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I. 
Overview

Many communities have struggled with how to have productive conversations about housing. Often, there are misconceptions about the need for housing and debates are polarized and not based on facts. Basic information, like why new housing is needed, is often never discussed. Additionally, most of the discussions happen when new projects are proposed – as opposed to when the rules are written months or years before. Until there is broader understanding of housing need, it will be difficult to implement programs from the Housing Element. 

Threshold 2008, a housing dialogue project based in San Mateo County, provides an example of effective ways to hold conversations about housing. This document summarizes key lessons learned and ways to use those lessons to build support for implementing Housing Action Plans. 
II. Context

Housing is one of the most pressing and important topics for the Bay Area. There are three factors that drive the need for new homes:

· Children growing up and moving out of the house
As our children graduate high school (or college), they look for new housing. Our children account for three quarters of the demand for new homes in California.

· People moving to California
Because the economy of California has traditionally been strong, people move to California to find work. This accounts for a little under a quarter of the demand for new homes. 


· Smaller households
Even if the population stayed the same, we would need more homes because the average household size is getting smaller. Twenty years ago, there were more large families, while today there are many single person households. 

Building public and political support for housing is challenging for many reasons:

· Housing development may produce less local tax revenue than commercial development and require more services. In commercial development retail sales, hotel occupancy, furniture and equipment can be taxed, not just land and buildings. Budget pressures and growing demand for revenue create incentives to weigh fiscal factors heavily in land use decisions.

· Housing development has local impacts. Even though compact housing development near jobs reduces traffic congestion and carbon emissions on a regional level, housing development can increase traffic on local streets.

· Despite examples of modern, well-designed multi-unit and affordable housing, many people have misconceptions about “housing projects” based on negative images from the past.
The formal approval process itself can be a barrier to public acceptance of housing. The process tends to favor those who oppose rather than support new housing, for at least two reasons:

· Those who are impacted most by the housing shortage are rarely represented at public meetings. They include children growing up here who will form their own households soon, and adults who work here but cannot afford to live here. On the other hand, those who already live in the community have greater ability to participate in the public process, and they can back their voices with votes.

· Among those who live in the community, those who oppose new housing are more motivated to participate. This is because the negative impacts of building new housing (e.g., local street traffic, construction noise) are felt acutely by a smaller number of people who can organize relatively easily, while the negative impacts of not building new housing (e.g., loss of teachers, global warming) are diffused throughout the local, regional and national community.

As a result, elected officials charged with making decisions for the entire community typically hear only from a relatively narrow segment of their constituents. 

The goal of an effective outreach strategy is to build greater public support for housing by having a more inclusive, informed, and constructive conversation with the community.

III. A Role for Dialogue: Threshold 2008 as a model

Threshold 2008 continued an effort started in 2002 by the Housing Nachos, a group of community leaders who came together over a shared concern about San Mateo County's housing situation. In 2003, the group piloted a civic engagement project that involved residents and stakeholders in a series of community conversations. In 2008, they scaled up this effort to bring the voice of the informed public into housing policy decisions. Threshold 2008 engaged more than 1,000 people from all 21 jurisdictions in meaningful dialogue about how to respond to the County's housing need. The project used three distinct methods of dialogue, but in all forums participants received similar information, choices, and opportunities to exchange views.

The purpose of Threshold 2008 was to demonstrate an effective model of building community support for housing solutions, and to discover the specific kinds of housing policies and development that the informed and engaged public would prefer. The project offers valuable lessons for how local governments can use dialogue-based civic engagement as a strategy to build public support for housing, and to overcome some of the limitations of the formal approval process noted above.

Threshold 2008 confirmed that dialogue-based civic engagement, properly designed and executed, can significantly increase public support for meeting San Mateo County’s housing needs. In February 2008, Threshold conducted a survey of 1,822 San Mateo County residents and found that only 38 percent believe there is a need for new housing. After a representative sample of this group participated in a weekend of dialogue and deliberation, those supporting the creation of new housing rose dramatically to 68 percent. 

The dialogues also revealed substantial common ground in the sorts of housing policies and development preferred by informed citizens in San Mateo County. Four recommendations enjoyed strong support:

· Create more housing countywide than we have in the past;

· Concentrate new housing in already developed areas, especially near transit;

· Pursue countywide collaboration and planning within a framework of local control;

· Engage the public more effectively in housing decisions.

A final report on Threshold 2008 methods and results can be found at www.threshold2008.org. Apart from its findings on the kinds of housing policies preferred by informed citizens, the project offers valuable lessons regarding civic engagement more generally. When they believe their voice matters, people take the responsibilities of citizenship seriously. Given good conditions to consider complex issues, they listen carefully to others and seek to reconcile their own views with the good of the community. When they trust that information is balanced and the process is fair, they not only engage enthusiastically in deliberation, but many also seek other opportunities to participate effectively in public life.

