Citizen Advisory Board

Reimagination for Enhanced
Community Engagement
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Presentation Notes
Thank you for allowing us to present to you today. 

My name is Candee Ramos, and I am the Media & Communications Program Manager, for Washoe County’s Commissioner Support program.

And I am Alexandra Wilson, a Community Outreach Coordinator within the Commissioner Support program. Both Candee and myself have been members of the Commissioner Support program since its inception in 2021. 

We are here today to provide you with a presentation to provide information and request feedback about the Citizen Advisory Board program, for a possible reimagination for enhanced community engagement. 


Commissioner Support Team

The Commissioner Support program was born out of the need to provide

greater and more expansive community engagement

and specialized support to Washoe County’s five County Commissioners.

There are currently three members of the team who support 72 CAB meetings per year, in addition to numerous other
community meetings and engagement programs.
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Three years ago, Commission Support was born out of the need to provide greater and more expansive community engagement. 

This team is charged with overseeing Commissioner-led initiatives in their districts, providing concierge service for escalated constituent concerns, creating community outreach opportunities to learn about county programs, managing board and commission appointments, as well as coordinating the Washoe County Leadership Academy – which feeds directly into applications for boards and commission appointments from a diverse constituency – and, of course, the management of the Citizen Advisory Board, or CAB, program. 

There are currently 72 scheduled CAB meetings per year across 8 CABs, in addition to other community meetings, which are called as-necessary. CAB meetings take place on nights and weekends.




History of CABs

- Established: To assist/advise the Board of County Commaissioners with local issues

« Initial CABs: Advisory boards for specific geographic areas

« Incline Village/Crystal Bay CAB (1975), Verdi CAB (1981), & West Truckee Meadows CAB (1990)

« Consolidation (2013): Reduced from 15 to 9 CABs through the Citizen Involvement

Revitalization Project, aimed at improving community feedback.

« Shift in Focus: Development projects were included, then removed, and reinserted in CAB

agendas several times over the years.

+ By 2021, CABs became community-topic based, with development discussions separated.

« Dissolution and Reformation (2021): Several CABs dissolved, with others reformed,

showing ongoing struggles with community engagement through the CAB framework.

+ Introduction of Neighborhood Development Meetings (NDMs) created as freestanding to

provide earlier input on development projects.

» Development meetings allow for more flexible engagement without the constraints of open

meeting laws.
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Today, we are here to discuss just one program of the Commission Support program, specifically the Citizen Advisory Boards, or CABs, as this is a primary way in which Washoe County currently does community outreach. 

To provide a brief history, CABs have existed in Washoe County in many iterations over the years. These are regularly-scheduled meetings with Advisory Board members, appointed by their Commissioner, with the goal of providing advisement to the county on topics within their unincorporated neighborhood. 

CABs have previously featured development projects presented in front of the citizen advisory board, then became community topic based without development, then development was reinserted into the CABs, and then taken out again. The CABs were dissolved and then brought back to life in 2021 as they are now, as community-topic based, with Neighborhood Development Meetings as entirely separate meetings. 

Development neighborhood meetings are now freestanding to accommodate those who only want to hear about one, specific development, and are more timely, occurring much earlier in the development process. Having development meetings held separately from the CAB and earlier in the development process benefits the community so that they are not held to open meeting law restrictions, such as 3 minutes of public comment, in negotiations with developers, and any promises negotiated between the community and developers made during these meetings would be placed within the development plan. There are still numerous opportunities for the public to make comment on developments, including Neighborhood Development Meetings, the planning commission or board of equalization, and at times even the Board of County Commissioners. 

Currently, CABs are community topic based and, as mentioned, make up a large portion of what the County considers to be Community Outreach. Today we ask if the way we are doing “community outreach” the way we are today, because that is the way we have always done it? And how do we differentiate between community outreach, which is largely one-way, from the County to constituents, versus community engagement, which is a conversation based primarily on listening to constituents and providing information in a continuous feedback loop. 


Proposed questions

- With the goal being to provide greater and more expansive community
engagement, are we effectively achieving that goal?

- What are opportunities for true engagement through creative means?

- How may we best utilize assets (technology & staff) to reach more people
in meaningful ways?

- Contemplating statistics - is the “juice worth the squeeze?”


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The questions we are asking you to discuss and today is are:

If the goal is to provide greater and more expansive community engagement, are we effectively achieving this goal through our current actions? Are there other opportunities to engage with the community to reach more people from across Washoe County, and provide better two-way communication between Washoe County and the residents it serves? We hope that today’s discussion can focus not on the perception of what the county is “taking away” from current outreach practices, but how we can improve our outreach? 

Moreover, are there better ways that staff could engage with a broader reach of citizens, for true community engagement, with dialogue between the County and constituents, listening to the concerns of the community and addressing them, spotting trends of emerging concerns and opportunities, and sharing information about those to the community? 

Are we using technology efficiently as possible to reach citizens, while acknowledging that not all citizens have access to all forms of technology?

