supported by the City Council.  The City Council and the City Manager remained committed to the philosophy of community strategic planning and directed staff to create and complete a new process within four months.
The City Council directed staff to achieve the following goals in designing and implementing the process:  ensure diverse participation throughout the community, reach out to those who typically do not participate, provide an opportunity to educate the public about the City and what we do, use a variety of communication tools, including email, go to where the people live and speak to them face-to-face, incorporate a speaking tour for groups in town, and create a name that people can relate to and understand.  All of these goals were achieved.
The City Manager’s Office convened a volunteer group of staff members from across the City to create a new community strategic planning process.  This team was divided into sub-committees assigned to address process, logistics, outreach and advertising.  The Core Team met on a weekly basis with sub-committee activities occurring in between weekly meetings.  The outreach process included requesting that The Big Picture be placed on the meeting agendas of more than 100 voluntary organizations and agencies in the community.  Outreach also included a mass mailing of postage paid return postcards in a local magazine that is distributed to over 60,000 households and personal distribution of brochures containing a postage paid return postcard.  The postcard requested that the resident identify their top two issues and explain why it is important and how it affects their life.  Advertisements for The Big Picture were placed in local newspapers and magazines and on bus shelters and a video spot was aired in local theatres.  Two community meetings were hosted by the City and staff attended 61 community meetings.
Community members provided over 1,700 comments throughout the two month outreach process.  The comments were submitted through the City’s website, post cards, telephone hotline and facilitated workshops.  The comments were managed through the City’s website.  The comments were analyzed and ten priority issues were identified based on the number of times an issue was raised by community members.  The community’s comments for each of the top ten issues were compiled for use in the action planning process.
The action planning process was conducted in a retreat setting for one day with 50 management and staff members from across the City.  The City’s contract Sheriff and Fire staff’s also attended.  The planning process included three small group activities that involved defining the community’s perspective and addressing each of the ten issues from either an “expert” or “creative team” perspective, and “expert” group reporting back to the whole group on their top three action item recommendations.  This process resulted in a brief community description of the issues and hundreds of action item ideas with some limited analysis of feasibility for each suggestion by the “expert” groups.

The action plan ideas were narrowed through review by the Executive Management Team for review of political and financial feasibility.  The final draft set of action items were presented to all of the planning day participants for comment, discussion and modification.  In addition to new action item ideas the action plan included a listing of the projects and programs the City is already implementing to address the top ten issues.  The action plan document included a description of the current status of the City’s activities on each of the top ten issues.  The document is an educational tool to help the community understand the issues more fully.  It also provides the community with one place to look to see all that the City is doing to address their top ten priority issues.  The document provides staff with a vision and description of the organization’s established priorities and work plans and guides the allocation of resources. 
The City Council adopted The Big Picture Community Strategic Plan on August 24, 2004.  The Plan will be complete by August 2007.

COMPONENTS OF THE PRESENTATION

INNOVATION/CREATIVITY

The entire The Big Picture process was an exercise in organizational creativity.  The City revamped its long standing and highly successful strategic planning model to adapt to new conditions and political concerns.  The organization’s creativity was unleashed through offering staff throughout the organization the opportunity to work on a high level, big picture project out of the City Manager’s Office.  The City Manager requested that interested staff members submit a statement of interest and then volunteers were selected.  A core team of 13 staff composed of Department Heads, Division Heads and general staff members was formed to design and implement the new process.  The process to allow volunteers and to have them “apply” to participate reinforced the idea that this project was important and that being part of it would be a career building opportunity.
The name of the process The Big Picture: Picture Your City was a brand new creation with the intent of helping citizens to stay focused on larger scale issues and away from things like pot holes on a specific stretch of road or a specific development project.  The materials developed for the effort and all activities had the flavor of a movie.  The goal of the process was to reach as many people as possible and movies tend be something most people can identify with and through a play on words also told people, in a nice way, that we wanted to stick to higher level “big picture” issues.
The program stretched the ordinary boundaries of governmental operations through the intense outreach the City made into the heart of the community through attending 61 community group meetings in the City over a two month period.  In the past the City has invited the community to attend a full day workshop at a central location.  This time the City went to the community to meet them where they do business to help the community through the work of their organization.  The response was incredibly positive.

The process collected over 1700 comments from community members regarding the issues that are most important to them and how these issues impact them every day.  All of this information was used by 50 staff members and management to create a brief statement about the community’s concerns and then to create hundreds of possible action items to address these concerns.  The action planning process was designed to focus on creativity in finding ways to reduce the everyday impacts of larger issues that will take many years to resolve.  Each staff member belonged to two groups, an “expert” group and a “creative team.”  All groups were made up of representatives from various departments.  This process enhanced creative thinking through mixing people from all departments and technical backgrounds.  The “expert” groups drafted the summary of the citizen concern.  The “creative” groups then rotated through ten tables, set up with computers and toys representing the various issue areas, to brainstorm action items for each of the major issues.  The “expert” groups reconvened at their issue tables to evaluate and rank the action item ideas generated through the brainstorming process.  The “expert” group then presented their top three action item choices to the whole group at the end of the day.  This entire process also served as a highly effective team building exercise.  It also produced a tremendous amount of buy in from staff at all levels into the strategic plan and the action plan.
QUALITY MANAGEMENT