To build on the accomplishments of 2008, Threshold is partnering with local governments to improve their capacity to use dialogue-based civic engagement practices. Some key design principles and implementation guidelines are of particular relevance to local governments that want to apply the Threshold methods in their own communities. At the same time, Threshold 2008 points to opportunities for cities to collaborate on countywide approaches to engaging the public on housing issues. These lessons and opportunities are discussed in more detail below.

IV. Housing Elements and Implementation 

All California jurisdictions are required to have certified housing elements. While the State specifies certain things that must be included in housing elements, the housing element is, at its core, a local document that must respond to local conditions. It is an opportunity for communities to identify and achieve their priorities. Specifically, all housing elements must identify programs to implement the housing goals of the community, called a Housing Action Plan. Implementation of the Housing Action Plan is extremely important. Implementation is how the community’s vision is realized. 

In addition to inviting input on specific program components, public outreach for the Housing Element offers an opportunity to discover the community’s vision for how it wants to grow and how it wants to adapt to an ever-changing world. The more difficult the choices, the more important it is for communities to understand themselves – to know where there is strong agreement, where there is sharp disagreement, and how to negotiate differences. Questions about where and how a community’s workforce and non-workforce members live are really questions about community identity. An ideal public outreach program for the Housing Element not only elicits input and support during the planning phase, but also lays the groundwork for implementation of the community vision expressed in the approved document.

Annual monitoring 

It is important to regularly monitor progress on the housing element (it is also a legal requirement). The annual review is an opportunity to identify progress in implementing the programs described in the Housing Action Plan. It is also an opportunity to educate the public about the role of housing in building healthy communities. 

The technical requirements of annual reporting are summarized in the Annual Reporting and Monitoring Summary.

Apart from the technical requirements, the required annual review presents an opportunity to assess progress toward the community vision, to identify implementation challenges, and to reinforce trust between government and citizens about the decision-making process.

V. Public Outreach and Engagement

Every local government has extensive experience conducting outreach for public meetings. By law and best practice, parties affected by a particular policy or action are notified as widely as possible, and a good public hearing from an outreach standpoint is one that is well attended by a broad representation of constituents. By this standard, a government’s commitment to public outreach is reflected in its efforts to notify multiple stakeholders of public meetings, to contact members of the public who might be hard to reach, and to welcome all voices to the table. Beyond legally required meetings, diligent outreach includes additional workshops in different formats, stakeholder committees, and efforts to take public meetings out of City Hall and into the community.

When they are successful, traditional outreach strategies bring a diversity of community members to public meetings to offer constructive comments on draft documents and policies under consideration. The formal public meeting itself, however, is not the ideal setting for achieving two additional goals of a more ambitious engagement effort. First, public hearings are not typically designed to give community members the knowledge they need to make informed decisions on complicated policy issues. Second, such meetings are intended to solicit input from citizens to policymakers, not to encourage discussion among citizens themselves. Beyond efforts to invite as many people as possible to attend policymaking sessions, a successful public outreach strategy can benefit greatly from inclusion of community dialogue.

The Value of Community Dialogue

If the goal of the Housing Element is to identify community values and priorities, and to realize a community vision by building broad-based public support for housing production, then dialogue can play a central role. Whereas the typical public hearing provides an opportunity for informed and engaged citizens to have their voice heard, community dialogue provides an opportunity for more citizens to become informed and engaged. It also allows community members to talk to one another, creating the possibility that durable common ground may be discovered.

The key elements of dialogue are information and deliberation – enough knowledge to make informed judgments, enough time to consider the tradeoffs of different choices, and an opportunity to test and share ideas with other community members whose lives and perspectives may be very different from one’s own.

Threshold 2008 presented a model of conducting community dialogue that resulted in increased public support for housing. Governments that incorporate dialogue within their outreach strategies for housing policy are likely to experience similar gains in community support. They are also likely to receive constructive input from more constituents who are more informed, particularly those who might not otherwise participate in the public process.

Policymakers may be reticent to embrace a process without any assurance of the outcome. The Threshold 2008 experience indicates that community dialogue is highly constructive, revealing common ground across differences. Dialogue does not cause people to change their basic values, only to reassess the best ways to achieve their values in the context of changing circumstances and in relation to the larger community. What tends to emerge from dialogue, therefore, is not a desire for radical change but a clearer sense of common ground and a sharper articulation of how to express community values in housing policy.

If the lesson of Threshold 2008 is that effective dialogue increases public support for housing, then local governments should see highly informed and engaged citizens as a positive resource for housing planning. Effective public outreach and engagement is important during the adoption phase of the Housing Element, but it is even more critical for implementation over the next seven years.

In the context of the Housing Element, dialogue can:

· Inform members of the public about the issues and choices that make the document so important to the community;

· Inspire informed community members to participate further in Housing Element workshops, hearings, or other meetings;

· Reveal to policymakers the kinds of policies that are most likely to enjoy public support;

· Lay the groundwork for informed community members to participate in the implementation of the Housing Action Program.

Lessons for Successful Dialogue

Drawing from the Threshold 2008 experience, there are a number of principles and practices that support successful dialogue outcomes.

