PROGRAM EXCELLENCE AWARDS
Community Sustainability Program Excellence Award (populations 10,000-49,999)
Week of Hope - City of Manassas, Virginia and Lawrence D. Hughes, City Manager
The Challenge  
The Week of Hope neighborhood cleanup initiative started in Summer 2007 and proved so successful it has been repeated in 2008 and 2009, each year growing in community support and impact.  Initially, our vision was to encourage residents to clean up their properties to avoid costly fines from zoning and property maintenance violations by offering them hands-on volunteer help.  Due to the foreclosure crisis, we expanded our initiative to include maintaining vacant and abandoned homes to keep our neighborhoods strong and deter crime. Our goals were:
1. To identify and clean up blighted neighborhoods
2. To match out-of-town volunteers with City of Manassas volunteers
3. To support stalled neighborhood projects with a push of manpower
Implementation & Costs  
Eight months before the program start date, City of Manassas Neighborhood Services Manager Kisha Wilson-Sogunro organized a partnership with Denver, Colorado-based Group Workcamps Foundation to make our city a destination for their Summer Youth Camp volunteers.  They would send us 100 volunteers (1 adult per 5 youth) each week for six weeks.  We would provide them with the tools necessary to do their work, from orange safety vests and work gloves to trash bags and grabber sticks for picking up litter.
Three months before the Week of the Hope volunteers arrived, the city launched a proactive enforcement that was cross-departmental to identify blighted neighborhoods as candidates for the neighborhood cleanup initiative.  Sogunro then started a mass campaign talking with residents and youth at city schools, City Council, homeowners associations and neighborhood group meetings to spread awareness about the importance of the initiative.  In return, the response was overwhelming, from neighbors wanting to volunteer as well as neighborhood groups requesting assistance for projects that needed manpower.  As our youth recognized the out-of-state support, they rolled up their sleeves and joined their peers to clean up Manassas neighborhoods. 
The costs were minimal.  As an AmeriCorps alumna, Sogunro used her skills to locate resources outside of local government to meet her goals.  By partnering with Group Workcamps, the army of volunteers paid their own expenses for transportation and food, and stayed at Manassas Baptist Church’s The Rock, a converted elementary school.  Any equipment – mowers, wheelbarrows, tools, debris trucks – was borrowed from Public Works or loaned by residents.  Sogunro used the months before the volunteers’ arrival to visit local businesses and procure in-kind donations of food, water and other supplies.  Volunteers’ time was used wisely – if rain prevented outdoor work, they were deployed to play with youth at the Boys & Girls Club, visit the elderly at Birmingham Green or stock shelves at the homeless shelter’s food closet.
Results & Measured Outcomes 
All three goals were accomplished the first summer, and every summer since then.  In 2008, Neighborhood Services, Public Works, Property Maintenance, Zoning and Police Departments were able to identify 410 foreclosed properties, of which 187 properties were vacant and abandoned.  Our volunteer recruitment increased from 600 in 2007 to 900 in 2008 to 1,000 in 2009.  Publicity from local media (The Washington Post, the Manassas Journal Messenger/Potomac News and NBC Channel 4 News) generated further involvement.
Volunteers cleaned litter and trash from city streets, playgrounds, vacant and abandoned homes, townhouse common areas, parks and streams. They assisted seniors and residents with disabilities with exterior repairs and painting, yard work and cleaning.  According to Virginia Office of Volunteerism calculations, the program’s 600 volunteers saved the city $35,000 in man-hours the first year and 900 volunteers saved the city $142,244 in man-hours in 2008.
Neighborhood Services has expanded the program’s reach to include nonprofits such as Habitat for Humanity, SERVE (Securing Emergency Resources through Volunteer Efforts), the Voluntary Action Center and faith-based organizations.  These nonprofits provide vital assistance in providing residents and neighborhoods with long term strategies to maintain personal property and/or providing asset-based community services for long term success.
For example, volunteers assisted an elderly disabled woman who was a chronic compulsive hoarder with yard waste and the removal of trash from the interior and exterior of her home.  She needed a lawn mower, and when Sogunro approached Steve Rice, the owner of J.E. Rice Tru-Value Hardware store, Mr. Rice donated a new mower to the project.  After the week long cleanup, Neighborhood Services arranged for Liberty Community Church to continue maintaining the yard, provide counseling and fellowshipping, and food assistance.
Another example is the Yassa Family. As Week of Hope volunteers removed several truckloads of debris from their yard, they discovered the family had been using space heaters to heat their home for the past three years.  Neighborhood Services connected the family with Habitat for Humanity’s A Brush With Kindness program, which found sponsors to donate and install a new heating system, and also fixed broken windows and an unsafe deck used as a back entrance.
A third example is Weems Neighborhood Watch, which organized a cleanup of Landgreen Street, where cabdriver Khawaja Ahmed was murdered in February 2008.  This group partnered with the city, several churches, and high school students to successfully clear yard waste and trash from nine vacant and abandoned homes.  Members spread the word about the importance of Neighborhood Watch and have helped increase the number of watches in the city.
After the Washington Post article ran, George Mason University’s Freedom Aquatic & Fitness Center opened its doors free of charge to allow Week of Hope volunteers to cool off from the 90 degree heat by taking a dip in the pool.  Over 20 businesses and restaurants, such as Chick-fil-A and Dunkin Donuts have made in-kind donations each summer.  Manassas Assembly of God Church, self described by Youth Pastor Doug Dreesen as a “mega-church that is more like a cruise ship with all the amenities inside, but no outreach beyond handing out tracts at the Prince William County Fair,” was inspired to mobilize church volunteers to clean up vacant properties.  George Mason University and Unity in the Community stepped forward to partner with the city to facilitate five Neighborhood Improvement Circles in neighborhoods targeted for their deterioration and frequent calls for service.  The circles engaged neighbors and laid the groundwork for the 2009 Week of Hope program, which brought 1,000 volunteers to the city.    Neighborhood Services has fielded calls from groups, as far away as South Dakota, who want to make the city their destination for service projects.
The City of Manassas Neighborhood Services Department looks forward to doing this project each summer.  We are committed to improving the quality of life for our city residents and engaging our youth to be productive citizens.  Therefore, we have become permanent partners with the Group Workcamps Foundation to continue this great work.  We are determined to keep our neighborhoods safe, secure from crime and aesthetically pleasing.  To that end, the Week of Hope neighborhood cleanup initiative has channeled our adult residents and our youth to be good stewards in community service and leadership which follows the city’s vision in creating tomorrow’s strong and healthy neighborhoods.
Group Workcamps was so impressed with our ability to “rally the troops” that the City of Manassas was selected, out of other nominated cities around the United States, to be the first city to test their new 1 By Youth Project – basically taking the Week of Hope concept and condensing it into a one-day, one-community, one-impact “extreme makeover” project in one neighborhood.  The 1 By Youth – Manassas project will take place on April 24, 2010 in the Georgetown South Neighborhood, with more 2,000 volunteers expected to participate.  Community partners, such as Sherwin-Williams, have already donated 500 gallons of paint toward the project.
In a time when local governments are cutting programs to meet their budgets, the Week of Hope program gives instead of takes.  In 2008, the city eliminated 20 full-time positions.  In 2009, the city eliminated 20 more.  Week of Hope models how neighbors can take action to help themselves with the help of community partners, from the Junior Woman’s Club of Manassas to Manassas Assembly of God Church – to build stronger neighborhoods.