The Big Picture process achieved many quality management outcomes for the organization and the benefit of individual staff members.  The Big Picture process was designed to engage the organization and the community in thinking strategically about the health and well being of the community over the next three to five years.  This thought process requires people to take a break from the day-to-day to think about where we should be going rather than accept the natural destination of the path currently taken.  The process utilized a highly inclusive approach to goal setting.  The community and various levels of staff were included in the process.  The process provided professional growth opportunities for staff at all levels in the organization.  The process utilized a consensus building approach with the community to identify the highest priority issues through a type of voting format.  The face-to-face meetings brought a humanistic aspect to the process and provided opportunities for direct dialogue about the issues as well.  The process also provided a holistic approach to the development of solutions and communication of the City’s entire work effort to address the top issues.  This provides additional accountability through the presentation of a comprehensive action plan to the community.
VALUE PROPOSITION

The goal of The Big Picture process was to identify citizen needs and concerns.  While the focus was not directly on the provision of City services to a specific “customer” the focus was on the City’s strategic direction and the work efforts performed on behalf of the community as a whole.  The process identified ten issues that impact the daily lives of residents and businesses in the community.  It also identified how these issues impact them.  
This initiative improved access to government through going to the people through various methods to request their input about things they care most about in the community.  The City used mail, email, community meetings and attendance at community group meetings to get the word out and to obtain input.
The health of the community has been improved through the City’s outreach to the community where they live and do business.  The positive impression it left on the many community groups we visited will help to overcome preconceived impressions of government and communicates directly that the City really does care.  The meetings also helped to humanize the City through providing a friendly face to government with the presentations made by one or more staff members at each meeting.

The Plan will be used to guide resource allocation through the City’s annual budget process to address the top ten community issues.  The Plan provides a tool to communicate the vision and priorities of the organization to the community and within the City organization.

BUILDING ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY

The process removed barriers to innovation through establishing a City Manager sanctioned staff team to create and execute all aspects of the process.  The City Manager directed staff to be creative and to not be bound by the “way we have always done things.”  Staff selected for the core team was known for their creativity and independent work ethic.
Critical thinking and problem solving were key skills utilized throughout the process.  Each sub-committee was responsible to “figure it out” and to make their part of the process successful.  All sub-committee ideas were presented to the whole group for debate and discussion so all perspectives could be shared and incorporated.  The final product was truly the result of the team effort.  It would not have been as good if any one person had been missing from the process.

The sub-committees were autonomous in performing their weekly tasks, which included holding sub-committee meetings to divide up the work and to coordinate activities.  Sub-committee recommendations were rarely changed by the larger group when their ideas were presented for review.  Most of the process was performed through the sub-committees.
The core team members received training in community group facilitation.  The training included role playing and hands on learning about how to conduct an effective community participation meeting.  Each facilitator was given a packet that contained everything needed to facilitate, including a script, flip charts, posters, and various supplies.  The training also included direction regarding representing the City at the shorter presentations that were provided.

Technological barriers were few.  The City has a highly functioning computer and internet system.  Technical computer staff was brought in as needed to assist with development of the databases and the internet interfaces.  Data analysis was performed by staff from the committee.  The telephone hot line was managed by a committee member from Engineering with support from Technology Services.

MANAGEMENT PHILOSOPHY AND CULTURE

The City has always believed in the value of community based planning.  The Big Picture process was based on the values and methods used to effectively reach out to any community.  There is a tremendous amount of literature and research on the benefits to both the local jurisdiction as well as the community of this type of involvement process.  The City held one meeting with Judy M. Hutchinson, Ph.D. to obtain advice on our community outreach approach.  She relied upon her research and experience in the field of community research and planning to advise the City that the process needed to stay focused on collaborative problem solving as opposed to a focus on obtain the latest complaint from the community.  She also advised the City to use the meetings as an opportunity to begin the process of creating a community resource map through the identification of personal networks.  During the process we requested that community groups identify ways that they could partner with the City in addressing the issues.  The City also conducted an exercise where each individual was asked to create a network map that represented their personal connections in the community.  This was then shared informally with the community group to help them to consider the wealth of networks that exist within their own membership.  The goal of this exercise was to empower the community group to expand their networks to achieve their goals more effectively.
INTEGRATED PROCESSES

The City utilized a variety of business processes through The Big Picture.  The City used the services and skills of the Public Information Office for advertising and media production, informal networks of the Executive Team, Technology Services internet and database management, Graphics for design and production of brochures, Community Services networks with voluntary/community organizations to get on meeting agendas and staff presentations and facilitation skills at community meetings.  

An outside consultant was used as indicated previously to provide guidance on the overall approach with the community.
RESULTS/REAL WORLD ADVICE

Performance measures were not used directly, however, the results of the process can be reported through numbers (quantitative) and through the verbal reports from staff attending community meetings (qualitative).  The results indicate that the process was highly successful.  Community participation in The Big Picture process was by far the highest for any strategic planning effort by the City.
The City has learned through the years of utilizing community strategic planning models, that changing the way we connect with the community over time is healthy.  The City learned that offering a speakers’ bureau and requesting a spot on a community group’s agenda are two very different things with two very different results.  The City’s PIO was amazed at the positive feedback received from our request to be on community group agendas.  The community acted as though it was a new idea, in spite of the fact that the City has offered a speakers’ bureau for many years.  The City learned that while we may know what the major issues are in the community, it is a healthy process to ask the community what they are and how the issues impact them.  The City was not surprised by any of the issues, however, the importance of particular issues was clearly shown and was a new perspective.  For example, the City knows that there is a need for more youth activities within the community, but we did not realize that it would be ranked 6th out of the ten biggest issues in the community.  The City learned that going out to the broader community helps to dilute the impact of special interests in the community planning process.
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