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KEY ISSUE ADDRESSED

Small communities in Washington State face special challenges. They are required to meet the same public health and environmental mandates as larger cities, but often lack the administrative, technical, and financial capacity to effectively do so. The cumulative impact of multiple mandates can overwhelm them. Further, a smaller population usually leads to a small tax base, which makes it harder for small communities to be economically viable. To help small communities that are struggling with these special challenges, the Washington State Department of Community, Trade and Economic Development (CTED) created the “Small Communities Initiative (SCI).”

SUMMARY

Type of Project/Program: Planning - Community Development

Agency/Contact Link: Washington State Department of Community, Trade, and Economic

Development (CTED)
 
Project/Program Staffing: There is one full-time SCI Program Manager who is an employee of CTED. Two other state level agencies are collaborating with CTED on this program; the Department of Health and the Department of Ecology. Various staff members from these agencies serve as technical advisors to community groups and attend meetings on an as-needed basis.

When Project/Program Began: February 1999

Project/Program Description: The interagency Small Communities Initiative (SCI) promotes compliance with environmental and public health requirements in small, rural communities in order to create adequate infrastructure for community and economic development projects. SCI staff acts as facilitator, technical advisor, and resource broker to help local elected officials, staff, and citizens define, prioritize, and identify links between public health, environmental protection, and local development issues. Once the issues faced by the community are determined, realistic steps leading to regulatory compliance, long-term sustainability, and economic vitality are identified and documented in a community action plan. 

The SCI approach includes regulatory flexibility, emphasizes on-going partnerships, and recognizes multiple community priorities. Staff from regulatory and community and economic development agencies meet regularly with community members to articulate and solve problems. SCI staff facilitates these meetings.  The goal of this interagency effort is to establish excellent working relationships between communities and regulators, promote compliance with environmental and public health requirements, and support the economic vitality of Washington’s small communities
Project/Program Cost: SCI costs $117,625 annually; this represents approximately .02 percent of CTED’s total agency budget.
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Percentage of Funding Federal, State and Other:  Approximately 40% of this annual cost is funded directly by the state; the remaining 60% is funded by the Federal EPA Drinking Water State Revolving Fund set-aside, which is made available through the Washington Department of Health. 
EVALUATION

Lessons Learned:

Small communities typically have limited capacity and must respond to multiple and varied demands. Educating local officials and staff is an ongoing process due to turnover.   A flexible approach to regulatory policies requires additional time and skills from the participating state agency staff.  The SCI approach demonstrates to the communities that state agencies and regulators are working together to provide assistance.   It is helpful to have a neutral, third party facilitate discussions between communities and state regulators.

The SCI approach has fostered better communication and a more trusting environment between local communities and regulators.  In turn, this environment is one in which future problems can be prevented, communities can plan for their future and sustainable results can be achieved. 

Since 1999 eleven communities have been included in the SCI, nine of which have successfully achieved the overarching goals of the program. Each town has specific results based on their initial challenges. In two of the SCI communities, involvement turned out to be limited; however, CTED learned some valuable lessons regarding the selection of appropriate communities through its brief involvement with these two communities. In the first community, the community had already decided on its course and was not open to exploring other options. In the second community, all of the project development work with the community had already been done and the lead project staff did not think it was necessary to include SCI staff.
Evaluation Framework: CTED has eight performance measures, listed below, that they are using to evaluate the SCI program. The first two listed are agency-wide, the rest are SCI-specific performance measures. Progress against these performance measures is assessed in each SCI community and overall results are grouped into the following four categories:  on-the-ground environmental protection and public health results; articulated and prioritized community goals with a plan for how to move forward; improved relationships between communities and agencies; and improved interagency coordination.

Performance Measures:
· More communities with adequate infrastructure to serve future community and economic development activities
· More communities in compliance with public health and environmental protection regulations and increased capacity to respond to future regulatory mandates
· Increased state agency capacity to resolve chronic health and environmental compliance issues
· Improved coordination between state agencies in addressing the needs of small communities
· Increased community capacity to understand funding program requirements and apply for appropriate funding for infrastructure planning and construction
· Better investment of state funds as a result of better developed projects

· Increased trust between communities and regulators
· Reduction of regulatory staff time spent in communities that have chronic compliance issues
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