Dear Beth and OSTP: 

It was a pleasure to talk about how the National Civic League can help draft directive language.   To follow up, this email contains a summary of NCL’s resources and preliminary suggestions for directive language obtained from several folks in NCL’s networks.   I’ve also included contact information at the end of this email.  – Gloria Rubio-Cortes

National Civic League Resources Available to Develop Directive Language and Assist in Implementation: 

For more than a century, NCL has promoted good government practice including openness, transparency and accountability. For the past 25 years, we’ve also been promoting civic engagement connecting residents to each other and their government.  We have available to help in this effort over the long-term and short-term:

1. proven models that promote civic engagement, good governance practice, openness, transparency and accountability (8th Edition of the Model City Charter), 

2.  tools (The Civic Index – process guide for residents and government), 

3. experienced facilitators and expertise in helping government work with residents and residents work with government (NCL works intensively with communities across the country to develop a strategic plan with action steps and builds capacity for   collaboration, civic engagement, and government and residents working together in a new way to promote win-win solutions) and 

4. the All-America City Award network (more than 500 communities across the country who have demonstrated innovation, collaboration, civic engagement, and inclusiveness. This year is the 60th anniversary.  As of Monday, March 16, 2009, the 2009 applicants will have submitted their application and the 30 finalists chosen are great folks NCL can tap to get their thoughts on language for the directive.)  and

5. additional networks NCL can tap are regional civic organizations (NCL’s Board members play key roles in some of them), local community based organizations working with government to develop community-wide plans for particular issues such as Providence’s Cultural Plan (NCL Board member is involved), subscribers to NCL’s quarterly journal- National Civic Review and NCL members. 

NCL Network Preliminary Suggestions for Directive Language: 

-          Like communities, each department will have to have its own plan and strategies to reflect its mission, applicable laws, and possibilities

-          Plans will be comprehensive in that they include all three concepts (openness, transparency, and civic engagement)

-          Departments will engage the public on key policy issues throughout the policy development and implementation process (and not wait until the end of such a process to ask for input)

-          Departments will use high tech, low tech, and in-person (or offline) methods to involve the public with particular attention to engaging underserved populations (rural, urban, people of color, people with disabilities, etc) with appropriate methods and strategies (such as ethnic media, for example)

-          Departments are encouraged to not reinvent the wheel, but to leverage the expertise of  organizations (nonprofit and others) to engage the public to in an open, transparent and citizen engaging manner.

-          Training and technical assistance resources will be made available to assist federal government departments to build the capacity of federal government 

employees to engage effectively with the public and to develop systems that embed the practice of openness, accountability and citizen engagement

A note about the W.K. Kellogg Foundation: Over the past year, WKKF has worked hard to infuse civic engagement and racial equity into all of its work and grantmaking.   While a private foundation is different from a federal agency, WKKF’s learnings in making this major shift will undoubtedly be helpful to implementation of the President’s memorandum on openness, accountability, and civic engagement.  Also, below are suggestions for Directive Language provided by W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 

The W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Proposed Directive Language

1.       Support efforts that attend to systems, structures, institutions, and policies, not only to people.

2.       Support and institutionalize cross-sectoral partnerships.

3.       Support place-based, region- and system-wide work.

4.       Adopt a strong racial equity framework and support work animated by an explicit racial analysis.

5.       Support approaches that are sensitive to the needs and contexts of particular marginalized groups.

6.       Support research and practical efforts to generate communications strategies and components that build support for racial equity. 

7.       Support efforts that illuminate our “linked fates” across lines of race, gender, class, and social status. 

8.       Support policies that are both “targeted” and “universal” to ensure they reach and benefit marginalized populations. 

9.       While leveraging slowly, scale up support for efforts that have the capacity to transform systems for the good of whole.