And finally, do the statistics show that the CAB program is successful in achieving its goals, in that the juice is worth the squeeze of time, energy and resources spent? Not only for staff, but for the people served. Is the CAB program a good steward of our program that promises enhanced engagement to residents of Washoe County? And if not, are there other ways that the community outreach team can provide true community engagement with constituents? 

These are the questions we would like to ask of the commission today to receive your input and guidance. 




CABs — Stats & Staff

733 staff/presenters/CAB members and 838 public attendees (not unique)
« Topic is king
 If the 838 individuals were unique, we would still only be serving less than a quarter of one percent

(.17%) of the population of Washoe County, yet CABs take up an estimated 20% of Commissioner
Support staff time.

A single staff member fills many roles:
« Adherence to Open Meeting Law (legal), including reining in off-agenda topics
» Security
« Technology Services (setup & troubleshooting)

« Subject Matter Experts (answering on-the-spot on topics we are not the experts on, i.e.,, community development,
roads, and code enforcement.)

« We wonder... if staff were not creating, managing, and performing follow-up on 72 meetings
per year— what community engagement could we be achieving?

« What is the role of government?
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We would like to share data for your review and consideration when we discuss a reimagination of what true community engagement looks like, based on 2023 data for a full year’s perspective. 

On this slide, you will note that Commission Support began tracking attendance of CABs in 2023. At many times, at first glance, at CAB meetings there are rooms with dozens of people in them, but at a closer examination we found that there were often as many or more presenters and staff members in attendance than general public attendees. Of these staff, you have members of our team here, but also employees from Truckee Meadows Fire, Washoe County Sheriff’s Office, staff from both inside and outside of the County such as RTC and NDOT, and members of leadership such as Washoe County Manager Eric Brown and our elected Washoe County Commissioners. 

We would like to clarify that we do NOT base these attendance numbers on sign in sheets, which we acknowledge that not every attendee signs. We base these stats on identifying people within the room who are community attendees versus those who are there because they have to be – in other words, staff, presenters, or the CAB members themselves. 

An interesting item to note is that when topics of great concern are presented at CAB meetings – topic is king - the community comes out in droves. One Gerlach meeting had nearly half of the entire year’s attendees in one meeting, pertaining to Ormat.
More than half of the Spanish Springs CAB public attendees participated in 2 hot topic meetings: Lands Bill, Secretary of State.
The Senior Scams Seminar was held at the County building and had over 100 attendees, although the idea was proposed to present at a single CAB, which was determined by our staff to be of greater interest than to a single community.
The Hidden Valley Emergency Preparedness meeting held last year was also well-attended, with approximately 50 people in attendance. 
A Hidden Valley post-flash flood community meeting was held as recently as early August of this year, with over 60 directly-impacted individuals in attendance. When people want to hear about a topic, they show up. 

In looking at 2023 as an example of an average year, Washoe County served 838 constituents, who are NOT unique individuals. Our goal in the Commissioner Support team is to truly support the entire commission as much as possible, which is nearly 500,000 individuals. In taking the 2023 population of Washoe County, which was approximately 498,000 and dividing the 838 attendees by that number, we are serving less than a quarter of a single percentile of the Washoe County population, yet the CAB program takes up at least 20% of Community Outreach Coordinator staff time. 

Each meeting, regardless of attendance, takes hours of staff time, from organizing presenters, creation and posting of agendas, creation of meeting minutes, not to mention the facilitation of the meetings themselves. 

Staff also must fill many roles during these meetings, to include acting as a quasi authority in roles such as legal counsel when meetings wander off-agenda, acting as security when presenters or staff are verbally accosted, troubleshooting technology, and acting as an in-the-moment subject matter expert on topics in which we are not subject matter experts. 

Today we would like to explore what community engagement opportunities could be put into practice should the team have the ability to serve more than a very small fraction of the community. 

We would also like to acknowledge that there are heightened emotions tied to CABs, and that a handful of community members are very connected to these meetings. Some have expressed that CABs act as a place for the community to gather, for newcomers to the area to come and meet their neighbors, that these meetings are a place where people can come to complain and vent, and for community members to learn about a variety of county and non-county activities in their neighborhood. All of these things considered, these beg the question of what is the role of government, and can these community gatherings continue without the after-hours facilitation of County staff to such a small percentage of the public?





CAB & Topic-Based Meeting

;.
Regularly Scheduled Citizen
Advisory Board (CAB)

Senior Scam
Seminar
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These photos are just two examples of what we are sharing today; the one on the left being a Warm Springs CAB meeting where there were 4 CAB members present, the County Manager, Commission Support staff, 2 Truckee Meadows Fire personnel, Washoe County Sheriff’s Office, and… 3 citizen attendees, 2 of whom reside in the same home. 

The one on the right was the Senior Scams seminar that had over 100 people in attendance. This topic had been proposed for a presentation at a CAB meeting, although the topic expands far beyond a single community. This took the staff time of the Commission Support team to set up the room and a subject matter expert from the City of Sparks. This meeting was able to be promoted in advance across a variety of platforms that reached both incorporated cities and unincorporated Washoe County residents. With no meeting minutes and action items for this community meeting, we were able to promote the meeting farther in advance due to this being a community meeting with no open meeting law requirements or restrictions. 


