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Sustainability is often defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” In an effort to ensure the long-term viability of the community, the City of Decatur consistently strives to incorporate the principles of sustainability as we develop and implement public policy. Our presentation would stress that sustainability is not a new concept; it is simply a way to tie together good management principles and practices to assure what we call a “clean, green, active and attractive, safe and secure” future.  We believe that sustainability is not a new buzz word program or simply something that is only applicable to large governments. Our presentation will stress how small and medium size governments can apply everyday management practices to achieve sustainable futures. 

Using the City of Decatur Strategic Plan, the goals and vision of the City Commission, and our organization’s implementation plans, we have determined that sustainability occurs when our efforts to support environmental, economic, organizational/institutional, and community goals converge.

Being good stewards of the City’s environmental resources means being able to provide programs and activities that preserve and enhance our natural surroundings.  For example, the City uses funds that developers have paid into a tree bank to support preservation and capital maintenance of a seven-acre nature sanctuary. The Public Works Department uses environmentally-sound products without increasing costs and is piloting use of new water and energy efficient products, such as dual-flush toilet handles.  The City’s recycling collection efforts continue to expand by increasing the number and type of materials that can be collected in a “Pay-As-You-Throw” program.  This year, we were able to reduce recycling costs by two-thirds through a re-bidding of our collection contract.  We purchase low-emission or hybrid vehicles for use in the City fleet that in the past have provided tax credits for the dealership that sells the vehicles to the City.   We are also in the process of rebuilding and improving two fire stations with the intention that both will be LEED-certified.

In order to provide residents, business owners, taxpayers and financial markets with confidence in the City of Decatur’s vitality, it is necessary to support and provide for overall economic sustainability. The City has successfully used grant funds and alternative sources of revenue to institute new programs. For example, we are in the process of constructing and implementing a city-wide Wif-Fi network using a combination of funds that include a state grant, equity funding from three community partners and City funds.  The Wi-Fi network helps the City increase its productivity but it is also an important marketing tool that appeals to hi-tech companies and their workers. We are also retiring debt on a Conference Center and Parking Deck which will allow the City the opportunity to use hotel/motel tax funds to support the general fund, maintain the conference center and establish a tourism bureau.  

Being able to provide a stable City government with dedicated and productive employees and responsible operating systems is critical for the community’s sustainability. It is also important that the community contains other institutions that contribute to the economic and social stability of the city. This is what we consider organizational/institutional sustainability. 

Decatur is charged with providing the best possible services at the least possible costs.  This means that as an organization, we must be accountable to our residents, business owners and other taxpayers for providing quality services that reflect the community’s willingness to invest.  We provide City services through people and not through products. In our presentation we would highlight how internship programs have produced valued employees, how the use of volunteers has connected institutions to the community and increased services without increasing costs, and how we have used surveys, performance measures and citizen participation to strengthen and support the organization.  We will also highlight how local governments can work with other institutions in the community, including education, faith-based and the not-for profit sector to support and increase a community’s sustainability capacity. For example, Police and Fire Departments are working together to support the Citizens Assisting Public Safety (CAPS) program to train volunteers to help with special events and act as community ambassadors. 

Lastly, we would show how a place cannot be sustained over time without investment in the community.  We do not believe that sustainability can be achieved if all parts of the community are not benefiting. Therefore, the City has a particular responsibility to provide opportunities for building and sustaining a healthy, active and engaged community across all social and economic interests. For instance, we will highlight how our Children and Youth Services Division continues to provide high-quality, accredited after-school and summer programming for children and youth, including those who may be at-risk economically by developing a fee schedule that builds in sufficient funds to allow scholarships for children. We will highlight how our Fire Department uses the skills they have attained in schools and training to offer free CPR and basic first-aid courses to City residents, neighborhood associations and businesses. All City employees are also trained and/or recertified in CPR and basic first-aid. Funds were included in the budget to provide a subscription-type service for those who want to receive severe weather warnings via their telephones or mobile communication devices. And the Police and Fire Departments are working together to deploy a Citizens Assisting Public Safety (CAPS) program to train volunteers to help with special events and act as community ambassadors. 

The City achieves success in maintaining and improving its sustainability for all our citizens when our efforts to support and implement environmental, economic, organizational/institutional and community goals assures a livable, vibrant, healthy future for generations to come.  It is not rocket science but it does require a certain amount of creativity, flexibility and an innovative approach to resource allocation.  We believe our case study could show small and medium size governments how they can use what they are doing today in new ways to support sustainability while increasing their efficiency and effectiveness and at the same time maintaining the support of the elected officials and approval of the community. 


Innovation/Creativity
Sustainability may be the current catch phrase in both the public and private sectors but it is also a good management practice. An organization that is sustainable operates in a strategic, mission-driven manner that meets its current, ongoing needs while also ensuring its long-term vitality and viability. We in Decatur think of sustainability as occurring at the convergence of environmental, organizational/institutional, community and economic concepts and goals. 