10.    The value of our work ultimately must be assessed with reference to its impact on real world outcomes. 

Detail

1.       Support efforts that attend to systems, structures, institutions, and policies, not only to people.

The Administration’s work should attend not only to the people and dynamics within vulnerable or marginalized communities, but to the systems, structures, institutions, policies and practices that constrain the nature and extent of these communities’ engagement. 

2.       Support and institutionalize cross-sectoral partnerships.

To increase the access of vulnerable and marginalized children and their families to rich participatory opportunities and improve civic engagement outcomes, the Administration should support groups that work within key sectors, but also support existing cross-sectoral partnerships devoted to improving the well-being of these children and families, and encourage the development of new partnerships. 

3.       Support place-based, region- and system-wide work.

No one place-based intervention or engagement strategy will suffice to equalize opportunities.  It is essential to adopt regional solutions that cut across domains. It is also important to avoid a static understanding of place; many opportunities are mobile.  For example, one can move people to jobs and avoid spatial mismatch by manipulating mass transportation. 

4.        Adopt a strong racial equity framework and support work animated by an explicit racial analysis.

It is not simply that race has been and remains an important factor in the way that institutions are designed and the work that they do, a principal force in building, sustaining, and shifting the social and political structures and organizational arrangements that control the distribution of opportunity and resources across all populations. It follows that the Administration should support civic engagement that adopts an explicit racial equity framework. 

5.       Support approaches that are sensitive to the needs and contexts of particular marginalized groups.

By ignoring the differential abilities of distinct people, groups and communities to secure the benefits of interventions meant to aid all, policies and programs that treat differently situated people equally can exacerbate inequities. The Administration must endorse civic engagement approaches that expressly account for the different constraints and opportunities that so powerfully shape the life chances of target groups.

6.       Support research and practical efforts to generate communications strategies and components that build support for racial equity. 

Discourse matters. We know that simply talking about disparities based on race and ethnicity often has a negative impact on efforts to generate support for race conscious programs. But we have a great deal to learn about how context, audience, frames, messages and messengers interact to shape message processing, reception, and behavioral responses. The Administration needs to search for the keys to sustaining a collaborative and inclusive dialogue about race, ethnicity and social justice. 

7.       Support efforts that illuminate our “linked fates” across lines of race, gender, class, and social status. 

The tendency to frame the concerns and aspirations of marginalized populations, and of Latinos and African Americans in particular, as separate and distinct from those of Whites, is one of the major obstacles to the achievement of racial equity today. However, as is often noted, our world is growing more interconnected. With respect to the housing crisis, as with the health care and the outsourcing of jobs before it, had we “read” the credit and sub-prime crisis problems that appeared first in poor, minority, and immigrant communities as reflective of structural problems, rather than simply as reflective of the irresponsibility of “those people,” we would have responded much more quickly and effectively. 

8.       Support policies that are both “targeted” and “universal” to ensure they reach and benefit marginalized populations. 

A targeted universal  civic engagement strategy is one that is inclusive of the needs of both the dominant and marginal groups, but pays particular attention to the situation of the marginal group. Any proposal should be evaluated by the outcome, not just the intent. 

9.       While leveraging slowly, scale up support for efforts that have the capacity to transform systems for the good of whole.

Our institutional connectedness means that the uneven distribution of opportunity ultimately implicates us all, albeit with somewhat different consequences that unfold according to different timeframes. Our linked fates, and an analysis that recognizes racial inequities as arising primarily from the play of institutions and structures rather than intentional bias, present invaluable opportunities to build bridges and create partnerships across racial, ethnic, and even ideological differences through civic engagement.  

      10.    The value of our work ultimately must be assessed with reference to its impact on real world outcomes. 

In a world of complex systems dynamics, where “root causes” are hard to identify and cause and effect are not always easily disentangled, even the most carefully considered policies and programs can fail to promote the outcomes sought. Ultimately, however, our commitment in civic engagement must be to real-world outcomes, not to the activities, efforts, and particular strategies in which we invest to achieve them. 
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