Engagement Surveys & Focus Groups

Engagement

« Two surveys conducted over the past year: approx. 2000 responses on the first, 4,300 to the second.

» Focused on how people wished to engage with the County.

« Held three focus groups: two with CAB members and one with stakeholders.

Results

- Majority of respondents live within incorporated cities of Reno and Sparks. CABs focus only on unincorporated
areas of Washoe County.

- Significant demand for online & text options, including participating on their own terms. Only 7% of respondents’
prefer in-person meetings as 15t choice, while 41% find them not useful, compared to 21% who see value in them.

- Respondents feel comfortable calling their commissioner directly, or dialing 3-1-1.

- Focus groups indicated that CAB members “need a job” — seeking actionable items on agendas to feel worthwhile.
Presenters can share the same data online as in-person, reducing the need for physical meetings.
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The information we have provided so far have gone over the history of the CAB, statistics, and the idea of competing priorities for limited staff resources. In addition to data collected at CAB meetings, our team also held two community surveys and 3 focus groups. 

Our surveys were sent to subscribers to the Washoe County email lists and asked how they wanted to speak TO the County, and how they wanted to hear FROM the county. Following the first survey, the Commission Support team held a lengthier survey to the community, providing feedback as to what we heard during the first survey, and requesting opinions on how we may better serve the community through engagement. In both surveys, respondents overwhelmingly asked for online options to engage with the County, both giving information TO the county and receiving information FROM the county, at a time and place convenient for them. Gone are the days of a set schedule for an in person meeting that can accommodate a broad cross-section of the county.

Less than 10% of respondents have attended a CAB meeting in the past 2 years, which is fewer than those who have attended a neighborhood development meeting (at almost 14%) or a topic-specific meeting such as the senior scams seminar, also 14%. Of all of these ways that residents in Washoe County can communicate with Washoe County, CABs are the least desired way, according to this survey, and yet they take up a significant portion of staff time. 

When it comes to sharing feedback to the County, people primarily liked using technology resources, such as emailing or other online platforms, followed by text messaging, followed by calling the 311 resource center. For receiving information from the County, people indicated wanting to use the Washoe County website, learning information through news outlets, and lastly, in person meetings. In-person meetings were 7% of respondents' first choice of hearing from the County, and 41% of people said in-person meetings are not useful compared to 21% who said they are. This sentiment is reflected in the attendance numbers that were just shared.

Focus groups consisted of presenters at CAB meetings and a handful of CAB members. The consensus was that they need a job to feel worthwhile, and that information provided at CAB meetings can be provided via other means. 


Takeaways

« 72 CAB meetings per year with limited participation — quantity does not equal quality

- Estimated $43,000 in staff hours during 2023 CAB meetings to reach less than a quarter of one percent of the

community (.17%).
« Staff hours does not include consider time for preparation, planning, and post-meeting activities,

which now include meeting minutes.

« After-hours meetings mean hundreds of hours of cumulative “comp” leave or overtime and staff

burnout.
« Topic-driven meetings are more focused, targeted, have seen greater participation, not limited by Open Meeting

Law. Participants can attend only when interested in the topic, enhancing meaningful engagement.

« Not a communications issue — when topics of importance arise, people show up.

CABS * ENGAGEMENT
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Staff is not afraid of hard work! However, we believe our time and efforts should be focused on initiatives that yield tangible results and have proven effectiveness. To invest in endeavors that truly benefit the community and foster meaningful engagement.

Ex. Senior Scams Seminar, Secretary of State meeting, Spanish Springs Business Park, understanding Planning, etc.


Possibilities Worth Exploring

From these data sources and surveys, the Commaissioner Support team recommends using data-driven
research to reassess the Citizen Advisory Board (CAB) program.

Benefits:

Increased time to identify and host topic-based meetings to convey information to all Washoe County
citizens, not just unincorporated.

Reducing staff time working after-hours and weekend meetings, which lead to burnout and excess
compensation, for minimal rewards.

Opportunity to host semi-regular listening sessions between Commissioners and their constituents for an
enhanced understanding of the topics of interest in each district.

Increased jurisdictional messaging, both in incorporated and unincorporated parts of the County.

Opportunity to grow existing or new programs, such as micro-Academies, text capabilities, and creative
ways all residents may feel useful in providing advisement to the County.

Greater support of Neighborhood Development Meetings (NDMs) through communications and outreach
support.




Proposed questions

- With the goal being to provide greater and more expansive community
engagement, are we effectively achieving that goal?

- What are opportunities for true engagement through creative means?

- How may we best utilize assets (technology & staff) to reach more people
in meaningful ways?

- Contemplating statistics - is the “juice worth the squeeze?”
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In revisiting the initial slide where we posed questions to the board for discussion today, is if CABs are allowing us to effectively reach our goals, if there are other opportunities for true engagement, if we are best utilizing assets to reach constituents in meaningful ways, and if the continuation of the CAB program the way we have always done it, is worthwhile? 



Thank you
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We thank you for your time today and welcome any questions you may have about the CAB program, thoughts on community engagement in general, and recommendations from the Board on ways that the Commissioner Support team may effectively serve more residents within the county. 
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