1. Issue framing, background information, and policy choices must be accurate and neutral.

To be credible, dialogue materials should be designed in a way that does not lead participants toward one position or another. To ensure neutrality, Threshold 2008 drafted and reviewed participant briefing materials with diverse stakeholders before engaging the public.

2. The power of dialogue lies in open consideration of the tradeoffs of different choices.

The choices presented to constituents should represent the full spectrum of viable housing policy options, ranging from the current path to various proposed alternatives. The best arguments on either side of each choice should be presented with equal weight, and citizens should receive the kind of information and data that is relevant to assess these arguments. If feasible, dialogue participants can have access to technical experts to answer questions at different stages of the discussion. Scenarios can be an effective way to present salient issues and tradeoffs. Pedagogically, multiple realistic scenarios should be composed that stimulate dialogue and critical thought but are not positioned as either/or alternatives that are divisive.

3. The content of dialogue in the context of the Housing Element.

a. Start with the countywide and local housing need to frame the issue.

Technically, the question of whether a community wants to meet its identified housing need is off the table, since the very purpose of the housing element, by legislative imperative, is to identify sites and policies to meet a housing allocation target. Nevertheless, citizens need to understand the rationale for Housing Element law (the consequences of not meeting our housing need), and they need to be able to express their opinion on the State requirement. Regarding public support for implementation, Threshold 2008 found that an understanding of the housing need was key to participants’ willingness to address it, and also important to informed input on particular policy solutions.

b. Place the local/regional connection in the foreground.

Dialogues should give attention to the connection between the regional and local housing need, regional impacts of local housing choices, and opportunities for collaborative regional solutions within a framework of local control. Threshold 2008 found that an understanding of local choices in a regional context made citizens more likely to accept responsibility for a fair share of housing production in their own communities.

c. Begin with a policy-centric rather than project-specific focus.

The Housing Element presents an opportunity to examine housing issues at a broad level – current situation, future needs, regional impacts, legislative context, policy choices – before addressing specific development proposals. Community conversations at this level of generality prior to, or along with, consideration of individual housing projects can lay the groundwork for more informed and constructive discussion of the costs and benefits of a particular project. This approach also allows people to make positive choices for the benefit of the entire community with less focus on how a project might affect them individually. This is important community input for elected officials to hear and to weigh against the vocal opposition they expect at project-level public hearings. Public support for housing implementation policies, apart from particular project proposals, is therefore critical to realizing the vision of the Housing Element.

The same methods of dialogue can certainly be adapted to individual development proposals. Once a community has had a broader discussion of how to accommodate pressures for growth and which policies it prefers, decision makers are in a better position to use the same dialogue-based tools to address specific questions about specific projects.

4. Skilled, neutral facilitators significantly improve the quality of community dialogue.

There are ample resources in San Mateo County for facilitation services and training. If government staff play this role, it is particularly important that to maintain a neutral stance and possess strong dialogue facilitation skills.

5. Let people know how their participation makes a difference.

Those who participate in policy-related dialogues want to know who will listen to them and how their voices will be taken into account. Most want to know how to stay informed, and many want to know how to get more involved. Ideally, community dialogues on the Housing Element would occur prior to, or in connection with, formal workshops and hearings, so dialogue participants have a chance to provide informed input on the public record. In hosting a community dialogue on housing, representatives from local government should be prepared to offer opportunities for energized citizens to influence public policy and become further engaged in housing issues.

VI. Housing Element Sample Practices

Local governments that want to express a policy commitment to the best practices of dialogue-based civic engagement can do so in the Housing Action Program (HAP) of the Housing Element. Following are three sample Housing Action Program policy items that express such a commitment:

1. Use dialogue-based methods to engage the community on housing choices.

The jurisdiction makes an ongoing commitment to use neutral, empirically tested methods of dialogue to engage the community in the implementation of the Housing Element, and in planning decisions about proposed housing policies and development. As part of its public outreach strategy, the jurisdiction will initiate community dialogues in advance of formal public hearings on particular policy or development decisions. Comments and survey data from the dialogues will be included in the public record, and the jurisdiction will present participants with opportunities to become further engaged in the planning and implementation of housing policy.

2. Hold an annual study session to review HAP progress and priorities.

Each year, prior to and in connection with the submission of its annual monitoring report, the jurisdiction will hold one or more study sessions to review Housing Action Program progress and priorities. The jurisdiction will conduct public outreach to inform and engage the community prior to and concurrent with the study session(s).

3. Participate in countywide coordination and public engagement processes.

The jurisdiction will participate in the design and implementation of an annual countywide process for public review and discussion of local jurisdictions’ Housing Action Programs. The jurisdiction is committed to a process that engages the public in a discussion of local progress and priorities in the context of shared countywide need.

� � HYPERLINK "http://www.21elements.com/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=372&Itemid=24" ��www.21elements.com/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=372&Itemid=24�





July 2009 | TWENTY ONE ELEMENTS - San Mateo Countywide Housing Element Update Kit
2

[image: image1.png]