Ten years ago, the City set out to reduce its refuse stream into the landfill. In order to this, we implemented a “pay-as-you-throw” program which is still going strong today. The program has expanded to include recycling of a number and type of materials. During Fiscal Year 2007-2008, the Decatur Public Works department went about “greening” itself by installing motion-sensing lighting switches in many city facilities and by making the switch to environmentally-friendly cleaning products. After researching alternative paper and plastic products, the switch was made to a coffee cup made of sugar cane which ended up costing less than the traditional wax-lined paper cup. The City also held two successful electronic recycling events resulting in the collection of 120 tons of recyclables.  

The City of Decatur prides itself in providing services through people. At the beginning of every year, the City Commission sets the goals and policies it would like to see carried out through the year. Through their guidance and vision, city staff is able to cultivate organizational sustainability by growing in their jobs and seeking educational opportunities. During preparation for the Fiscal Year 2008-2009 budget, the City re-evaluated its pay scale and classifications resulting in a revised plan that collapsed the number of ranges, extended the ranges and grouped similar positions. By doing this, the City can now offer employees at the top of their pay class a merit increase when one was not available previously. This change has made the City once again competitive with other Metro-Atlanta municipalities. The organization is also sustained by allowing new talent to mix with veteran employees through our internship program. The City currently has 7 full-time employees who have previously been employed as interns, one of which has been working for the City for 30 years. We are also participating in the ICMA Local Government Management Fellow program and the ICMA Center for Performance Measurement Georgia Local Government Consortium. This program will allow us to compare the efficiency and effectiveness of our services to other local governments and will us an opportunity to identify areas in need of improvement.

The City of Decatur believes that a place cannot be sustained over time without an investment in the community. The City has a particular responsibility to provide opportunities for building and sustaining a healthy, active and engaged community across all social and economic interests.  During Fiscal Year 2007-2008, the City created an Active Living division in the Community and Economic Development Department charged with providing leisure and support services that contribute to the quality of life of the citizens of the Decatur. The Active Living staff is committed to enhancing the lives of individuals and families, contributing to the City’s economic development, preserving & promoting an appreciation for the City’s greenspaces and celebrating diversity. In 2008-2009 the City will be working with a number of public and private partners to create an Arts Master Plan. The proposed plan will identify existing infrastructure and seek to determine where there is overlap and gaps in available arts facilities. The Police and Fire departments are working together to deploy a Citizens Assisting Public Safety (CAPS) program to train volunteers to help with special events and act as community ambassadors. The City has conducted two citizen surveys with help from the National Research Center. 

Economic sustainability is key in order to provide residents, business owners, taxpayers and financial markets with confidence in the City of Decatur’s vitality. Over the last several months, city staff has been researching the feasibility of annexing additional areas into the city limits as a way to provide tax relief to residents. We know that any recommendation to annex additional areas would have to show that in the long term revenues from the studied areas would have to exceed service delivery costs. In addition to the annexation study, the City will undertake a retail market analysis in order to provide information to the Community and Economic Development Department about the types of retail and the commercial activity that is desired and can be supported.

Citizen Outcomes
Through the use of the two citizen surveys, we were able to determine that 95% of survey respondents rated Decatur as an excellent/good place to live and that 81% of the 2008 respondents rated the opportunities to participate in community issues as excellent/good. 

Even without the assistance of a measurement instrument, the City’s public officials and staff knew that Decatur residents desire to be involved and informed. Because of this desire, the City is in the process of launching an online citizen request management (CRM) system. The CRM system gives citizens another way to have contact with the City at their convenience. 

We are also in the midst of launching two other online interactive initiatives. Citizens will soon have the chance to respond to issues posted by City staff in an online forum called Open City Hall. After reading about the issue, residents will have the opportunity to register an opinion on the issue that can be changed if the resident changes his/her mind. The City has entered the 21st Century by engaging citizens through two blogs. The Decatur Minute blog is home to posts from staff about the events of the city.  231 Sycamore Street blog is operated by the Active Living staff.  And just for the fun and an innovative marketing strategy, the City has its own Facebook fan page called Downtown Decatur. The page was recently featured in the Atlanta Journal Constitution[endnoteRef:2].  [2: 
 http://www.ajc.com/search/content/metro/stories/2008/09/25/decatur.html] 


The CAPS program highlighted earlier is another example of our citizens desiring to be involved. Stemming from the suggestion of past and recent graduates of the Decatur Citizens’ Public Safety Academy, the CAPS program was initiated in 2007-2008 to give interested residents a chance to use the knowledge they learned in the Public Safety Academy to aid their neighbors and the community. 

Applicable Results and Real World Advice
Sustainability…it is not rocket science. By implementing the programs and practices highlighted above, the City strives to be as comprehensive as possible in order to continue providing world-class services for years to come.

There are three primary applications that a local government could take away from this project.

Application 1
Implementing sustainable practices produces cost savings.

RESULT:  Though the initial switch may result in increased costs, the continued use of sustainable practices produces cost savings in the long term.

Application 2
Sustainable practices result in an increased efficiency and effectiveness.

RESULT: Programs and initiatives that can be implemented in cities of all sizes.

Application 3
Sustainable practices produce both short-term and long-term results.

RESULT:  Elected bodies and citizens support will increase. 
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